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Praise for A Perfectly Good Man:


‘At his best, Gale is an effortlessly elastic storyteller, a writer with heart, soul, and a dark and naughty wit, one whose company you relish and trust. . . a novel which managed to upset and uplift me in equal measure, and which kept me company – and kept me guessing – right through to its slightly bitter and heartfelt end’ Observer


‘Warm and humane, this novel is beautifully written’ The Times


‘What Gale does so well is to delineate the unpremeditated spider-web consequences of actions, most particularly those where the intentions are apparently perfectly "good". The unfolding nightmare for all the family of the consequences of adopting are exquisitely and painfully documented… The final chapter left me with a lump in my throat’ Guardian


‘Late at night on the day a new Patrick Gale arrives I am always to be found crouching on the icy bathroom floor, banished from the bedroom for keeping my husband awake, feverishly turning the pages. The pins and needles are terrible, but worth it’ Spectator


‘This being Gale there’s a compelling tale to be told … a convincing, moving account of man’s struggle with faith, marriage and morality’ Sunday Times


‘Guaranteed to give the reader a warm glow’ Independent
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About the Book


On a clear, crisp summer’s day in Cornwall, a young man carefully prepares to take his own life, and asks family friend, John Barnaby, to pray with him. Barnaby – priest, husband and father – has always tried to do good, though life hasn’t always been rosy.  Lenny’s request poses problems, not just for Barnaby, but for his wife and family, and the wider community, as the secrets of the past push themselves forcefully into the present for all to see.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE






The reader is asked to remember that what follows is neither journalism nor history but a work of fiction. The novel’s principal settings and church parishes are real ones near my own home but their inhabitants, in particular the priest in their midst, are entirely imaginary. Where such true events as the March for Geevor are included, I have made use of the novelist’s prerogative to embroider on the facts for the low purpose of entertainment.


My text quotes from Dorothy Sayers’s radio play, The Man Born to be King, with the permission of the Sayers Estate, and from U.A. Fanthorpe’s poem ‘Atlas’, with kind permission from Dr Rosie Bailey.
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All perfection in this life hath some
 imperfection bound up with it; and no
 knowledge of ours is without some darkness.


THOMAS À KEMPIS, De Imitatione Christi














LENNY AT 20






He had the heating on because immobility made him cold. The flat was recently built. Its windows and doors were all double-glazed but there was a keen easterly that had found a chink in one of the seals around the picture window and set up a wail. The whole flat was keening.


He was writing neat drafts of difficult letters to his mother and fiancée. Ex-fiancée. He kept getting the shakes, which spoiled his attempt at neat handwriting, and the unearthly noise was jangling his thoughts as effectively as a crying baby or a whining dog. He tossed down his pen and wheeled his chair to the window where he killed the noise by opening it a little. At once different sounds filled the room: traffic from the Ross Bridge, seagulls from the rooftops, the shouts of some hooded boys jumping their skateboards on and off a ledge in a corner of the harbour car park, one dog barking at another from the back of a pick-up.


It was sunny out but clean. Crisp. He liked that. With the boiler on and a window open he would be wasting fuel, heating outside, as his mother put it.


Sure enough, minutes after he wheeled himself back to the table and resumed writing, he heard the boiler fire up. There was a sudden blare of talking as Dilys next door, who was deaf, turned her television on. She watched the same programmes every day. As far as he could tell he was the only resident in the block who wasn’t over seventy. He had been there three months now. When a vacancy came up and the council offered it to him, he had seized the chance, spurred on, he was sure, by the grotesque local hero stories in The Cornishman.


Away from Pendeen and his mother’s stifling concern, given the opportunity to build an independent life for himself in town, where he needed nobody’s help to do anything, he was convinced that things would improve. The change of scene, the view, the independence had indeed all brought relief. The problem had moved house with him, of course. If anything it had been heightened. The flat was ingeniously perfect for his needs: a gentle ramp to the front door, all on the level within, and swings to help himself into bed and into the shower. Tables, work surfaces, fridge and cooker, clothes storage were all modified to be usable from a sitting position. There was even a full-length mirror in the hall so that he could check before he went out that, yes, he looked fine, like a perfectly unremarkable twenty-year-old who just happened to be in a wheelchair. The only things out of his reach were the pictures his mother had hung for him – a reproduction of a fiery Rachel Kelly painting he had always liked and a framed enlargement of a photograph he had taken of a sunset at Sennen Cove. This had hung on his bedroom wall ever since he won a prize for it at school and he had agreed without thinking when his mother assumed he would want to take it with him. But now it embarrassed him and was the last thing he needed when trying to muster the motivation to haul himself, literally, out of bed. What had once filled him with teenage pride now reminded him of the motivational posters first on the walls at school and then in the rooms of the rehabilitation centre he had religiously attended. He recalled with particular rancour an image of a soaring seagull with a quotation from Virgil: ‘They can because they think they can!’


It didn’t matter now. Nothing especially mattered. Unless, of course, he had been ripped off, like the time he had bought Ecstasy tablets that had turned out to be little more than overpriced remodelled Aspirin. He finished the second letter, sealed it and set it beside the first. He had never been comfortable stringing sentences together, still less using a pen, but somehow, as with thank-you letters, a pen had seemed called for. He had been obliged to buy paper and envelopes, which, like the open window on a heated room, seemed wasteful. Some would think it sad that he could think of only two people who mattered enough to him to merit a letter. There were others, of course, but these were the two people who needed to understand. His rugby friends had all pulled together at first, just as one would expect from team players. They had all tried so hard to do and say the right thing but none of them quite arrived at the point of managing to think it, so as to make their words and gestures more than that.


People were gathering on the car park. He saw some children in matching white tee-shirts running with paper fish fluttering on long lengths of bamboo above their heads, and he remembered it was Golowan; local schools and bands were assembling for the annual Mazey Day parade up Market Jew Street.


He checked the time. There was still an hour to go. He wheeled himself over to the kitchen drawer where he had stashed the two deliveries – two small, innocuous, brown, padded envelopes. One from Mexico contained a small polystyrene carton protecting what the label claimed to be veterinary Nembutal. (Knowing no corruptible doctors, vets or nurses, he had found it impossible to source the drug in the UK.) The other, posted within England, bought from an online specialist, was a simple barbiturate-testing kit. He had read the instructions already but read them again now because since the accident he had become that kind of person, a careful reader of warnings and waiter for lights, a measure-twice-cut-once sort of man.


The kit consisted of a tiny translucent plastic case which opened to reveal three small syringes and three tiny, clinical containers of liquid, a mixing vial and instructions. Following the instructions, he carefully used one of the syringes to draw just one millilitre of the putative Nembutal through its sterile seal. He began to shake again – something else that often happened since his accident – and he had to set the syringe down on the table for a second or two to let his hands relax. He breathed deeply twice and watched a lorry edge by, a local steel band mounted on its decorated trailer. Then he took up the syringe again and in a single confident movement added its contents to the vial. Then he did the same, adding to the Nembutal a quantity of one of the containers. Then he drew up the second liquid into a syringe.


‘Please,’ he thought. ‘Please, (just this once)’ and he squirted its contents into the mixing vial. At once the testing solution turned a bright, satisfying blue. He felt himself smiling honestly for the first time in weeks. ‘Bad news, mate,’ he said out loud. ‘You’re pregnant.’




Finally he took the third syringe, drew up the third liquid and added it to the rest. Nothing happened. No change. No diminishing of the intense, hope-laden blue. He screwed the cap back on the vial and gave it a shake to be sure. Still blue. ‘Still pregnant,’ he murmured.


Relief stole over him. He had searched and searched online and found only impossible, unconvincing websites offering the drug without prescription, alongside a lurid buffet of antidepressants and sex-enhancers. Blatant scammers were everywhere as were hysterical-sounding victims desperate to expose them.


 


His salvation had arrived unexpectedly in the course of a purgatorial night out with old friends from the rugby club. It was somebody’s stag night. Things had started silly and were sure to get sillier and a rowdy pub was no fun when your head was at the height of everyone else’s arse and jokers kept pushing your wheelchair about. Pretending to be staying outside for a smoke as they arrived at the Swordfish, the third pub of the evening, he scored some skunk off a raspy-voiced old hippy to help him cope. The hippy asked outright how he came to be in the chair and Lenny soon found himself matching bluntness with bluntness and confessing the trouble he’d been having finding a trustworthy source of suicide drugs online.


‘Nembutal,’ the hippy had sighed with welcome candour. ‘The paralytic’s pal. No problem. I’ve got a woman friend in Puerto Vallarta. She can get you the kind for dogs. You’ll need 100 mil. Yeah. 100 mil and a pause for thought. You go back inside, my friend, and I’ll send her a text and let you know.’




He murmured a price in Lenny’s ear twenty minutes later as he unexpectedly passed him a drink in the crowd. It seemed worryingly cheap, like the sex he had been offered in Amsterdam, and he had every expectation that the drug would have been diluted to inefficacy or lost its power with age, both of which the chatter on the suicide forums told him could happen.


 


But no. It was real and full of kindly force.


He needed to get out. Even with the window ajar, the little bottle’s potency seemed to be drawing all the oxygen from the flat.


He threw the testing kit into the bin, tucked the Nembutal back in the fridge then hoisted himself onto the loo because excitement was getting to him and he needed to piss.


After the accident he had returned to work at the same Penzance chemist’s that had taken him on as a dispensing assistant after school. The grand scheme – derailed by the accident, of course – was to work there, gaining useful experience while he retook his maths and chemistry A-levels with a view to studying pharmacy at university. During the previous day’s shift, he had stolen from his employers for the first time, pocketing the dose of prescription-only anti-emetic he now swallowed with a gulp of juice straight from the carton. He wanted to be sure he didn’t throw up the precious Nembutal when the time came.


He took the anti-emetic’s packaging with him to throw into a bin on the prom; he didn’t want anyone at work to get into trouble on his account and had even slipped the money for it into the till in the hope the theft wouldn’t be detected. As he pulled the door locked behind him he remembered afresh that he was the only resident, on his floor at least, who had not bothered to prettify the entrance to his flat. All the others, all his elderly neighbours, had planted window boxes or hung wind chimes or even set out garden gnomes or resin meerkats. Everyone but him had done something to mark out their small share of walkway as their own.


Two of the residents whom he saw every day but whose names he had yet to learn had met by the entrance ramp and paused to chat. They watched him with approval.


‘Morning, Lenny. Off to watch the parade?’


‘That’s right,’ he told them, although he wasn’t. ‘Thought I might as well.’


‘Good lad,’ said the other.


And as he wheeled away from them he knew they would be looking after him and saying pity or waste just as they would over a nice young man who turned out to be gay or a nice young couple whose baby turned out to be autistic. ‘Shame,’ they’d say, then sigh, then move the conversation on because there was nothing to be done. ‘You having that lamb thing you bought, or the chicken?’


He followed the pavement around to the seafront but then, instead of turning left to where the marchers and bands, the fish, mermaids and starfish were preparing to parade up the hill, he turned right and headed away from them, over the Ross Bridge, past the Scillonian dock, around the corner, where the funfair had been set up and the traffic diverted, and onto the promenade.


Provided one could cross the road and find an access point onto the pavement unblocked by thoughtlessly parked cars, it was a good place to exercise, he had discovered. The pavement was broad so that he could pause if he wanted to without feeling he was getting in people’s way and there was always plenty of life along there: rollerbladers and skateboarders, dog-walkers, people jogging or pushing babies, or simply sitting on benches or leaning on the railings to watch the sea and one another.


He knew this should change his mind. In the Hollywood version of his story he would see a happy old couple or a beautiful girl, or be asked directions by an elegant woman or catch a ball for an endearingly plain child and be charmed into lingering, seduced by life. As it was, he wheeled himself along the front with no such significant encounter. Sunshine was dazzling on the sea, the brightly coloured banners cracked and flapped in the breeze. Nobody asked him directions or tossed him a hope-restoring ball. The only eyes that met his gaze were those of dogs, and of children in pushchairs, fascinated to find an adult on their level and unashamed of staring.


He crossed the road when he neared the Lugger and wheeled up to Captain’s to buy chips, which he took back to the front. They were perfect chips, crisp, hot and salty, and he ate them with slow relish so that his pleasure in the taste of them and his pleasure in the scene around him – water, people, dogs, life – became indistinguishable. He ate carefully. He had learnt the hard way that seagulls registered the wheelchair rather than the adult in it and read him as an overgrown and helpless child, easy to plunder. He had lost the best part of a pasty and suffered a nasty peck to the back of one hand before he learnt to eat with his food tucked beneath a jacket or coat.




As he wheeled himself homewards, the Mazey Day parade started off with a cacophony of steel drums, pipes, school bands and even what sounded like bagpipes and the synchronized chants and whooping of cheerleaders. As he came back over the Ross Bridge he saw the last of a squadron of drum majorettes, in white calf boots and rumpled pink satin, heading round the corner near the station.


It was one of several local festivals that had grown up in his lifetime, cheerful traditions confected to promote tourism and perhaps imbue a pride in all things Cornish. It meant no more to him than the dual-language English-Cornish signs that had begun to appear about the place, but perhaps future Cornish children would feel differently.


He saw Father Barnaby getting out of his impossibly old Rover up ahead and joining the crowd on the prom. He was all in black – a human crow amid the holiday crowd. Lenny had teased him once, about always wearing black, and Father Barnaby had joked that always wearing the same meant one less thing to decide in the mornings. In fact he did wear civilian clothes occasionally – he had a weakness for black, no-label jeans – but he looked strange in them and vulnerable, like an habitual glasses-wearer when he took his glasses off to clean them.


Lenny tailed him for a few minutes, noting how people made way for him, either because of his height or clerical dress, and how many of them stared or even flinched then let out nervous smiles. But then Lenny was held up by a double pushchair with a dog at its side and lost sight of him. It was probably better that way. If Father Barnaby had spotted him he would have offered to push the wheelchair and Lenny would have felt doubly exposed.




Predictably he was in conversation with one of the neighbours as Lenny approached the ramp. On a sunny day like this there was always one or another of them out on the walkway and priests were always good for a chat. Kitty had found him. Kitty who had the foul-mouthed, second-hand mynah bird that so embarrassed her. And now here she was, a schoolboy joke made flesh, all puffed up and aglow from the pleasure of passing the time of day with a handsome vicar. Tense, though, in case he wanted to step inside and heard her bird.


Barnaby was no idler. Lenny was counting on that. His focus on the matter in hand was always total. Sure enough, the moment he spotted Lenny, he broke off chatting.


‘Here’s the man I came to see. Goodbye – sorry. I don’t know your name.’


‘Kitty,’ she said, preening like a ten-year-old. ‘Kitty Arnold.’


‘Goodbye Kitty.’


He didn’t offer to help, as Lenny had been dreading, but simply strode forward and shook him by the hand. ‘Good to see you,’ he said.


‘Sorry I’m late,’ Lenny began, leading the way to his door.


‘You’re bang on time. I was early. I’d forgotten about Golowan when we spoke and I thought I’d never be able to park but I got lucky.’


‘I know. I saw you.’


‘You saw me?’


‘You don’t exactly blend in, dressed like that.’ Lenny had his mother’s candour. He saw Father Barnaby flinch. ‘It’s not just the dog collar,’ he added. ‘You’re tall. Sit down. Can I get you anything?’




‘A glass of water would be good.’


Perfect. Lenny wheeled into the kitchen, poured him a glass of water and tipped his own drink into a second glass.


‘Thank you.’ Barnaby took his water and raised it. ‘Cheers.’ He drank, looked around him. ‘It’s nice,’ he said. ‘You’ve settled in?’


Lenny nodded. This was proving harder than he had imagined.


‘It must be a relief to be on your own. Your mum worries and that can be …’


‘Yeah.’


Barnaby stopped talking and let silence fall between them. He looked Lenny directly in the face. Lenny met his gaze for a few seconds then glanced away and fiddled with his glass. He remembered Barnaby as handsomer – Hollywood cowboy handsome – perhaps because of all he represented. In the flesh his jaw was weaker, his nose smaller than in Lenny’s memory. But his pale grey eyes had a startling intensity that was unnerving at close range.


‘How can I help you, Lenny?’ he asked at last.


‘I’ve not been a very … Does it matter that I never go to church these days?’


‘It does if it makes you unhappy. Does it?’


‘Not really. But … Do you pray for us? The people that don’t show up?’


‘Yes, but that’s a pretty impersonal prayer. I pray for you specifically.’


‘Do you?’


‘Do you mind?’


‘No,’ Lenny said, ‘but why?’




‘Lenny! Obviously I’ve been praying for you ever since your accident and during the operations and so on but … Do you need me to pray for you now for a specific reason?’


Lenny forced himself to meet Barnaby’s stare. ‘I’m going to die,’ he told him.


‘We’re all going to die. Does dying frighten you?’


‘I mean I’m going to kill myself.’


‘You can’t.’


‘Fucking can. Sorry.’


‘That’s all right. Why?’


‘Isn’t it obvious? Don’t worry. I’m not depressed or mad or anything. I know exactly what I’m doing. It’s a decision, that’s all. My life, my death.’


‘Lenny, your hands are shaking.’


Instinctively Lenny clasped his hands onto his useless knees to hold them still. ‘That’s because I haven’t told anyone this. Not my mum. Not …’


‘Not Amy?’


‘Certainly not Amy. Jesus! Sorry.’


‘That’s quite all right.’


‘I just can’t do this, OK? Everyone has been brilliant – the boys at the club, the people at work, the council, the physios, the old bats in this place. But I can’t do it. I mean look around you. No books. Not even a few. I don’t have – what did you call them that time? – inner resources. I know you think I just have to wait and they’ll well up in me like a bath but they won’t. I’ve always been a doer, a player. I did OK at school and college but I hate indoors. Working in a dispensary, it’s just a job. I lived for the nights out with Amy and practice and matches and … If I stay here like this I’m going to turn into some bitter old fuck-up downloading porn and taking pictures of girls who pass the window there …’


Barnaby winced: not as cool as he liked to make out.


‘Lenny, I’m so sorry. You should have said you needed help.’


‘Yes, well, everyone was being so nice.’


‘It’ll pass. You’ll find new things. New things will enter your life and change it.’


‘They already did. They’re called incontinence pads.’


‘Christ!’


‘You swore!’


‘Lenny, please. Give life a chance. I’ve seen lesser men than you work through things like this. When the mines were still open here the accidents could be—’


‘I’m never going to run or walk or surf again. I’m never going to score another try again. Or fuck.’


‘They kept you a place at the chemist’s, didn’t they?’


‘Oh yeah. They’ve even installed a ramp so I can get up high enough to see over the counter. But I won’t be able to reach the higher shelves so there’ll always have to be another dispensing assistant on duty with me. It’s charity. It’s making allowances. I know they mean well but I don’t want that.’


‘Please, Len. Think of your mum.’


‘I am thinking of her …’


‘And Amy. You’ve upset her dreadfully already. This’ll devastate her.’


‘Well she’ll get over it. I had to push her away. I couldn’t let her martyr herself.’


‘But if you’d been married already?’


‘I’d have divorced her.’




Barnaby broke off and looked at him with those eyes.


That’s shocked him into silence, Lenny thought.


Barnaby glanced at Lenny’s untouched glass in a way that made Lenny think he knew. He sighed. ‘All I’m saying,’ he started.


‘Don’t,’ Lenny said. ‘Don’t say anything, OK? I didn’t ask you here for that. I could have rung Samaritans if I wanted that.’


‘So what do you want me to do?’


‘Just … stay here for a bit.’


‘I’m here, Len. I’m not leaving until you want me to.’


‘It’s really fast. It takes two minutes till I pass out and another till my heart stops.’


‘Think of the risks. If it goes wrong you could end up—’


‘I know the risks. I researched them. Like a fucking chemistry project. I’ve tested it. It won’t go wrong. People do this all the time.’


‘And plenty choose not to.’


‘Don’t. I don’t need that.’ Lenny pointed to the table where he’d been writing earlier. ‘Those are letters to Mum and Amy. And you’ll need to call a doctor.’


‘Len, I’m a priest. I know what to do when someone dies.’


‘Sorry.’


There was a fresh blast of music from outside. Perhaps the front of the parade was already coming around again. Was that possible? Barnaby glanced away towards the sound and Lenny seized the moment to drain his glass. Barnaby didn’t see him do it. Lenny knew he had no idea.


It was unbelievably bitter, like drinking a whole glass of Stop’n Grow. Like drinking death itself. He gasped but managed not to retch. He felt utterly calm. A seagull hovered briefly outside the window then rolled off to the side. They can because they think they can.


‘Not long now,’ Lenny said and saw that Barnaby had realized then what was happening.


‘No!’ he shouted. He took Lenny’s hands in his. He kissed one of them. ‘Len?’


‘You’ll send the letters?’


‘I’ll send them.’


‘You can pray now. If you like.’


His mouth was going funny already and he wasn’t sure Barnaby had even understood him. Barnaby was gazing at him with those I-will-find-you eyes and he whipped out a little silver bottle and tipped some oil onto his finger, hands shaking, and touched Len’s head with it.


‘O Almighty God,’ he said, ‘With whom do live the spirits of just men made perfect, after they are delivered from their earthly prisons, I humbly commend the soul of this thy servant, our dear brother Lenny, into thy hands as into the hands of a faithful Creator, and most merciful Saviour; most humbly beseeching thee, that it may be precious in thy sight.’


Barnaby’s voice grew quieter. His face was wet with tears but his words didn’t falter. It wasn’t like a prayer in church. It was like an important conversation with someone in the room. Someone else. Len’s sight clouded and he felt his head grow insupportably heavy. For a short while he was aware of nothing but the continuing voice.


‘Wash it, we pray thee, in the blood of that immaculate lamb, that was slain to take away the sins of the world; that whatsoever defilements it may have contracted in the midst of this miserable and naughty world, through the lusts of the flesh, or the wiles of Satan, being purged and done away, it may be presented pure and without spot before thee.’


Without spot, Len thought. That’s nice. Like sheets. And he pictured bed sheets on his mother’s washing line high above Morvah on a day when the sea down below was deep blue with white horses on it, and the temptation was strong to hold your face in them as they flicked and cracked in the wind and the bleaching sun. Pure. White. Without spot.















DOROTHY AT 24






Dorothy would soon marry Henry Angwin. She had assumed this was her destiny for some time now. She didn’t love him. She didn’t even know him especially well. But she knew his externals – his height, his voice, his shy-making brand of manliness – and she knew his reputation, which was quiet and trustworthy. Her mother was an old friend of his mother – they usually sat together, or at least nearby, in church. They had been visiting each other’s houses all her life. The Angwins farmed on the other side of St Just, between Kelynack’s sheltered valley and the coast, whereas her father’s farm was between Botallack and Pendeen, in harsher, mine-skirted territory. Neither family was exactly rich, but the Sampsons, like the Angwins, had owned their fields, barns and farmhouses for a generation or two so were secure and steady. Although they had a church nearby in Pendeen, her mother continued to worship in St Just, at the church of her childhood, where she had been married. She was too gentle for snobbery but, when challenged, she implied that there was something a little rough about the Pendeen congregation, that it was a miners’ not a farmers’ church. This was not strictly true, for most miners were Methodists and were well served by the huge chapel in St Just as well as the smaller ones in between. But her main reason was that St Just was where her girlhood friends worshipped – such as had not married chapel men or not been strong enough to change their habits if they had – and since most were kept busy on farms during the week, church was an opportunity to keep in touch.


Dorothy was an only child, however. There were no male relatives to whom her father would have cared to leave the farm and Henry was her mother’s godson. Nothing had been said in so many words, at least not in Dorothy’s hearing, but she suspected it was an understanding as reassuring to the older generation as a full barn or a dry August.


Henry was six years her senior – a man, in fact – and now that his father had died, he was her father’s equal, so called her mother Dulcie these days rather than Mrs Sampson. He and Dorothy barely spoke beyond cheerful greetings and goodbyes and more-cake-Henrys. But occasionally, once she had finally started to fill out, she would catch his eyes on her the second before he looked away and would feel her cheeks redden so that she had to slip away on an errand, fetching more milk for the table or wool for her knitting.


She would not be handed over like a parcel, though. She set no great store by romance – she had seen the messes and bad marriages into which romance led people – but she had sufficient dignity to want him to know her, to choose her at least partly for herself, not simply for what she represented or what acreage she brought with her. She was dreading him asking her out as she could not imagine going for a Sunday walk with him or even sitting beside him in the suggestive darkness of a cinema; she could not imagine what they would talk about or by what difficult process he would steer the conversation from the generally polite to the personally specific. Yet she knew this was a necessary stage and a part of her was impatient for it to begin so that it might become ordinary and familiar rather than a thing of dread.


But then everything was changed in a swift reversal worthy of a Bible story. Her father died. Barely sixty, and with no warning, he was taken from them, felled by a heart attack while hammering in fence posts. He died on a beautiful day – the sort of day that would routinely tempt him to skip his tea and stay out working beyond sundown, so it was only when he failed to appear at supper that they realized something was wrong. Mother and daughter hunted him through the fields with torches and the dog. It was the dog that found him, and barked with a high, frightened rapidity until they came.


He was buried in Pendeen churchyard and all at once her mother transferred her allegiance from her childhood church to his. She and Dorothy sat near the back, shy among people who were not strangers – these were neighbours, after all – but who possibly thought them stuck-up for never having been before. Which was how they came to hear the announcement that the new curate from upcountry would need somewhere reasonably cheap to stay, ideally with board as well as bed provided.


The women had always done the milking and looked after the hens, but it was Dorothy’s father who ploughed, topped the pasture, made silage or tended or harvested the barley. Henry came to the rescue, naturally, renting the pasture off them for some of his Devon Rubies. And as their own beef cattle were sold off in twos and threes, he took over the running of the farm. He paid an honourable rent but inevitably this would mean far less income than if the farm were still in family hands. In time, he would help raise them precious capital by organising a dispersal sale of the cows and dairy equipment and farm deadstock. They were advised to leave this until the following tax year, however, which was a relief as Dorothy sensed her mother needed to keep busy. Dorothy’s father had no life insurance. Mother and daughter lived simply, were good at making do, but they needed any extra cash they could secure. The curate would pay rent and use the guest bedroom where they never seemed to entertain guests. He would be no trouble.


It was strange having Henry Angwin coming by almost every day, not calling in, just going about his business. Watching him out of her bedroom window or spotting him as she crossed the yard from letting the chickens out, gave Dorothy a chance to get used to having him about the place, to imagine how it would be to be married to him. There were no such discussions, of course, and wouldn’t be for a month or two, but she was fairly sure the same idea was flitting through her mother’s mind. Without her father there to talk to, man to man, Henry seemed more reticent than ever – what with that and the speechlessness that afflicted most people faced with the recently bereaved. Whereas before it had been she who looked away, red in the face, Dorothy now found it was Henry who dropped his gaze after a mumbled greeting while she felt able to look him full in the face, almost boldly.


And then the curate arrived. She had pictured someone like the vicar only less interesting. Father Philip was old and frail-looking, with papery skin and a high, bloodless voice to match. Childless and long widowed, he lived like a hermit in one end of the rambling rectory and was generally regarded both as a sort of saint and as a figure of gentle fun. He had reached the great age that made it impossible to imagine him ever having been young or been subject to the usual human impulses and appetites.


But Barnaby Johnson was in his mid-twenties, only a year older than her, if that. He was handsome, healthy-looking, funny and – there seemed no other word for it – normal. Her mother had a deep disapproval of what she called the goings-on in London, fired by reports she read in her Saturday newspaper or by what she saw on television. She particularly disliked men with flares or long hair or shoes that drew attention to themselves. Barnaby Johnson arrived with a short back and sides so strict it seemed almost cheeky in the circumstances.


He had two suitcases, one very heavy, which was his books, one very light, containing clothes. ‘Careful …’ he warned as she took the heavy one from him. ‘Oh!’ and he laughed at the ease with which she carried it up the stairs ahead of him.


‘Farming muscles,’ she explained, then thought how silly that sounded but didn’t know what to say instead. She showed him his room, with little apologetic gestures. She had prepared it herself, had made his bed, selected his towel, put a new bar of soap in his sink, Roger & Gallet sandalwood, hoarded from Christmas, and cut fresh lining for his drawers out of an old roll of wallpaper. She had thought it looked quite nice when she had finished but now that he was so young and smart she saw it for what it was, a pretty room for a maiden aunt, hopelessly old-fashioned. At least she had resisted the impulse to put lavender bags in the drawers but she had hung a home-made pomander in his wardrobe because it smelled a little musty with disuse.


‘Your bathroom’s across the landing,’ she told him, adding thoughtlessly, ‘I put soap in there too.’


‘Any rules about hot water?’ he asked.


‘No,’ she said, confused. ‘There’s always plenty because of the Aga. The only rule I can think of is the phone. It’s in the hall and mother hates the noise of it ringing because it startles her and she always thinks it’ll be bad news. If you want to make a call you have to plug it in but you need to unplug it again afterwards.’


‘Fine,’ he said and she saw he was trying not to smile at what she had never thought eccentric until now. ‘It’s a wonderful old house,’ he added as she was leaving him to settle in.


‘Is it?’ she said. ‘I don’t know. I suppose it is.’


‘It’s, what, seventeenth century? Older even.’


‘I’m not sure.’


‘Have you always lived here?’


She nodded. ‘Though I was born in Penzance.’ She heard her mother clear her throat downstairs. ‘I should, er … Mum says supper’s ready when you are. I’ll let you unpack then.’


‘Thank you, er?’


‘Dorothy.’


‘God’s gift.’


‘Who is?’


‘It’s what your name means. Mine’s Son of Consolation, which I always think’s a bit like being called Better Luck Next Time.’




She wasn’t sure what to say to that so smiled and fled after pointing out the laundry basket on the landing and handing him a back-door key.


She saw fairly little of him at first; just breakfast and the occasional supper, and Sunday lunch – which took the place of supper on Sundays. But he was busy about the parish and she was busy about the farm. Mealtime conversations were necessarily stilted since her mother was present.


Her mother had never been a chatterbox or a gossip and had always tended to concentrate on the food set before her, and now grief and injustice had left her stony and reluctant to please. Besides, Dorothy did not know how to talk to him or what they should talk about. She was no simple farm girl; she had been well educated at some expense at St Clare’s, but his directness of manner was unlike anything she had encountered and when he looked she felt he really saw and understood things, perhaps more things than she felt comfortable acknowledging.


But then he came right out with it, in that curiously direct way he had, and asked if he could be shown around the farm that afternoon as he had some spare time. ‘I’d walk around on my own,’ he said, ‘only I wouldn’t want to stray onto a neighbour’s land or go anywhere I shouldn’t.’


‘No one’ll take you for a cattle rustler,’ her mother said; the nearest she had come to levity since her widowing. ‘Dorothy can show you round.’


‘Of course I can,’ Dorothy said. ‘If you can spare me.’


‘Ooh, I can spare you an hour or two. Go on, girl. Do you good to get some colour back in your cheeks.’


So she met him after lunch, awkward in his clerical black, with shinily new black wellies to match. ‘You see,’ he said. ‘I’m ready for anything,’ and he laughed at the boots on her behalf.


She showed him the obvious things at first, the little milking parlour with its antique stools still hanging from wooden pegs, the hen house, the vegetable patch and the two pigs next door to it. She explained how the following spring the vegetables would grow where the pigs had been and new pigs would take the vegetables’ place and he chuckled at the simple practicality of it. So she told him how each year’s pigs always had the same names – Mary and Martha – regardless of gender, to stop anyone getting too attached – and he laughed out loud.


‘Does it work?’


‘Not really,’ she said, scratching that year’s Martha with the old plastic back brush she kept on a hook for the purpose, so that the animal leaned heavily against the fence for pleasure. ‘I don’t get any less fond and I have to go to Truro for the day when they go for slaughter. Keeping the names just means I sort of transfer my love, so it’s as though all the Marys are standing in for the first one. It would make more sense to give them numbers, I suppose, like the cattle.’


She showed him the barn where the straw bales were stacked to the rafters – the last of her father’s straw, she thought of it as – and where the milk-fed but ownerless cats hunted mice and held yowling duels for supremacy. He made to stroke an especially handsome grey tabby and she caught his arm to stop him being scratched or bitten. She let go straight afterwards but the warmth of his arm had been a shock. She showed him the shed where some of the beef cattle – Henry’s cattle now, not theirs – had gathered to feast on silage. They stood in silence to listen to the softly comforting sound of their munching and to feel the warmth of their huge sighs and yeasty snorts.


‘Most summers we get barn owls in here,’ she said, and realized she was whispering, as if at a service. She had always loved the cattle shed. It wasn’t old – not like the other buildings, which were low and ancient – but had gone up in her childhood during a rare moment of confidence and relative expansiveness of her father’s after a peculiarly good harvest of early potatoes. It was an utterly plain, tanalized wooden structure, with a heavy metal door and aluminium grilles through which cattle reached their mounded food. She loved its height, which felt churchlike after the intimate darkness of the granite sheds and barns but principally she loved what it did to the view. The shed was enclosed on three sides to about six feet, to give the animals shelter from rain and wind. For almost the same distance again there was a void before the wooden cladding began. Of course this was purely there to ventilate the shed for the health of the animals, in case especially harsh winter weather meant they had to be shut up there for days at a time. But by a happy accident it composed the view, of fields, hedges, mine sheds and distant Pendeen Watch, into something like a painting. Viewed from outside, the same view seemed disordered and fragmentary; the shed worked a magic on it.


Lent courage by his interest, she led him across their fields towards the lighthouse, pointing out the bits to avoid in winter, where streams made the ground boggy – and where the easiest places were for crossing the hedges so as to avoid having to risk scrapes and cuts by fiddling with the rusting barbed-wire loops with which most of the gates were held shut.


The beef cattle Henry was running on the fields were far more boisterous than her father’s had been, perhaps because they had less human contact or had more reasons to be wary of it. She could tell Mr Johnson had a town man’s fear of them and she showed him how to intimidate them in turn by raising both his clenched fists in a sort of Fascist salute and shouting Gaaah! He laughed when this worked and they backed off in respect, but she could tell he would be embarrassed to try it on his own and would be one of those walkers who turned back or took long detours rather than pass through a field of cattle.


It was a walk, nothing more. She answered all his questions where she could and it seemed to her their conversation had been friendly but impersonal. She had asked him none of the questions in her mind, like what made a perfectly nice, normal man become a priest and did he have brothers and sisters. As they were re-entering the yard, though, they met Henry, who had driven up to drop off some mineral blocks for his cattle, and she felt her cheeks burn as she introduced them, as though the walk had been more than a walk and the conversation more than general.


The physical contrast between the two men as they shook hands could hardly have been greater. Henry’s hand seemed twice the size of the curate’s, his shoulders twice the width, his skin ruddily healthy by comparison. She knew most girls in the area would have laughed at the way Henry’s comfortable Penwith burr made Barnaby Johnson’s upcountry accent sound comically fussy and his build made him seem boyishly puny, and she would have predicted her own reaction to be the same. She was surprised, however, to find a sharp impulse of protectiveness rise within her and she saw Henry as she imagined this cultivated visitor saw him: rough-skinned, blockish, of the flesh fleshly, and felt an answering confusion at her disloyalty.


‘Barnaby wanted to see the farm,’ she said defensively, ‘so I showed him around.’


‘Wasn’t too muddy for you, then?’ Henry asked, glancing down at where the muck had worked its way up the new boots and onto the black trousers.


Then she realized she had wielded his Christian name as a kind of weapon and, confused, she left them to chat, hurrying away on the pretext of getting the hens in.


 


Walking together on his day off became a regular event. She showed him every inch of the parish, from the farther reaches of Morvah to the edge of Botallack. She showed him the mine at Geevor – or as much as they could safely view – and took him to the ancient stones of Chun, the Lanyon Quoit and the Men-an-Tol.


He began to reveal a bit about himself. She learnt that he had a rather strange childhood, with a widowed scientist father, now dead. His only sibling, a much older sister, had gone to Africa to teach and had died out there when he was still a boy. He had read history at Oxford, then trained for his ordination at somewhere called Cuddesdon, where he was still completing a part-time further degree in theology. He worried this had not equipped him to cope as a working priest since the experience had been so remote and scholastic, which was why he had eagerly accepted the invitation to come to Pendeen.




‘So he doesn’t like it,’ her mother said; for although their conversation was so stilted and correct at mealtimes, she was eager enough to hear reports after each week’s walk. ‘He’s only here because he thinks it’ll do him good.’


‘I don’t think that’s quite it. Maybe that’s how it was to start with. And Pendeen’s not obviously pretty, is it? Not picture-postcard pretty, like St Ives or Mousehole. So it’s always a shock when people first come out here. But I think he’s starting to see there’s more to it.’


‘You’re revealing its hidden charms?’ her mother said with something like a smile.


‘I think he’s finding them for himself.’


She learnt other things, things she didn’t like to tell her mother: that he always carried a tiny, red, Victorian book and seemed to read it when alone or waiting, slipping it into his jacket pocket when he sensed her approach; that his shirts, which she had impulsively sniffed twice now when doing the laundry, had a sweet, burnt smell about them, like caramel; and that, having been so solitary in his childhood, he dreamed of having lots of children, at least six, like an Old Testament patriarch.


She too was having her eyes opened. Encouraged by his interest, she began to see that their house was beautiful – old, beautiful and even strange – when to her it had always been no more than home, the house where she grew up, the farm where she woke and slept and worked. He opened her eyes to its details: that not one of its windows was the same as another; that the ancient chimney at its centre was shaped like a barley-sugar cane; that half the house was seventeenth-century, half nineteenth, which implied the family had suddenly come into money or doubled in size. It was the same when they walked; his close attention showed her small wonders afresh: the way starry young thistles formed constellations across the March grass, the way jackdaw cries of ‘Pyow! Pyow!’ sounded like boys playing at cowboys.


They hardly touched but he was always courteous, offering his support as she came over stiles, and she would thoughtlessly tap his arm now to catch his attention when she thought he had missed something. But then, one afternoon in April, when there was enough warmth in the sun to tempt one to stop walking and linger, they sat, then lay on the banks of cushiony sea grass and thrift flowers above Boat Cove, and quite suddenly he was kissing her and she was eagerly kissing him back.


The kiss was not discussed afterwards but she found it dissolved any remaining diffidence she felt before him. It seemed to release something in him too. He started telling her how old his father’s family was, which was a bit strange. ‘I mean, every family’s old, of course, when you think about it, but this lot stayed put for centuries in the house they built, which somehow makes the continuity, the age, more apparent.’


They headed back soon after this, walking with minimal conversation now because they had dawdled and lost track of time. They paused only to admire the first swallows, which had arrived that afternoon and were diving low across a silage field, eagerly hunting flies.


In her bed that night she found herself puzzling over his words and the story of the old house that wasn’t his and never would be, the might-have-been, as he put it. She couldn’t work out why he had told her.




He had no sooner raised the subject than he dismissed it. ‘Might-have-beens are insidious, aren’t they, in the way they don’t ever quite lie still or go away.’ It had seemed almost like a warning, like gently letting someone know you had madness in your family that was likely to be passed on.


He left. He went with bewildering speed, before they could speak again, much less enjoy another walk. He made a sudden announcement to her mother over breakfast, before Dorothy had even come downstairs, and was driven to the station by Henry by half-past nine.


Henry was chatty, by his standards, when he returned from the errand, trying to pass on gossip about how Father Philip had taken against having a curate and found it an imposition. She gave him no encouragement, however, saying only, ‘We liked him,’ as she paid him for the sack of chicken corn he had brought, which then caused an awkwardness between them which drove her indoors again soon after.


She spent the rest of the day in a numb frenzy of usefulness but the trouble with practical tasks was that they had a way of occupying the hands alone, leaving the mind free to wander and wonder. As she stripped his bed and washed his bedding for the last time, as she swept and tidied his room and closed it back into the tomblike state in which it lay ready for visitors who never came, she thought over their last conversations, looking for ways in which she might have been to blame. Was she too bold? Was her family insufficiently old?


She paid a visit to the forlorn little back bathroom he had been using. Having cleaned its worn, hip-pinching bath and rust-mottled sink, and retrieved his towel for the wash, she snatched up in a shamefaced impulse the nice soap which she had left in there for him instead of the Wright’s Coal Tar her mother was convinced kept disease from the house. Soap lasted a long time with them because their water was so soft but, still, there was something poignant in his not having even stayed long enough to progress to a second bar of it.


It was only as she called in on her room to return the soap to her own sink that she found the envelope he had slipped under her door. The vigour with which he had flicked it through had sent it almost entirely beneath her bedside rug, where it might have lain hidden for weeks. She snatched it up. It was addressed to Dorothy, Pink Bedroom. Inside was a black and white postcard of the Mermaid Chair in Zennor church on the back of which he had simply written, Write to me! And his new, grim-sounding address in Portsmouth.


All she knew of Portsmouth came from Mansfield Park. Austen’s evocation of the crowded, genteel poverty of Fanny Price’s home was fairly off-putting and she suspected time and two world wars had made the port less appealing still.


She dropped his towel where she stood, hurried to the ugly Victorian sewing table that had always served as her desk, and wrote to him at once. She wrote four sides of Basildon Bond, what in effect was her first ever love letter, although its tone was almost as guarded as their earliest conversations had been because merely saying things and committing them to paper, where others might read them, were so different. Then she dumped the towel in the twin tub and hurried up to the village letter box. She liked the thought that the letter would soon be travelling upcountry on the same train line that was already carrying him. By the time her mother drove back from a trip into town with a friend, carrying a box of groceries from the Co-op, Dorothy was almost cheerful.


His answer came within the week. He had made a mistake, he wrote, left on impulse and now was in a kind of hell, missing her, the landscape, their walks. Her letter, he said, was precious and she must write more even if he was sometimes kept too busy to write back.


So of course she replied. She had always suspected her letters were like herself: calm and possibly not very interesting. She wrote accounts of her tasks, of news from the village, of developments at the mine or at the Sunday School, where she had started to help out – inspired by him – and didn’t feel she could drop out of now that he had gone. She began to keep notes in an old exercise book in her room of things to remember to tell him, things she had seen or that people had said. But she was careful not to write too often. She wrote every other Friday – the day he had gone – and she continued to limit herself to two pieces of Basildon Bond.


But he wrote back to her only that once. For a while she did not mind. She convinced herself he would write if he could and she enjoyed writing the letters anyway; it was the most creative and thoughtful she had allowed herself to be since leaving school. But after three long months of unanswered letters, she dared entertain the suspicion that his first reply had been no more than sensitive politeness, humouring her, and that proved a poison to her hopes and she let their non-correspondence cease.


Then Henry Angwin startled everyone by getting engaged. His fiancée was from the county’s wealthy middle. Her father was a farmer too and when he had died and her brother inherited the farm, which was near Chacewater, she had taken a job as a cashier at Truro cattle market, which was how Henry had met her. He joked he had bought far more store cattle than he could afford over the last weeks in the effort to muster the courage to ask her out.


Since Dorothy’s parents had long been as his own, it was only natural that he should bring the girl to visit. The two of them came for Sunday lunch, of course, and were given the best china and Dorothy made them a summer pudding.


Jane was perfect for him; pretty, healthy, clearly a hard worker and a thoroughly nice girl it was easy to imagine befriending. She was nearer his age than Dorothy was, in her late twenties perhaps, and seemed so entirely fitting a partner for him Dorothy wondered how she could ever have imagined herself in such a position, taking his arm and exchanging banter. But thanks to what Barnaby had awoken in her, Henry suddenly seemed the manliest man she knew, of course, and the sisterly happiness she felt for him was borne up on little upswells of erotic regret. She sensed that Jane read the situation correctly as she said her goodbyes, fancied she could smell the disappointment off her, a passing sourness, as of stale sweat trapped in a dress sleeve. Washing up and putting away the china after they were gone, she felt a kind of desolation steal over her.


Her mother’s response was brief but heartfelt. ‘I should have pushed you together more,’ was all she said after they had done the evening chores and eaten a bowl of soup in silence. ‘A chance like that won’t come your way again. Not here.’




As ever, her mother’s emotion was expressed in her attitude to inanimate objects. All that evening and all the day that followed, things made her cross and she spoke to wobbling tables, sticking doorkeys, even a chicken she was stuffing, as though they were deliberately setting out to make her teasy.


Dorothy knew she ought to reach out to her, if only to say something not quite true, like, ‘Mum, honestly, it doesn’t matter.’ She knew her mother was suffering in her way quite as if it were she and not Dorothy who had been passed over. She loved her and hated to see her in pain, but there was a forbidding reserve to the older woman, especially when she was upset, expressed in a tension across her shoulders and a tightness to the set of her jaw that had always made it hard to express whatever warmth Dorothy felt for her. Funnily enough her father had the same trouble with her, never trying to reason or cajole her out of a black mood.


‘Your mother’s stiff-shouldered,’ he used to tell Dorothy with a certain pride. ‘All the Treeves were that way. We just have to wait for her to smile again of her own accord.’


In this instance, her mother’s spell of growling at sticking drawers or dripping taps or cats in her path at least had the effect of drawing Dorothy’s attention away from any pain of her own. She knew, without it being discussed, that when they went to church together now, or into Penzance, her mother was looking around her, assessing any single men on her behalf and finding them all wanting.


They were invited to the wedding, naturally, which was held, rather magnificently, in the cathedral, and gave the happy pair a Morphy Richards toaster. In the months that followed, especially as her pregnancy began to show, Jane took to coming up to the farm with Henry when he had things to see to there, and she would visit Dorothy while he went about his business. She became a friend, a cherished friend even, the nearest Dorothy had enjoyed to a confidante since primary school. When Piran was born and Jane asked her to be a godmother, though, she couldn’t help wondering if it was a gesture of recompense or compassion, and she felt a fleeting resentment of her. Her mother mortified her by twice asking Jane if she had brothers and twice being told that she did and that each was already married.


Father Philip died in the autumn of that year, suddenly, if not quite peacefully. He was found slumped across the wheelbarrow in his garden when he failed to appear for an eight o’clock service. He was buried above his wife, in the tiny Morvah graveyard and, after the prescribed period, the vacancy was advertised in the Church Times. During the interregnum priests from neighbouring parishes, some of them retired, took services in the old man’s stead but Dorothy heard no rumours of who might apply. All she had heard, as she was clearing up the Sunday School books one week, was that applicants were so few the decision was postponed by a further month.


Her mother took against one after another of the temporary vicars and kept threatening to transfer her allegiance back down to the church in St Just, only there was a new vicar there, a permanent one, and she had taken against him too because he had introduced the Peace, which she thought false and embarrassing.


Around this time she became unusually tense and quick-tempered again, lashing out in particular at footstools, buckets, the fiddly plastic compartments in the new fridge – and turning her impotent fury on Dorothy if Dorothy dared to reason with her. ‘Don’t use that reasonable tone with me,’ she snapped on more than one occasion. Dorothy began to worry she was ill – not in her mind but her body – and that fear or pain was finding voice in anger. But they did not have the kind of relationship in which she could set her mind at rest by asking.


 


And then Barnaby Johnson appeared in the yard without warning. It was late afternoon. It had been unseasonably warm – oppressive, milk-turning weather that had brought clouds of thunder flies into the sheds. Dorothy was in the act of bringing in laundry from the line in the mowhay and saw him from behind a sheet without his seeing her. He walked up to the front door, shadowed by the dog, and then hesitated, visibly nervous, and went to check the milking parlour instead before heading back to the front door. She watched from her hiding place. He wore extraordinarily shiny black shoes and seemed taller and more grown up, somehow. He seemed to have invested in a new, darker suit, a very well-cut one. It looked expensive.


She slipped off to one side and in through the scullery. Her mother was in the kitchen, furiously rolling out pastry, and she reached her just before the door knocker sounded through the house. Dorothy had never been so decisive.


‘It’s him,’ she told her. ‘He’s come back. I’m not here.’


Flustered, her mother was taking off her apron and brushing flour from her hands. ‘But what should I—?’ she began.


‘I don’t know. I’m not here, that’s all. I’m in Truro for the day.’




She had expected a protest on moral grounds – her mother was rigorously truthful – so was surprised that she hurried out directly as he knocked again, and half-closed the kitchen door behind her. Dorothy positioned herself to one side of it so she could hear but could also escape silently through the scullery if need arose. She heard every word of the conversation that followed. Amplified by the hall, perhaps, which was all hard surfaces, she heard it as clearly as a radio play and, just as when she listened to the radio, she found she could picture the facial expressions from tones of voice.


‘Mrs Sampson?’


‘Hello. Dorothy’s not here.’ Her mother’s voice was harsh with anxiety. Dorothy knew what the lie cost her, but perhaps she convinced herself not here could simply mean not in the hall right now.


‘Good,’ he said. ‘That’s good because it’s not her I came to see. Not really.’


‘Oh? Will you come in. Can I fetch you a drink? Tea or something cold? It’s warm out there.’


‘Er. No. Thank you. I can’t stay.’


‘Well, let me just …’ And her mother must have stepped out to join him in the sunny yard because her words became maddeningly indistinct, then Dorothy heard the front door shut, and the sounds from outside – birdsong, cattle lowing – were abruptly muffled.


She hurried out into the scullery and watched through the window, amid the sharp scents of cheese rind, quinces and cold lamb from the day before yesterday, as her mother walked with him to the top of the yard and back onto the lane. The two of them were talking with some animation.




Then something she said made him stop, shake her mother’s hand and, unhesitatingly, plant a kiss on her mother’s cheek before he walked away. Her mother stood there a moment, gazing after him, and one hand rose to touch her face. Then she turned and looked, with unerring instinct, towards the scullery window and her expression was as stricken as Dorothy could remember seeing it, worse than when Dad died, and there were tears on her wrinkled cheeks. She had not cried when Dad died, or not in the open, and not like this.


Dorothy ran out and took her in her arms. They were not people who touched; she had not realized her mother had become so very thin and she worried, once again, she might be ill with stomach ulcers, or worse, and not telling her. Her mother did not embrace her back but said only, ‘I’m sorry,’ pulling back and controlling herself with a kind of shudder. ‘I meant it for the best. I was thinking of you. I didn’t want you hurt.’


‘I don’t understand,’ Dorothy told her. Some people were approaching on the footpath. She set a hand in the small of her mother’s back and gently steered her towards the open front door and privacy.


‘As a priest’s wife, you’d always be poor.’


Dorothy smiled. ‘I never thought to marry money, Mum. Anyway, who says he’s interested?’


‘And it’s a hard life,’ her mother went on quietly, ignoring her.


‘Harder than marrying a farmer?’


‘Oh on a farm there’s always work, the work never ends and there’s often uncertainty, but you stand together and … He may be exhausted half the time and out of the house the rest but you have him to yourself, girl. The husband who’s a priest will never be yours entirely. You have to share him. Your house, your family too. He’ll always have a higher duty than to you.’


She could tell this was a speech her mother had rehearsed in her head, maybe even muttered aloud as she milked the cows. ‘I know all this,’ she told her. ‘Do you think I haven’t worked this out for myself weeks ago? But it’s all by the by now. What did he want, anyway? You still haven’t said. Mother?’


‘I don’t think I’ve ever met a vicar’s wife who was happy, not outside of a novel …’ Her mother broke off and looked into Dorothy’s face with something like wonder, as though seeing it somehow transformed. ‘I meant it for the best,’ she said again. ‘I was only thinking of your happiness.’


‘For pity’s sake stop talking in code!’ Dorothy told her. ‘What have you gone and done?’


Her mother shrank in on herself again, accepting defeat. ‘They’re all here,’ she said and led the way back along the hall to the tall mahogany bookcase which stood at one end, beside the looking glass where she would always give a quick, corrective glare at herself before leaving the house, and the table where the only telephone was, chairless and far from the nearest heat source so that calls were kept short. She reached for the top shelf and took down a volume of the rarely consulted old encyclopaedia that was ranged there. ‘They weren’t so hard to find,’ she said wryly. ‘I put them under P for Priest.’ She took out a small bundle of envelopes and handed them over then returned to the kitchen and her pie-making.




There were eight letters in all. Only the first had been opened. Presumably discretion had overruled curiosity once her mother had learnt to recognize his handwriting and the Portsmouth postmark. Dorothy sat on the stairs to read them. Blood sang in her ears and burned in her cheeks. She could hear the familiar rhythmic thump of her mother’s rolling pin.


The first letter answered hers, of course, and the second, her second, but he had slowly sensed something was wrong as she failed to respond to his specific enquiries or to acknowledge that he had written at all. By the fourth letter he knew that his letters weren’t reaching her because her fourth letter must have said something like, I understand your not writing back because your new post must keep you so busy. But, like her, he had kept on writing and, unlike her, he had not lost faith. Whereas her letters had been quietly matter of fact, accounts of her days and snippets of news from the parish, his were lacking in specifics but simply about his feelings and thoughts and his hopes and plans for the future.


It was only in the short last letter that a note of self-doubt entered.




I have applied for the job at Pendeen and Morvah, was all it said. And my written application has seen me called for an interview. If you have been somehow turned aside, if, for instance, you have done the sensible thing and married Henry Angwin or somebody like him, someone who can support you and keep you in the way that would no doubt satisfy your mother, I too will turn aside and won’t accept the post if they offer me it. I can’t imagine living in that great, draughty vicarage without you or seeing you on Sundays coming up to the altar rail with someone else. But I can think of nothing nearer perfection than to build a life there with you at my side. Phoning you is pointless of course, so all I can do is write and hope. I wonder if this will ever reach you. Perhaps all my letters are tumbling into a hole in the lining of that thick curtain on the back of your front door? Perhaps that formidable postmistress with the Jack Russell is collecting them for reasons of her own?





Dorothy read all the letters a second time, so as to be quite sure she had missed nothing, then she pulled on a cardigan, because a cold wind was getting up as the sun sank low over the sea, and slipped out without a word to her mother. The letter said he would have taken a room at the nearest pub, the North Inn. It was thought to be more respectable than the Radjel for some reason. She had never been in there before, although of course she knew who the landlords were. The bar was already noisy with men, miners mostly, she guessed; she could smell the tang of Lifebuoy soap beneath the cigarette smoke. Presumably these were the unmarried ones. The ones with wives went home first to eat as the day’s shift finished. It was said wives listened out for the muffled dynamite blast that marked the end of each day’s work and lit their ovens at the sound of it, knowing exactly how long it would take their menfolk to reach the surface and head to the dry to wash off the day’s grime before walking home.


They made way for her with curious glances and she recognized some of them and nodded hello. She told the landlady she had come to see Barnaby Johnson, ordered herself a half of shandy then sat in the deserted saloon bar to wait for him and it was as though the first sip made her drunk. The strangeness of being in this building she had passed so often and never entered, of waiting there alone for a man she had convinced herself she loved as much as he loved her, although he still felt like a stranger to her, emphasized the sense that she had entered a sort of waiting room, a space of transition, between her old life and her new.


I am waiting, she thought, for the rest of my life. But I could still step back. I could leave this drink, this sticky table and tired chair and walk home to mutton and carrot pie and nothing need change.


But then he came in and she rose in such a hurry that she slopped her drink and she was smiling as broadly as he was so that it almost hurt and her future was suddenly blindingly simple. She drew him to her and they kissed for the second time. Her hand that had rested on his shoulder – and it was a new suit, she realized – strayed across to the alien material of his dog collar. It was so hard, not like fabric at all. She tapped it playfully with her fingernails.


‘Isn’t it uncomfortable?’ she asked.


‘You can pull it off, you know,’ he said. ‘It comes off as easily as a traffic warden’s tie.’


She tugged and gasped to find the symbol of his priesthood so swiftly in her hand like a sort of trophy. And he kissed her again far longer and more deeply this time so that she began to worry someone from the other bar would look in and see them. And as she kissed him back her fingers continued to fiddle with the collar behind his back.
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