




[image: images]










[image: images]









For Jane Fior









CHAPTER ONE


It was terribly cold in our house in Old Manor Road. On the days when there was ice on the insides of the windows, my father would carry buckets of coal up from the cellar and light a fire in the room I shared with my middle sister, Hope. But on that last winter in our old home I was too weak to notice most of the time.


I’d fallen ill just after Christmas. At first, they thought I had flu, but when they realized I actually had polio, there was a dreadful panic. The doctor sent for an ambulance, and I was packed off to the isolation hospital for infectious diseases where all the nurses were hidden behind masks and gloves and overalls. I couldn’t even see their faces.


When I first went into hospital, I hardly knew where I was. I felt sick and hot and achy all over. But the worst thing was that I couldn’t move. My neck was as stiff as a plank and, although I kept trying to lift my arms or shift my legs, they wouldn’t obey me. I knew they were still there, though, because they hurt all the time.


The Sister of the Children’s Polio Ward was horribly unsympathetic. She kept telling me that I was lucky not to have died, and that I’d be even luckier if I ever managed to walk again. She’d scrape a brush with iron teeth through my mouse-brown hair every morning and tie my plaits so tightly that my scalp would ache for the rest of the day.


The other nurses were kind, I think, but they were afraid to come near me. I heard one whisper to another, ‘They ought to transfer you to another ward. You’ve got children at home, haven’t you? What if they catch it?’


I was dreadfully lonely. Visiting hours were half an hour once a week, and only one person was allowed at a time. Visitors weren’t even allowed to come near me, but could only wave through a window. When my father came, he wrote messages and held them up to the glass, but I couldn’t turn my head to read them properly. It was almost worse than if he hadn’t come at all.


I can still remember the pattern of cracks on the ceiling above my hospital bed. I had nothing else to look at, after all. I kept trying not to think about what it would be like if I was paralysed for life, and I would have long conversations with Jesus, explaining to Him how good I would be if He would only make me better.


Sometimes, though, I was too angry to talk to Him at all.


‘It’s so unfair!’ I wanted to shout. ‘Why does polio only paralyse children and not grown-ups? And why can’t You just stop it happening at all, to anyone?’


I don’t want to go on thinking about those dreadful days. They did come to an end at last because slowly I started being able to move again. The horrible Sister had to stop telling me I’d never walk again, but ticked me off instead for not doing my exercises enough.


Then, after the worst ten weeks of my entire life, my father, who can’t bear to see anyone suffer, came on the weekly visit, took one look at me through the glass window and saw that I was crying. He marched off to the doctors and said he’d checked, and I wasn’t infectious any more, and he was taking me home, thank you very much.


Things were quiet at home, because Hope, who was at boarding school in Scotland, wasn’t yet back for the Easter holidays, and Faith, my oldest sister, who was training to be a nurse, had decided to move in to the nurses’ home in case Dad was wrong and I was still infectious. Only my older brother, Ted, was there. His real name is Theodore, which means ‘God’s gift’, and that’s just as well because he thinks he is God’s gift, to girls, anyway.


I was quite ill, actually, even after Dad brought me home. Sometimes I’d wake up in the night in a panic, thinking I was still completely paralysed. Dad would hear me groaning and he’d pad into my room in his old bedroom slippers. He’d get me some water and make me sip it slowly, then he’d kneel beside my bed and pray, ‘Lord Jesus, comfort this child of Thine and heal her for Thy Name’s sake.’ Then he’d croon the hymn he used to sing to me when I was really little. I sort of liked it, but it was embarrassing too because I was twelve and a half, after all.


It was very boring being at home and having to rest in bed most of the time. Sometimes I wondered what everyone was doing, but not as often as you’d think. After a couple of months in hospital, school had rather faded from my life, which was actually a relief because I’d never enjoyed it much anyway. In fact, not having to go to school was the best thing about still being ill. It’s not easy being a Faithful Follower of Christ in a worldly place like a school. None of the other girls worried all the time about whether or not they were being true to Jesus. They just thought I was peculiar. I don’t want to sound sorry for myself, but the truth is that I was the girl no one wanted to sit next to, the girl no one picked for teams.


It hadn’t been too bad while Faith and Hope were still at home. Sisters can be sort of friends, after all. But I’d been lonely once they’d gone.


You’d think I’d spend my time worrying about whether I’d ever get really better, but I strongly believed that I would. Most of my body worked all right, though my left arm and leg were still weak, and anyway the whole family had prayed so much for me to be better that I reckoned God would just have to listen soon.


The thing I hated most about being stuck in bed was waking up in the morning and hearing Mother and Dad in the kitchen downstairs and thinking they’d forgotten about me. I could practically see them sitting at the kitchen table, passing the toast and marmalade, and Ted rushing in at the last minute, still tying his tie.


A bit later I’d hear the front door close. That would be Dad going off to the station, where he’d be catching the 8.15 train to London. He runs a missionary society, which is good, of course, because he’s spreading the Word of the Lord, but it isn’t very convenient because they don’t pay him.


‘The Lord will provide,’ I once heard him say to Mother, when she brought up the possibility of us having a fridge. ‘We’re living by faith, dear. You know that.’


She had to agree with him out loud, of course, because the Bible says that wives should obey their husbands, but later I heard her say to her friend Olive Prendergast, as they buttered sandwiches for the Fellowship Tea, that living by faith was all very well, but actually it meant living off donations from other people who might not have enough for themselves.


Then the front door would go again. Slammed this time. That would be Ted. He’d rev up his bike to annoy the neighbours, then I’d hear it roar all the way down the street till it turned the corner on to the main road.


You can’t blame girls for liking Ted. I would if I wasn’t his sister because he’s really handsome and he’s got a motorbike. When he left school, he had to do his two years’ National Service in the armed forces. He chose the Navy so he could go off and sail the seven seas. If I’d been a boy, and I’d had to do National Service, I’d have chosen the Air Force. Think about it! What’s more exciting than flying? I bet Ted only chose the Navy because the uniform made him look so handsome. It was dark blue with a cheeky white cap and the name of his ship embroidered on the front in gold letters. Girls swooned over him when they saw him all dressed up, but none of them knew the secret wickedness of his heart.


Just to give you an example – one day he brought his friend Adam home for tea. Adam is something, I can tell you. Sort of lean and muscular, with one of those faces where the skin is a bit loose so every twitch of the mouth or eyebrows is expressive. Anyway, there I was, going up the stairs, when they came in through the front door, and Ted said, ‘That’s my little sister, Charity.’


‘Not so little,’ Adam said, looking straight at me.


And Ted said, ‘Are you still little, Char? Have you got hair growing in your armpits yet?’


I nearly died, standing right there on the stairs, then I fled to my bedroom. I shouldn’t wonder if it was the stress of living with Ted that made me catch polio. Why me, after all, and not one of the other girls in my class at school?


Anyway, you see what I mean about Ted? Only someone with a cruel heart would say a thing like that to an innocent young girl.


I missed Hope dreadfully when she was away at her boarding school in Scotland. The holidays always passed so quickly. I burned with a sense of injustice that I hadn’t been sent there too. If I had, I pointed out to Mother, on more than one occasion, I’d have been in the depths of the countryside, miles away from infection, and I’d never have caught polio in the first place. You can see why I felt jealous, when I tell you that Hope was living in a great big old mansion with lots of girls who had posh names like Anastasia and Griselda, and half of them had their own ponies! She’d learned Scottish dancing and how to hold her teacup with her little finger crooked up.


The reason she was there was because Dad’s older sister, Aunt Josephine, was the headmistress, and she paid for Hope’s fees and her uniform and everything. She didn’t offer to pay for Faith or me. She said she’d picked Hope because Hope’s health was delicate and she needed lots of country air. In my opinion, it was pure favouritism. Aren’t I delicate too? Who had polio, after all?


You might have thought that a boarding school would be too worldly for a girl from our Lucasite church, but it’s all right because the school is a very Christian one, and Aunt Josephine goes to a Baptist church, which is better than nothing. She takes Hope there every Sunday.


Anyway, over the slow weeks and months at home, I did gradually get better. I managed to get out of bed without being helped, and then, when my hands were strong enough, I was able to dress myself. Slowly, I learned to take more than a few steps at a time, and at last I was able to go up and down the stairs. By the time Hope came home at the end of the summer term, I was nearly well again, although I still got tired quickly. Also, my left leg and left arm weren’t right. I could walk with only a tiny limp, which didn’t really show, but when I tried to run I had to hobble along, which was really embarrassing. And my left arm was irritatingly weak. There was no question of me going back to school till after the summer holidays.


I was so used to Faith and Hope being away that when they did come home our small house felt rather cramped. I didn’t mind that. Home was just home. I’d lived in it since I was two, after all, and it was all I’d ever known. But I’m sure Mother prayed every day for God to give us something bigger. She must have done, because the only possible explanation for what happened next is that it was an answer to prayer. It came in the form of an envelope from a solicitor on the first Saturday morning in July, after Hope had come home for the holidays.


Dad had just taken a mouthful of porridge when he opened the letter, and as he read it he nearly choked. He passed it down the table to Mother, via Ted and Faith, who were sitting on his right, while Hope and I, on the other side of the table, watched.


Mother read it and went pale.


‘Is this a joke?’ she said.


‘No, it’s an answer to prayer!’ said Dad with a shining, holy look on his face.


‘What? What’s happened?’ begged Hope. ‘Are we going to get a pony?’


Everyone stared at her.


‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ said Faith. ‘What on earth would we do with a pony?’


‘Pass the letter back,’ said Dad. ‘Let me read it again.’


We waited, holding our breath.


‘It seems real enough,’ said Dad at last. ‘Pringle and Pringle are a well-known firm of solicitors.’


‘Yes, but what does it say?’ I burst out.


‘It seems,’ said Dad, ‘that old Mr Spendlove has very kindly—’


‘Mr Spendlove’s dead,’ I interrupted. ‘You preached at his funeral.’


‘Don’t interrupt, dear,’ said Mother with a frown.


‘. . . that Reg Spendlove has left us his house in his will, including all the contents and furniture!’ continued Dad.


Everyone started talking at once.


‘It’s that big old place up Badger Hill, isn’t it?’


‘Hasn’t it got a peculiar name? Gospel Bells or something?’


‘Gospel Fields, silly.’


‘It’s not the one with the tennis court, is it?’


‘The garden’s enormous!’


‘There’s even a garage! Has he left us his car too?’


Faith hadn’t joined in with all this. She has a suspicious mind.


‘But why?’ she asked Dad, fixing him with a piercing look. ‘Did you perform some secret service for him? Was he a long-lost relative we never knew about? Did he cast his own children off without a shilling? In which case it wouldn’t be fair.’


‘Mr Spendlove had no children and no living relatives,’ Mother said, ‘and anyway it’s not up to us to question the will of the Lord.’ But she spoke automatically. She was clearly as astonished as the rest of us.


‘Does this mean we’re going to move?’ My voice ended on a squeak.


Mother was recovering.


‘It’s very kind of Mr Spendlove,’ she said, ‘but it’s out of the question for us to live there. We couldn’t possibly afford it. The place is huge. It would cost a fortune in cleaning materials alone!’


Dad wasn’t listening. He pushed his plate aside, beamed round at us and said, ‘Clear the table, girls – and you, Ted, do the washing-up. Then I suggest that we take a walk up the hill to look at our new home.’









CHAPTER TWO


That beautiful July morning, when we walked up Badger Hill to Gospel Fields for the first time, was the most exciting day of my entire life. Up to then, anyway.


The house had its back to the road and was behind a line of crusty old pine trees. You had to crunch your way embarrassingly loudly up a gravel drive to get round to the front door.


Mother stopped before we’d reached the corner of the house.


‘Are you quite sure about this, Iver?’ she said. ‘Aren’t we being a bit premature?’


‘Not at all! Have faith!’ Dad said, striding ahead. ‘This is the day that the Lord has made. Let us rejoice and be glad in it!’


He’d hardly finished speaking when a voice behind us said, ‘Excuse me! Can I help you? You’re on private property, you know.’


We spun round. A man with long thin legs and thick grey hair combed back from his face was hurrying up the drive after us.


Dad marched back towards him, beaming and holding out his hand.


‘How do you do? Are you our new neighbour? So glad to meet you! I’m Iver Brown.’


The man took Dad’s hand then dropped it quickly. He didn’t say his own name and he wasn’t smiling back.


‘The house is not up for sale. Not yet, anyway. Once it’s on the market, viewings will no doubt be—’


He spoke precisely, but with an accent, and was looking coldly at us through thick-lensed glasses.


Dad laughed.


‘Oh, it won’t be going on sale. We heard this morning from Reg Spendlove’s solicitors, Pringle and Pringle. The most remarkable thing! Reg has left us his house in his will!’


The man looked astonished, as well he might, but he was beginning to go soft round the edges like a bowl of ice cream when it starts to melt. Dad has that effect on people. It’s called charm. Aunt Josephine says that if you’ve got charm, you can manage without anything useful like common sense or money, but then she’ll add darkly, ‘Having too much of it is bad for the character.’


Dad pulled the lawyer’s letter out of his pocket, but the other man waved it away. A smile was curling up the corners of his mouth.


‘You are Mr Spendlove’s relative, then?’ When he said r, it made a sort of rolling sound in his throat. ‘He told me he had no living family.’


‘We were brothers in the Lord!’ Dad said enthusiastically.


‘Ah! I see.’ The man’s smile faded, but he put his hand out to shake Dad’s again. ‘Leo,’ he said. ‘Leo Stern. I hope you will find happiness in your new home.’


Then he turned on his long, thin legs and retreated down the drive.


‘A warm welcome from the neighbours!’ said Dad delightedly. ‘What could be better!’


‘He’s got a foreign accent,’ said Mother. ‘Isn’t Stern a German name?’


‘Or Austrian. A refugee perhaps . . .’


The rest of us didn’t stop to listen to any more. Ted, Faith and Hope dashed on down the drive, with me trailing after them, and a moment later we were looking up at the front of the house. There were big windows on either side of the door, and a covered veranda along two sides with pink roses climbing up its pillars.


Hope had her nose pressed up against a window.


‘This looks like a dining room,’ she said. ‘There’s a long table and . . .’


I ignored her. I’d pushed open the letterbox and was kneeling on the red tiled floor of the veranda to peer into the hall.


It was vast! Big enough for a fireplace all of its own! A wide wooden staircase lined with dark wood panelling curved up and out of sight. I had a beautiful vision of myself descending the steps into a crowd of admirers, delicately holding up my long skirt in one hand, while resting the other on the banister, my fingers rosily tipped with forbidden nail varnish.


‘Look, you two,’ Faith said disapprovingly, ‘I really don’t think you ought—’ But a shout from Ted interrupted her.


‘Hey! Come and see! There’s a Rover in the garage!’


Dad had taken Mother’s arm and was walking her down the lawn, which sloped in a huge sweep of green past an ancient spreading yew on one side and a flower bed full of dazzlingly colourful dahlias on the other. There was what looked like a wood of tall beech trees at the bottom, their glossy leaves waving in the breeze.


‘She’ll be trying to talk him out of it,’ I said to Hope.


‘She won’t manage it,’ said Hope, laughing. ‘You know Dad. Come on, let’s explore.’


It was just as well that it was a lovely summer morning when we first saw that enormous garden. Mr Spendlove’s gardener must have mown the lawn the week before, weeded the long flower bed and rolled the grass of the tennis court (a tennis court!) to a perfect flat green. Blackcurrants and raspberries dangled temptingly in a fruit cage and half-ripe apples and plums were sprouting from a line of trees behind the vegetable plot. There was birdsong in the air.


I caught up with Faith and Hope, who had run down the slope to the bottom of the lawn, and we stood together looking back up at the house. Dad and Mother walked towards us.


‘What do you think, girls?’ said Dad.


‘It’s wonderful!’ said Hope. ‘Not as big as Evelyn Drummond’s place, but even she hasn’t got a tennis court.’


Faith and I raised our eyebrows at each other. We were sick of hearing about Hope’s grand schoolfriends.


‘I’ll only be here when I’m not on duty at the hospital,’ said Faith, ‘so it’s not up to me, but how you’ll keep up the garden, I can’t imagine.’


Dad turned to me.


‘What about you, Charity?’


‘It’s very nice,’ I said, but inside I felt a bit wobbly. I’d just realized that moving into Gospel Fields meant moving out of 24 Old Manor Road, away from our familiar narrow street and our own proper house, and starting all over again up here on the posh side of town. It meant losing the hidden place behind the laurel bush where Hope and I used to play houses when we were little, and the rickety old toy cupboard in the bedroom we’d always shared (we hadn’t played with the toys for years, but still), and on top of all that it would mean a last final break with my oldest friend, Robert-next-door.


All these thoughts rushed through my head as I looked up the endless length of Gospel Fields’ lawn, trying to take in its beauteous magnificence. But then another idea took their place. Perhaps 24 Old Manor Road, with its laurel bushes, daisy-strewn lawn, toy cupboard and Robert-next-door were childish things. And here was St Paul, speaking in my head: When I was a child, I thought as a child, but when I became a man, I put away childish things.


Or, in my case, woman, I reminded St Paul, who, between you and me, needs a lot of reminding that women exist too.


While I was standing there, wondering if it was time to put away childish things, Hope and Faith hurried off to inspect the tennis court and Mother and Dad moved slowly off towards the beech wood beyond. Mother’s back was stiff, and Dad was leaning in towards her, talking earnestly.


‘A retreat!’ I heard him say. ‘Imagine it, Jeanie. A haven of peace and beauty for the weary and heavy-laden. A home for—’


‘Iver!’ Mother had stopped walking and was turning to face him. ‘Just look around you. This garden! We can’t possibly manage it on our own.’


‘You’re a wonderful gardener, dear. You’ve always wanted a big place,’ Dad said coaxingly. ‘And I’d help.’


Mother crossed her arms.


‘You? Help in the garden? You don’t know a daisy from a . . . from a . . .’


‘Daffodil?’ Dad asked helpfully.


‘Exactly.’


Dad thrust his hands into his pockets. He was looking thoughtful now. I could see that the gears in his brain were shifting.


The only way I can describe what goes on inside my father’s head is to compare his brain to a packet of Liquorice Allsorts. You know the ones I mean. There’s pink and yellow and white sugary stuff striped with no-nonsense black liquorice in each sweet. Dad is easily inspired by visionary new ideas, but sooner or later his mind works through the fluffy stuff and then he starts making proper, sensible plans. He is Scottish, after all. You might find it confusing, imagining my dad as a Liquorice Allsort, but that’s the only way I can explain him.


The thing is that once Dad hits the planning stage, Mother’s brain, which is no-nonsense, practical and without a shred of sentiment, clicks into gear too.


‘A gardener, two days a week,’ she said crisply.


‘Ideally, yes,’ conceded Dad.


‘Not ideally. Actually.’


‘All right.’


‘Help in the house.’


‘The girls—’


‘Faith has moved into the nurses’ home. Hope’s only here in the holidays, and Charity’s still not strong. She needs plenty of rest.’


‘We’ll find a way,’ said Dad.


‘That’s only part of it,’ Mother said. ‘Maintenance, heating – running this place will cost a fortune!’ But she hadn’t shaken his arm off, and I could hear in her voice that she was half won over. ‘Where on earth will we find the money?’


‘If this is the Lord’s doing,’ Dad said, ‘then He will open the way. Look up there, Jeanie. Look at the house. Think of the great things we could do with it! If money is the only bar, then I believe that it’s time we resurrected Moses.’


‘Now, Iver, I thought we’d agreed . . .’ said Mother, but then they began to walk on and I couldn’t hear what they were saying.


Faith came back from inspecting the tennis court.


‘What’s happened?’ said Faith. ‘You look as if you’ve been hit by a truck.’


‘I might as well have been,’ I said. ‘Dad’s gone completely barmy. He’s promised Mother a gardener two days a week and someone to help in the house, and now he’s talking about resurrecting the dead.’


‘I’m not surprised,’ said Hope, coming up behind Faith. ‘The shock of all this is enough to unhinge anyone. I bet there’s a net for the tennis court in the garage. You never know, there might even be rackets and balls.’


Faith refused to be deflected by tennis nets.


‘What do you mean, resurrecting the dead?’ she asked me. ‘Which dead?’


‘Moses, of all people,’ I said gloomily.


Ted had joined us now. He was wiping grease off his hands with an old rag.


‘I got into the garage. The Rover’s a beauty. Had a look inside the engine and . . . What’s the matter with you lot?’


I explained.


Ted roared with laughter.


‘You silly girls! Don’t you know about Moses?’


‘Of course we do!’ I said, offended. ‘His mother put him in a basket and hid him in the bulrushes, and Pharaoh’s daughter—’


‘Not that Moses,’ scoffed Ted. ‘Our great-grandfather.’


‘We had a great-grandfather called Moses?’ said Hope, astonished.


‘Yes! He was a whisky distiller.’


‘What?’


A thrill of horror ran through me. Whisky is alcohol, and alcohol is Sin in liquid form.


‘Why didn’t anyone tell us?’ said Faith crossly. ‘How come you know and we don’t?’


‘Because,’ said Ted, in a revoltingly lordly way, ‘it’s to do with the family finances, which are a man’s business. Women don’t have the minds for it.’


I tried to kick him on the shins, which wasn’t easy, given the fact that only one of my legs was working properly, but he dodged out of the way, laughing.


‘What do you mean, finances?’ said Faith, not wishing to be deflected by insults.


I was circling round Ted, looking for a chance to get in another kick.


‘Well?’ demanded Faith.


‘Call this human terrier off me and I’ll tell you,’ said Ted.


My sisters grabbed my arms and hauled me away.


‘Our great-grandfather, old Moses McIver, died of alcoholism,’ Ted said, with ghoulish pleasure. ‘The whisky business was sold after he copped it and the money went to his grandchildren.’


‘So some of it came to Dad?’ Hope asked.


Faith was nodding. ‘I get it,’ she said. ‘Dad refused to accept it because it was the wages of sin.’


‘Exactly,’ said Ted.


‘So what happened to the money?’ I asked, shaking my sisters off me.


‘It went to our aunts, Josephine and Violet,’ said Ted, ‘but they nobly decided not to take Dad’s share. They put it in a special bank account and it’s been quietly growing there ever since. There’s quite a lot of it, apparently.’


‘Do you mean to say,’ demanded Hope, ‘that all this time we’ve been living on scraps and not being allowed to get new shoes and have riding lessons when there’s a heap of money that should be ours?’


‘Typical of Dad,’ said Faith. ‘You’ve got to admire him. If you’re going to have principles, you ought to stick with them whatever the cost.’


We ignored her.


‘So, when Dad talked about “resurrecting Moses”,’ breathed Hope, ‘he must have meant that he’s planning to take the money. And that means we’ll live in this gorgeous house and we’ll be rich!’


‘Yes and no,’ I said, pulling the three of them back down to earth. ‘If Dad takes the money, it’ll be because he’s giving Gospel Fields to the Lord.’


‘Ah,’ said Ted.


‘Oh,’ said Hope.


‘Of course,’ said Faith, nodding approvingly. ‘But how?’


So I told them about the retreat for the weary and heavy-laden. That sobered us up, and we walked slowly back up the long sweep of lawn to the house.









CHAPTER THREE


The next day was Sunday, and before I explain what that meant for the Brown family, you might need to know a bit more about why we’re the way we are.


In the Scottish village where Dad grew up, there was no pub, cinema or football team, but there were an awful lot of churches.


If you’d been a bird flying over the village’s slate-roofed houses on a Sunday morning, you’d have seen rivulets of people walking in different directions. There were Presbyterians in the village’s historic old church (most people went there), the Episcopalians had a nice stone building up the hill (they were the posh ones), a chapel made of sheets of corrugated iron was for the Wee Frees (too complicated to explain), another tiny tin church was for the Roman Catholics and then there was our place, the Meeting Hall of the Lucasites.


I used to think that everyone in the world knew about the Lucasites, and, what’s more, that they all secretly wished they were members, but I now realize that hardly anyone has heard of us and, if they have, they think we’re rather odd.


The Lucasites are followers of a man called Jeremiah Lucas, who lived in the nineteenth century. He was a Scottish lawyer with sprouty side whiskers and thick, fleshy lips. He thought that churches had become too fancy, with their enormous old cathedrals, stained-glass windows, priests, bishops and choir boys dressed up in long robes. He wanted to sweep all that away. The first Christians, way back in the Bible, had just got together in an upstairs room in someone’s house. He thought we should be simple, like them.


I’m supposed to be a Lucasite, so I’ve got to think he was right, but actually he made us be rather boring. Our Meeting Hall is just plain ugly! It’s a square old room full of rows of chairs, and the walls are a sort of beige colour. A stained-glass window would brighten it up nicely. Proper music would be good too, with an organ or a piano. As it is we have to sing without one, and things get out of tune and slow right down to a sort of dreary dirge.


At our Sunday morning Meeting, anyone who is moved by the Holy Spirit (any man, that is) stands up and prays or reads out a bit of the Bible or starts everyone off singing a hymn. And then one of the Elders (who all have to be men too) goes to the table in the middle of the room, breaks open the loaf of bread lying on it and hands the pieces out, then passes round a goblet of wine, which everyone who’s been properly baptised (by being plunged three times under water, head, hair and all) sips from.


It was our duty, Jeremiah Lucas said, to read the Bible every day and to try to persuade other people to give their hearts to Jesus. Also, we had to pay strict attention to the commandments in the Bible, especially the one about not doing any work, or anything much at all, on a Sunday, apart from going to the Hall for the Breaking of Bread. And we had to look after each other when we were ill (that was good), and stop each other being sinful (that sounds all right, but it turned the Lucasites into the most dreadful Nosey Parkers, if I’m honest). Of course, we weren’t allowed to smoke or drink alcohol (tiny sips of wine during the Breaking of Bread are holy and don’t count), and we had to avoid places where the Devil might lurk, like cinemas, or those coffee bars with juke boxes that play wickedly sinful pop music.


Above all, we had to be Sexually Pure in thought, word and deed. (Lucasites can have sex, obviously. We’d die off if we didn’t! But you have to be properly married first, with babies in mind.)


I know it’s unfair that women aren’t allowed to speak or do anything in the Meeting except sit quietly and listen, but actually I didn’t mind. Ted was starting to get anxious knowing that eyes were on him, waiting for him to stand up and say something, announce a hymn or read from the Bible. He never did it, but I knew he hated the feeling that sooner or later he’d be expected to. I had the freedom to switch off, think my own thoughts and generally daydream if I felt like it. Which I usually did.


There are other things too, like women not being allowed to cut their hair, and having to wear hats to the Meeting, but they’re just details, really.


Which brings me back to the Sunday after we first went to inspect Gospel Fields.


In our family, if you like sleeping in late at the weekends, you have to do it on Saturdays, because we always have breakfast together on Sundays. It’s a good one too, with porridge, boiled eggs, toast and Mother’s home-made marmalade. It doesn’t go on for too long, though, because afterwards we have family worship, and then it’s time to get ready to go to the Meeting at the Lucasite Hall.


Family worship used to be just a chapter from the Bible and a prayer, but then Dad started reading more and more dreadful accounts in the newspapers of what was going on in other countries. The Second World War had finished a whole ten years earlier, but terrible stories were still coming out about the concentration camps in Germany, where millions of Jewish people had been killed. Hitler was dead, of course, but, thought Dad, what was to stop a wicked dictator sweeping to power in Britain? The Nazis had come out of the blue in Germany, after all. And you never know with politics. Anything can happen.


Dad’s nightmare was that we might end up in dungeons somewhere, in solitary confinement, or in a labour camp, like the millions who were still being marched off to be worked to death in Russia. And, worst of all, we would be without our Bibles!


The answer was obvious, at least to him. We needed to learn as much of the Bible as possible so that we would carry it with us in our hearts. His method was to get us to repeat Bible chapters again and again, after breakfast, until we knew them off by heart. Then we’d recite them by memory until he was sure we’d never forget them.


I like doing this. My favourite chapter has a bit about the mountains and the hills breaking forth into singing and all the trees of the fields clapping their hands. Now that’s something I’d like to see! Hope likes the one about the seraphim putting hot coals on the prophet’s mouth. Sometimes, behind those innocent big blue eyes and long blonde hair, she displays a sadistic streak. Mother prefers the description of Heaven. When we get to the bit ‘and there shall be no more death, neither sorrow, nor crying, neither shall there be any more pain’, she spoils it by crying herself.


Ted usually remembers something urgent he has to do as soon as breakfast is over, and he disappears before Dad gets out his Bible, while Faith deliberately asks for the most embarrassing chapter, which ends ‘And now abideth faith, hope and charity, these three, and the greatest of these is charity’, and then she and Hope look sideways at me to make sure that I’m not getting above myself.


After we’ve done the reciting, we always kneel with our faces bowed over the cracked leather seats of our ancient old chairs, which smell of all the bottoms that have sat on them for years and years, while Dad prays. Then it’s time to get ready to go to our Lucasite Sunday morning Meeting.


So there we were, setting off for the Meeting on a hot July morning, knowing that soon we’d be striding down posh Badger Hill instead of dreary Old Manor Road. It would have been wrong, of course, to take the bus to the Hall, as that would have given work to the bus driver and conductor on the Sabbath day so, come rain or shine, the six of us always walked to the Sunday morning Meeting. I’d had a special dispensation to take the bus on account of my weak legs since I’d come out of hospital, but the doctor had told Mother that gentle exercise was good for me, so from now on I had to walk too.


Dad and Ted, in their Sunday-best suits, marched ahead.


‘It looks like a good, solid car, Dad,’ Ted was enthusing. ‘Not a scrap of rust on the bodywork and low mileage on the clock.’


I might have told him to save his breath. Dad didn’t know one end of a car from the other, and anyway his mind was on higher things. At the same time, I was cheering Ted on. If only he could get Dad to drive the car, he might actually agree to drive us to the Meeting Hall, thus saving us from the long, boring plod along the main road.


A bus went sailing past, the dust-filled wind it kicked up making Faith, Hope and me clutch our summer straw hats in our white-gloved hands to stop them blowing away. Mother marched stoically on. She couldn’t afford a summer hat, so she wore the same green felt one all year round, which she pinned to her hair with two long, scary-looking hatpins. The grimace on her face was caused by the pain of her bunions. Her shoes didn’t fit properly, but up till now there had never been enough money to buy new ones.


She looked Lucasite born and bred, although until Dad had scooped her up out of the ruins of an earthquake in New Zealand (a story I’ll tell another time), married her and bore her back to Britain, she had been a Presbyterian. Since it was her firm belief that the man should be the head of the family and it was her duty to obey him, she had turned herself into a perfect Lucasite wife, though never a meek one.


I’d been looking forward to the Meeting for once. I’d been rehearsing how I’d show off to the super-annoying Tabitha Stebbins, the only other girl there my age, about how we’d soon be moving into Gospel Fields, a house of legendary splendour to all the Lucasites.


I must have you over to tea, I planned to say, when I’d imparted the incredible news. As soon as we’ve settled in.


But it didn’t work out like that. Miss Rhys-Jones, one of the Lucasite faithful, was a secretary in the lawyer’s office, and she’d been unable to resist telling Mrs Gill and Mrs Glass the staggering news of Mr Spendlove’s bequest. By the time we arrived, a little later than usual, everyone knew all about it.


As we came into the Hall, people were settling into their chairs, which were arranged as usual round a table covered with a plain white linen cloth, with a loaf of bread and a carafe of wine set out on it. At the sight of us, people nudged each other and whispered. They were alert with curiosity, disbelief and jealousy. Tabitha, sitting opposite us on the far side of the table, looked quickly at me then ostentatiously turned her head away.


As usual, the Breaking of Bread seemed to drag on for hours while the hands of the clock, which had It is time to meet the Lord inscribed on its face, crawled slowly round, but as soon as the last prayer was said there was a clatter of chairs being pushed back and the Lucasites hurried outside to stand in knots in the forecourt and discuss our astonishing legacy.


I stood uneasily, not knowing what to do. Tabitha had turned her back on me. Faith and Hope had been swallowed up by a crowd of inquisitive women. Mother ought to have been discussing next Sunday’s Fellowship Tea with the other women, but she’d been waylaid by smarmy Mrs Glass, who was trying to oil out of her an invitation to Gospel Fields.


Only Dad was doing well. Flanked by Ted, he was in earnest discussion with a group of Elders, whose initial wariness was giving way to smiles and nods.


‘Well,’ I overheard Horace Tubbs wheeze out. ‘I’d been wondering what on earth Reg Spendlove thought he was doing, singling your family out like that, but now you’ve explained your plans I see the hand of the Lord wonderfully revealed.’


I wasn’t the only one who’d heard him. There was a relaxation all round. Mrs Prendergast went to rescue Mother from Mrs Glass, the knot round Faith and Hope dissolved and regathered round Dad and Tabitha started coming towards me.


I couldn’t cope any longer.


‘Quick!’ I hissed to Hope. ‘Let’s go.’


She nodded.


‘All right. You go on. I’ll just tell Mother we’re going home to put the soup on.’


I hurried out of the Hall forecourt, stuffing my cotton gloves into the pocket of my dress and ripping off my hat to let it swing from my hand by its elastic strap.


The rest of that Sunday was normal, I suppose. Mother had made everything for lunch and tea the day before so she didn’t have to work on the Lord’s Day. We played Scrabble in the afternoon (on Sundays we could only use the names of people and places in the Bible, which is really difficult, actually) and we sang hymns round the piano in the evening. But we were fizzing with questions all day.


Once Dad makes up his mind to do something, he doesn’t stop for anything. The next day he signed the forms at the lawyers’ office, handed our notice in to the landlord of 24 Old Manor Road and booked the removal company. We moved a month later, at the beginning of August, which was just as well, because I was so wound up with excitement that I’d have burst if the wait had gone on much longer.


It was a shame that I was the only one at home on the day we moved. Faith was on duty at the hospital, Hope was at a Christian camp for young musicians in Devon and Ted was on a Mission sailing week on the Norfolk Broads. He was skippering a boat filled with juvenile delinquents and was supposed to be persuading them to give their hearts to the Lord. I guessed they were probably trying to get him to give his heart to a life of crime, and frankly I thought it was a toss-up who would win.


I was supposed to be away too, on a girls’ Bible camp, and I’d longed for it all year because the team leader I’d had at last year’s summer camp had been thrillingly muscular and mannish and I’d had a wild crush on her. It was a dreadful disappointment when Dad had decided it would be too strenuous for me. He was right, I suppose. I was still horribly weak after the polio. The pain had gone, but I felt tired all the time and, although I could walk almost normally, I still couldn’t run or do anything sporty at all. Anyway, I hadn’t been allowed to go.


On our last morning in Old Manor Road, I felt a creeping loneliness settling on me. I hadn’t realized that the shabby old tables and chairs being loaded into one of the vans, which had pulled up early in front of our house, were in fact my friends. They looked unloved sitting outside on the pavement. They were on their way to be auctioned, and it was a sad thought that I’d never see them again. Gospel Fields was already stuffed with Mr Spendlove’s much grander furniture, so we were only taking a few favourite things with us: Mother’s battered old armchair, Dad’s sagging bookshelves and a Chinese table with carved legs, which a missionary cousin had sent back from Java.


I wandered round the empty rooms for the last time.


‘You won’t even know we’ve gone,’ I told them. ‘You don’t care about us at all. No one will ever know that I made that crack in the window when I threw a book at Hope, or that the stain on the wall is my very own life blood, from the day when Ted accidentally-on-purpose shot me with an arrow from the bow he’d made.’


I mooched out into the garden and peered over the fence, half wanting and half dreading to see Robert-next-door. Then I remembered that he and his family were on a caravan holiday in Wales, so there was no chance of seeing him anyway.


Robert and I had started being friends when we were really small. He used to knock on the back door every Saturday and almost every day in the school holidays.


‘Can I come and play, Mrs Brown?’ he’d say, and Mother would silently open the door and stand aside to let him in.


Quite frankly, the best thing about Robert was that he was younger than me, without too many ideas of his own, and he’d liked me telling him what to do. He was an only child and used to being bossed around at home.


Robert’s dad was very strict. The patch of grass in our back garden was for playing on, or sprawling on with rugs and books, but Robert’s father never let anyone set foot on his lawn, which was mown in stripes and didn’t have a single daisy to spoil the effect.


‘How does he get it so green?’ I’d heard Mother ask Robert’s mum one day. She’d blushed and said, ‘Bedroom water.’ Which, Mother later told me, meant wee. Next door’s lawn looked sinister to me after that. And it wasn’t the only sinister thing, because Robert’s mum was a medium. When her customers came to visit her, she’d go off into a trance. Robert said that strange white stuff came out of her mouth, and the spirits of her customers’ dead relations spoke to them through her. I kept on at him to tell me more, but he said he’d only watched once and hadn’t been allowed to again in case he disturbed the spirits.


Mother thought all that was dreadfully wicked and wouldn’t have let me go next door even if I’d wanted to. I tried to explain to Robert that it was dangerous calling up spirits because an evil one might enter you and take up a place in your heart. You could even be possessed by the Devil himself!


‘Is the Devil really real, then?’ he’d asked me anxiously.


‘Of course he is,’ I said, shocked that he could doubt it. ‘He walketh about like a roaring lion, seeking whom he may devour.’


Then I was afraid I’d been tactless, implying that Robert’s mum was possessed by an evil spirit.


It was a whole week before he came back to visit and neither of us ever mentioned the Devil or spirits or mediums again. Or bedroom water, for that matter.


It was never the same after that. Robert was changing, anyway. Over the past year he’d gradually got bigger and taller than me, and one day last summer, before I’d gone down with polio, he’d said, ‘You know what, I’m sick of your silly games and you telling me what to do all the time. I’m going home.’


I’d been upset, but only a bit because I was tired of our childish games too, only I hadn’t known how to tell him.


I thought that would be the end of it, but the next day he’d jumped up and stuck his head over the garden wall.


‘Anyway, I’m fed up with you telling me all the time to give my heart to Jesus,’ he said in a squeaky voice. ‘It’s my heart, and I’ll do what I like with it, thank you very much. As a matter of fact, I’m an ag-agnosteric.’


‘I think you mean agnostic,’ I’d said coldly. Then I’d added kindly, ‘The Lord will wait for you, Robert. His mercy is infinite and . . .’


He’d jumped down then, but he bobbed up again to stick out his tongue before he went down for the last time.


Remembering this, I searched around for dandelion clocks in our flower beds, and I blew the seeds over the fence to land on his dad’s nasty stripy lawn, in the hope that they’d grow into infuriating big weeds with long roots after I’d gone.


I’m doing this for you, Robert, I silently said. It’s a final act of friendship. To punish your dad for not letting you go on his lawn.


Then I headed off to say a last farewell to the grave of our old cat, Naboth, until Mother called out, ‘Come on, Charity! We’re going now.’


Dad pulled the front door shut behind us and double-locked it with a flourish. The first van had gone, but a second, smaller one had been loaded with things to be taken to Gospel Fields. There were a few seats beside and behind the driver.


‘Get in, Charity,’ said Mother, holding open the van door.


But at that moment I badly needed to be alone.


‘No thanks,’ I said. ‘I’ll walk.’


‘If you’re sure, dear,’ said Dad absently. He was clearly anxious to be off.


‘The walk’ll do you good,’ Mother said crisply. ‘It’s only down to the main road and up the hill on the other side. Not much more than a mile. Don’t dawdle, mind.’


I wandered slowly down the road, feeling sorry for myself.


There’s no one alive in the entire world who truly understands me, I thought. Dad’s too busy doing the Lord’s work, Mother’s always run off her feet, Ted hasn’t noticed that I exist and Faith and Hope just think I’m a nuisance.


I turned the corner out of Old Manor Road. Something was happening inside me, but I didn’t know what it was.


Without thinking, I started drifting across the main road. A bus, hooting furiously, swerved to avoid me and the driver leaned out of his cab. Hot words poured out of his mouth. I’d never heard most of them before, but I could tell they were rude.


I stood trembling on the pavement.


I’ve just nearly died! I thought.


‘You all right, lovey?’ said a woman. ‘You need to take more care.’


I hardly heard her.


If you’d died, I told myself, you’d be face to face with Jesus right now! You’d be standing beside the river of the water of life, clear as crystal!


The thought should have filled me with rapture, but I felt nothing but horror.


‘Actually, God,’ I muttered out loud. ‘I’d rather be at Gospel Fields for the time being, if you don’t mind.’


The woman was still looking at me.


‘Are you sure you’re all right? You’ve gone a funny colour.’


‘No, honestly, I’m fine,’ I said, and, taking a careful look both ways, I hurried over the road. As the gap in the traffic closed behind me, I felt as if I’d crossed a frontier into a different country. Old Manor Road really was behind me now, and Gospel Fields, up there on Badger Hill, beckoned.


They’ll be unloading the van already! I thought, and, suddenly desperate to be there, I hurried the rest of the way.
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