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    Robert Barnard was a well-established crime writer. He won the prestigious Nero Wolfe Award as well as the Anthony, Agatha and Macavity Awards, was been nominated eight times for the Edgar Award and was the winner of the 2003 CWA Cartier Diamond Dagger Award for a lifetime of achievement. He also wrote crime novels under the pseudonym of Bernard Bastable. He lived with his wife in Leeds and had over 45 titles published in the UK and US. 


  

    

      1. Coming

    


    The Community of St. Botolph’s lies five miles from Hickley, in the West Riding of Yorkshire, set in rolling moorland country, glorious in summer, bleak in winter, and treacherous at all times. The walls of the Community stretch impressively far in all directions, and sheep belonging to the brothers graze both within and without them. Like all the other buildings within them, the walls are of comparatively recent date, having been built early in the present century, but they have already harmonized with their setting, and are often talked about by the younger locals as if they dated back to pre-Reformation times.


    The locals, in fact, have very little to do with the Community, and know almost nothing about it. Now and then a taxi from Hickley station does the five-mile journey for the benefit of a solitary Anglican coming for a week or fortnight’s retreat. The driver charges exorbitantly, for most of the retreaters are solidly middle-class, and don’t like to haggle at the gate of one of the Lord’s houses. Now and then, perhaps once a year, a larger retreat is arranged, a sort of symposium for ten or so participants, with a set topic for prayer, meditation and discussion, and then the taxis do good business, and use various dodges to drive the delegates out there singly, rather than in groups. The drivers report back to their wives that clerical gentlemen are notably careful in the matter of tipping, and that some prefer stepping it out on the windy moorland roads. And though the latter gentlemen probably think this walking admirably consonant with their pastoral function, the wives shake their heads, and say that the clergy have sadly declined in class over the past few years.


    It was such a symposium, attended by Anglicans and fraternal delegates from other parts of the world, that took place at the Community of St. Botolph’s in the last week of July, when the heather lay like a purple blanket over the moorlands, and a large proportion of the local population were baking uncomfortably and loathing the food on the Costa del Sol.


    The Right Reverend Henry Caradyce Forde, Bishop of Peckham and Dulwich, looked what he was: a bishop in the prime of life. He had reached the age of heart attacks and thoughts of mortality without it having any radical effect on his temper. He gazed out on the world, bland, benign, and skeptical.


    The world, in the present instance, was a first-class compartment on the train that was taking him on the first leg of his journey to Hickley and the Community of St. Botolph’s. But he was not observing it. As usual when he looked most benign, his thoughts were elsewhere. Usually he was planning the next chapter in one of the little paperback volumes in which he questioned—gently, quizzically, devastatingly—every aspect of conventional Anglican faith, volumes which had brought down on his head the righteous anger of the Sunday Express. Today he was composing a short opening speech for one of the discussion sessions at St. Botolph’s.


    The subject for the week-long symposium had appealed to him: “The Social Role of the Church in the Modern World.” It had presented, it seemed to him, unlimited opportunities for dressing up truisms to look like paradoxes, as well as the chance to make some agreeably sly references to the present Archbishop of Canterbury. The speech, which should be as informal as possible, blossomed in his fertile brain.


    “At first sight,” he said to himself, “it would seem paradoxical that we should meet to discuss the social role of the Church in the midst of a community which has withdrawn itself from the world, has said, in effect, that it wants nothing to do with it. Yet is it, after all, so paradoxical?”


    He paused, dissatisfied. Too much like an address, a sermon. How difficult it was to get out of the habit of sermonizing. But this was to be an informal group, meeting for discussion and prayer. Something less well-phrased was called for. He prepared to remove the clerical stilts from his phraseology, but he was distracted by some stirrings in his vicinity. He knew the signs, and with an inaudible sigh he returned to the present.


    He was not alone in his compartment, and he had purposely given no greeting or encouragement to converse when he got into it to the other occupant, who was a muddly, middle-aged woman of the sort who is invariably attracted to clergymen, without being attractive to them. He had not expected a totally silent journey, but he had hoped for a rather longer period of meditation before he was interrupted.


    “You will excuse me speaking, won’t you?” said the lady, flustered, and patting purposelessly the various items of luggage that were scattered around her. “I wouldn’t have done as a rule, of course, but I saw you were a clergyman.”


    The Bishop was peeved. “A clergyman,” indeed! He had assumed she had recognized him. She should have recognized him. What was the use of all those television engagements if people didn’t know who you were? He suppressed his bile, however, and smiled benevolently at her.


    “It’s just that I have been so troubled recently, and I’m alone, you see, no one to talk it over with, and it would be such a relief—it’s Cassandra, you see, my pussy, she died, and—”


    Oh, Lord, mused the Bishop, it’s the one about whether animals can go to heaven. It was one of the most common subjects for spirit-wrestling among the laity, and he was accustomed, in such cases, to administer comfort rather than theology, because comfort was quicker. He therefore interrupted the flow of her discourse to reassure her.


    “Not beyond the bounds of hope … God in His infinite mercy … It may well be that a place will be found for a beloved pet…”


    The smooth phrases flowed automatically, and it was only after some time that he realized that the woman was looking at him with an expression of puzzlement on her face. He stopped in his tracks.


    “But I’ve never had any difficulty in believing animals can go to heaven,” said the woman with unusual force. “I’ve always found it much more difficult to believe human beings go there. No, my problem is quite different …”


    As she resumed her flow, the Bishop sighed again, this time not quite silently.


    The Reverend Stewart Phipps, vicar of St. Luke’s, Blackburn, cycled in the direction of Hickley. He was a practiced, passionate pedaller, and his thin body put into this activity the same sort of burning zeal that he had put into everything he did since he had become a Christian at the age of fourteen.


    His conversion had taken place in King’s College Chapel, on a sunny spring day, at dusk, and at the time he had been inclined to ceremony, pageantry and Roman theatricals. He had even believed passionately in the celibacy of the clergy. Some years later, in his late teens, he had felt stirrings in himself which he suspected strongly to be the sexual instinct. After agonies of conscience he came to rearrange his priorities, and a new passion took hold of his lean, wiry frame: radical politics. It was his fiery (indeed tedious) devotion to all known causes of the left, and a good many of his own devising, that had persuaded his superiors to send him to the industrial North for his first preferment, though he himself was from Surbiton.


    It had not been a happy choice. The parishioners of St. Luke’s had not welcomed young Phipps’s determination to use the pulpit to elaborate on themes which he had already taken up in letters published and unpublished to Peace News, Tribune, and the Morning Star. Far from it. They themselves voted Conservative, when they did not vote National Front, and they did not believe in mixing any politics except their own with religion. Their anger and contempt acted like a drug on the young Reverend Phipps: he only thrived on opposition. He had flung in their faces terms like “bourgeois democracy,” “freedom fighters,” “the corruption of the masses” and any other catchphrase which came to hand, especially any that could express his infinite contempt for them, their opinions and their way of life. And he did it with such icy oratorical gusto that his parishioners, groping for comparisons, came up most frequently with the names of John Calvin and Michael Foot. The high point of his incumbency to date had been his call to the congregation to offer their prayers for the work of the Baader-Meinhof gang, when the half-empty church had emptied itself in seconds. What a glorious triumph that had been!


    Memories of the outrage on the faces of the parishioners as they left the church brought a near-smile of pleasure to the face of Stewart Phipps, but the lighting-up was momentary. For the rest he pedalled on concentratedly in the direction of Hickley, his eyes aglow with faith and Socialism.


    In his little Mini, speeding bumpily from his drafty rectory in the depths of Lincolnshire towards Hickley and the Community of St. Botolph’s, the Reverend Ernest Clayton had a problem not unlike that of the Bishop of Peckham. He had picked up a hitchhiker—something he did fairly frequently, for the bulk of his congregation was on the wrong side of fifty, and he missed the contact with the young, or told himself that he missed it. He certainly felt rather younger than most of his parishioners: he was a spare, vigorous man, and had a puckish expression that made him look like the sort of cleric that used to be portrayed in films by Wilfred Hyde-White. When people said he had a wicked look in his eye, though, they meant no more than that he had a sharp sense of humor.


    That sense of humor was being tried to the uttermost at the moment. The hitchhiker had turned out to be a young man (you never knew) of around twenty, wearing the regulation clothes of his generation and sporting the regulation non-hair-cut. The oldest thing about his person seemed to be his knapsack, which bore approved slogans from the last twenty years all over it, from “Make Love Not War” (a foolish commandment, Ernest Clayton thought, since people through the ages had so conspicuously managed to combine both activities), through various ecological pieties, to some recent ones that he tried not to read. The boy’s face was that of a corrupted cherub, an idea accentuated by the thick halo of fair hair. And he was insisting on talking about religion.


    He put himself up, as young people often do, as the spokesman for his generation. What I think, everybody thinks, he seemed to say. He spoke in an incongruous public school accent—incongruous because, to someone of the Reverend Clayton’s generation, a public school accent implied certain clothes, certain standards, certain destinations in life, all of which gave the possessor an accepted place in a clergyman’s Almanack de Gotha. This young man certainly occupied no such place, and neither was his religion any of the accepted brands. It was a mishmash of Shelley and Lawrence, dredged through the minds of various American poets and popular sages—a series of diktats of permissiveness which at best seemed a form of gross self-indulgence, and at worst a determination to wallow in vileness for its own sake.


    “If you did but know it, the only sin is self-repression,” said the boy, turning his big blue eyes in the direction of the Reverend Clayton to see what effect his effusions were having, and allowing a knowing smile to play around his lips. “If you want to do a thing, you’ve got to follow the impulse through right to the end of the road, because if you stop yourself you’re killing something—it’s worse than murder, because you’re killing part of yourself.”


    From this odd statement of values, the cherub went on to his view of the after life, the spiritual value of various drugs which enabled you to enjoy premature participation in the hereafter, and various other matters too abstruse or jargon-bound to hold the Reverend Clayton’s attention. Why on earth, he thought to himself, does everyone think they have to talk religion when they meet a clergyman? If you meet a plumber, you don’t feel you have to talk about plumbing. Then the thought struck him that when he met a plumber he generally did talk about plumbing, since that in his rectory was primitive in the extreme and had to be fixed by himself, his stipend not running to the sort of professional attention it obviously needed.


    He wafted his attention back towards the grubby Shelley in the passenger seat beside him, who seemed to have sensed that he had lost his audience. He had let a pout appear on his unpleasantly full lips during a pause for thought, and he had then turned to the subject of sex, as a sure-fire recipe for getting back his listener’s attention.


    “Your generation got hung-up on sex,” he jeered.


    “Well, we certainly didn’t talk about it quite so much as yours,” murmured the Reverend Clayton.


    “You thought about it more, though. Nasty little secret thoughts.” (The Reverend Clayton wondered whether he was right, but found he really couldn’t remember.) “My generation’s had to do what your lot only thought of doing, and wanted to do, and didn’t dare. And we’ve done a few things you didn’t even dream possible too. Your lot lived their lives in one long wet wank.” He turned round with a taunting smile. “You might say you didn’t have the courage of your convictions.”


    He had used the gerundival form of a four-letter word which in the Reverend Clayton’s youth would only have been heard by those unfortunate young clerics who opted or were sent to carry the faith into the more savage parts of London’s East End. Ernest Clayton pressed his right foot down on the brake, leaned over the be-jeaned and sweat-shirted figure beside him, and opened the passenger door.


    “Get out,” he said.


    “What do you mean?” protested the young man, with his evil-choirboy smile. “You said you were going to Hickley. I’m going to Hickley. What’s gotten into you?”


    The Reverend Clayton summoned up the authority of years in the pulpit and as chairman of frequently acrimonious committee and board meetings.


    “Out,” he said, “before I throw you.”


    Rather to his surprise, the cherub obeyed. With a contemptuous laugh to hide any disappointment he might feel, he slouched out, and banged the door to. As he started his Mini in motion, Ernest Clayton bent towards the open window, and shouted: “I was just obeying my impulse, you know, just obeying my impulse.”


    As he drove down the road, he saw the fair-haired figure take up his position by the side of the road again. He had to admit that he hadn’t felt so pleased with himself for a long time.


    The Bishop of Mitabezi sat on his aisle seat in the Boeing 727 that was carrying him from the World Council of Churches meeting in Geneva to London, there to change planes for the North of England and, from there, by car, to the Community of St. Botolph’s at Hickley. The Bishop was as near asleep as made no difference, but his fleshy, substantial, episcopal frame still seemed impressive and powerful, as it chafed against the confines of his plane seat.


    The meeting had been a success, that was certain, and a feeling of personal achievement pervaded his somnolent form: large sums of money had been voted to various African independence groups, guerrilla fighters struggling to establish legitimate black oppressions; many passionate and bloodthirsty speeches had been made; the Anglican representative from the mother country had been positively apologetic in all the speeches he made about racial matters, and his lead had been followed by most of the European delegates except the Scandinavians, who were too smug on the subject of race to be apologetic. In fact, as far as he was concerned, a jolly good time had been had by all.


    There had been some theology talked too, and here the Bishop never felt at his happiest. But he had, surprisingly, made a considerable impact with a speech towards the end of a debate concerning certain niceties of the communion service, where he had described himself as a worker and a teacher, rather than a thinker, and had appealed for brotherhood and unity and Christian charity and all manner of goodies. Perhaps it was the contrast with his strident truculence in the earlier sessions that had made the delegates receive his speech with a gentle hum of approval. How fortunate that much of the speech could be given again, almost word for word, to the delegates at the St. Botolph’s symposium!


    As he drifted off into total sleep, fragments of the meetings he had just attended, impressions of the world around him, and anticipations for the future merged in his mind:


    “Our brothers in Christ fighting for their independence in … legs … the body and blood of Our Saviour … white legs … death to the white oppressors … air-hostess’s legs … blood and devastation … the body and blood of Our Lord … blood and fire … blood…”


    On the second-class seat sat the travelling clergyman, his ticket protruding from the breast pocket of his once-smart corduroy jacket, and his keys jingling in his twill trousers. He might have been thought less fortunate than the Bishop of Peckham, for he was surrounded by Liverpudlian youth, all travelling, like him, towards Yorkshire. But, far from minding, he seemed to be revelling in their talk.


    Philip Lambton was a clergyman for the young. He was, he thought, young himself, or youngish. Thirty-seven was no age these days, and he had the happy ability not to look ahead to thirty-eight, thirty-nine. He had a child-like faith in what he was doing, and an enviable faculty of shrugging off unfortunate consequences without a shadow of effort. He loved—innocently—publicity, and he collected his cuttings like any rep. actor.


    He had just had a great success. His church, St. Finian’s, in one of the suburbs of Liverpool, had been the setting (thanks entirely to his efforts) for the performance of a rock Te Deum, performed by a group called the Grots, and composed by their lead guitarist. He had culled texts from the Bible, the Hindu sages, and William Burroughs, and set them to an ear-splitting score that made all the houses in the vicinity of St. Finian’s near-uninhabitable for days during the rehearsals and performances. The young of the parish, many of whom had not shown their noses in church since their forcible christenings, had been recruited to bellow various simple phrases in chorus. And there had been an awful lot of publicity.


    The Reverend Lambton’s face lit up in a child-like smile as he thought of how much there had been. The local papers had been full of it for weeks in advance, and one had had a whole-page interview with him, in which he had quoted the injunction to “Suffer little children” (ignoring the fact that most of the performers were disconcertingly unchild-like). Then there had been the interview on the Today program—surely the high-spot of his ministry to date. True, it had been cut to a minute and a quarter, and had included only his reply to the local critics and not his disquisition on the spiritual content of the work itself. This had made him sound defensive, which was a pity. But still, the BBC was the BBC—undoubtedly a National Forum. And the contacts he had made would be put to very good use in the future.


    Of course there had been critics. Those who tried to do the work of the Lord in a modern, relevant, meaningful way, a way that spoke to today’s generation (he’d used all these phrases in the bit cut out of the broadcast) must expect ridicule and opposition. People had come along complaining about the pervasive odor in the vestry, which they said was certainly not incense. Then there had been the old woman who maintained she saw the Grots’ drummer urinating in the font. What fools these people made of themselves! Besides, they were the dying generations. His business was with the young in one another’s arms.


    He was in the middle of a fatuous reverie, in which his own role hovered between that of boy bishop and leader of a new children’s crusade, when he heard the words “Rock Te Deum” from the mouth of the youth next to him. He jerked to attention.


    “Dragsville,” said the girl opposite, pulling down the edges of her mouth, and uttering a groan. The rest of the group sniggered, and went on to other matters.


    A cloud seemed to have passed over the blue of Philip Lambton’s heaven.


    All these, and others, were heading towards the Community of St. Botolph’s, and towards the strange events that took place there in the late, hot days of July.


  

    

      2. Assembling

    


    The Bishop of Peckham floated blandly from his carriage on the little local train from Leeds to Hickley and bestowed his ticket on the ticket collector as reverently as if it were a communion wafer. He was, in fact, thinking up jokes for his speech.


    Once he was outside the station, his sense of the practicalities of life reasserted itself. His eye took in the gray-brown stone of Hickley, cast a glance of pastoral approval on the moorlands visible above the rooftops, and then surveyed the waiting taxis. He turned around to appraise his fellow passengers who had got off with him. Most were bustling off towards town and home, but one was eyeing him hesitantly, as if uncertain whether to make the first gesture of approach. He was a tall, weighty young man, over-scrubbed and dressed in a lightweight suit, perilously close to sky-blue in color. Probably American, thought the Bishop. Or, worse, Canadian. Still, it would halve the cost of the trip, however boring the conversation.


    “Are you for St. Botolph’s?” boomed the Bishop, and receiving a gesture of assent he ushered the eager young cleric towards the first of the waiting taxis.


    “I deeply appreciate your gesture,” intoned the young man. “A truly Christian act.”


    The Bishop had a sinking feeling that he was going to get the boring conversation without halving the cost of the fare.


    This feeling was augmented as the taxi got under way. After introductions had been expansively performed the young man—whose name was Simeon P. Fleishman—began talking about the absorbing topic of the price of his rail ticket from London, doing laborious calculations involving different rates of exchange for the dollar. This done, he turned to the equally fascinating subject of fund raising.


    It soon turned out that, to the Reverend Fleishman, the social role of the Church in the modern world meant little more than ways of screwing money out of the congregation, ways which were—even to so modern a bishop as the Bishop of Peckham—breathtaking in their grasp of the principles of high finance, in their capitalist daring, and in their sheer rapacity.


    “We believe,” mouthed Reverend Fleishman earnestly, “that since God’s day is one-seventh of the full week, true Christians should be willing to donate to their place of worship one-seventh of their weekly income.”


    “Good God,” said the Bishop. “And do they?”


    “There is some reluctance to acknowledge the full spiritual force of the argument,” admitted Simeon P., “but we are unremitting in getting the message across, and it’s gratifying to be able to report that some do, some do.”


    “You must be rolling,” said the Bishop, who enjoyed calculated descents into the vernacular. “What on earth do you do with it all?”


    A shade flitted briefly over the piercingly honest eyes of the Reverend Fleishman.


    “It goes to the refurbishment of the edifice,” he said, “and to the enhancement of the community appeal of our particular Christian message.”


    Flimflam, said the Bishop to himself. Aloud he asked: “And your church is … er … the Episcopalian?”


    “We call ourselves the Church of the Risen Jesus,” said the young man, “but basically we’re nondenominational.”


    The subject was one of great appeal (and some suspicion) to the Bishop, but he was prevented from making any theological explorations of Simeon P. Fleishman’s faith by their arrival outside the impressive wooden gate of St. Botolph’s. While the young man looked on disinterestedly the Bishop haggled over the exorbitant fare, got it reduced by twenty per cent, and added no tip. The scruples of the middle-class laity were not for him, and he was sure that the Lord (to use a convenient formula) would be no more pleased to see His servants swindled outside His door than any other good host. Finally he emerged from the taxi with a benign sense of good work done, and a nagging feeling that he ought to have had his share of the American’s nondenominational pickings.


    As the taxi driver did a disgruntled U-turn and drove off, the Bishop and Simeon P. stood for a few moments in silence, stretching their legs in the sunshine and gazing along the impressive length of the Community walls, winding their irregular way across the purple moorlands almost as far as the eye could see.


    “This sure is peaceful,” said the Reverend Fleishman in a reverent tone. “Mighty peaceful. Kind of medieval.”


    “Edwardian, dear boy, if not later,” said the Bishop firmly. “A refuge from guzzling and womanizing.”


    “That would be Edward the …” said the Reverend Fleishman tentatively, obviously wanting to get things right for some future edition of his parish magazine or company statement. But the Bishop decided he had had enough, and tugged at the bell.


    As they waited in the heat, they were joined by a lean and hungry-looking figure which pedalled furiously up to the gate and dismounted from his cycle with almost military precision. Stewart Phipps shook hands briefly with the two of them, obviously recognizing the Bishop (who flirted with all the political parties, and occasionally contributed witty and paradoxical pieces to some of the same journals as the Reverend Phipps, though the editors never regarded his pieces as sufficiently committed, and only printed them on account of his mitre). This done, Stewart Phipps stood a little aside, eyeing Simeon P. from his sharp, hooded eyes, which proclaimed with anticipation: an American. He’ll have to defend himself all right. What shall I get him on? Vietnam; CIA; Ronald Reagan; Greece; Watergate; Hoover; Bay of Pigs …


    He blinked in ecstasy as the list of topics on which any stray American could be arraigned stretched out to infinity in his mind’s eye. The Bishop, watching him, read his thoughts all too accurately and shook his head: oh dear, a fanatic, an enthusiast, a Savonarola. What a pity that religion so often made people so intense, so unpleasantly committed. What bores they became!


    Then the wooden gates of the Community of St. Botolph’s swung open and they entered into the walled enclosure.


    The buildings of the St. Botolph’s Community were clustered towards one corner of the great immured area. They were heavy, neo-Romanesque, but not uninviting. They looked, at any rate, substantially built, and this pleased the Bishop of Peckham who, like Canon Chasuble, was particularly susceptible to drafts. The little irregular cluster included a chapel, a substantial barn, and a big central construction, irregular and with several wings. Here, doubtless, was where the brothers ate, slept, and meditated. There was an impressive walk of poplars between these buildings and the gate, and away to the side were lawns and flourishing gardens. Beyond them were the moors.


    It was along this avenue of poplars that the clerical trio were now led. A middle-aged brother in brown robe and sandals had opened the gate, and once he had nodded a brisk greeting to them he had set off at a good pace, leaving them to follow as they might. Simeon Fleishman whispered a query to the Bishop about the type of tree, and received the answer: “Yorkshire pine!” Then the brother in front opened the door into the main building, which led them straight into the dining hall—a high, impressive room, oak-beamed, high-windowed, and with some simple tapestries on the stone walls. It looked rather large for the current number of brothers, but clean, wholesome and pleasant. Heavy tables ran down about a third of it, laid with earthenware pottery and white napkins. The middle-aged brother, like a well-routined civil servant, paused to let the visitors admire the effect for a few seconds, murmured “The Great Hall,” and then nodded them in the direction of the far end. They had time to notice various small rooms, opening off from the hall through a sort of cloister, no doubt places where smaller groups could congregate conveniently. They, like the hall, were for the moment empty. Then they plunged into an ill-lit corridor and finally landed up outside another heavy door.


    “Father Anselm will see you at once,” said their guide, who opened the door and then scurried off down the corridor. The Bishop, who felt he might have been introduced more ceremoniously, pushed firmly at the door and went in first.


    The man who met their eyes was in the act of getting up from behind a massive oak table which served him as a desk. Of other furniture in the room there was but one simple chair, though there were heavy cupboards along the walls. In a dark alcove, nearly hidden from the casual visitor but espied by the sharp eyes of the Bishop, there stood a telephone. The Bishop was not one to be over-impressed by what he regarded as the mummeries of monastic life. Father Anselm looked as if his natural inclination would be to acknowledge his visitors’arrival only by a grave inclination of the head, but the Bishop bustled forward, hand outstretched, and he submitted to shaking it with good grace. More reluctantly he allowed himself to be caught up in an enthusiastic commercial-traveller’s handshake with the Reverend Fleishman. Stewart Phipps stood aside, watching, and to him Father Anselm inclined his head, and received in reply a brusque nod.


    Father Anselm was undoubtedly impressive. He wore only the same simple robe as the other brother who had led them to him, but his appearance was altogether more arresting. Tall, bearded, erect, he looked out on to the world, or that part of it which came to him, with an invincible gravity. His blue eyes were searching, yet unfathomable: he seemed to see, without offering anything of himself to be seen. His voice when he spoke was quiet, baritone rather than the expected bass, but strong and individual.


    “You are all most welcome,” he said, looking from one to the other as if registering through them how the world was progressing.


    “I’m sure we’re going to find it a remarkably interesting experience being here,” said the Bishop (unaware how truly he spoke). “I presume our American friend here is not too well acquainted with communities of this sort.”


    “I hope we can provide a congenial atmosphere for your discussions,” said Father Anselm, half inclining his head towards Simeon Fleishman. “These symposia are valuable times for us, though infrequent.”


    “It sure is peaceful here,” said Fleishman, who seemed unable to get beyond that simple idea. Father Anselm bowed his distinguished head gravely, and no one saw his mouth twitch.


    “I gather some members of the Community will be joining us in our discussions, is that not so? We’ll look forward to that,” said the Bishop. His manner was breezy, less intimidated than the others by Father Anselm’s awesome presence.


    “Yes, one or two who have shown a special interest. I hope they will be able to bring a slightly different perspective from the other participants.” Father Anselm paused. “I trust you will forgive what you may regard as naivety, even ignorance. We are, as you will understand, very cut off here at St. Botolph’s.”


    As the Reverend Fleishman seemed again about to comment on the peace of the place, as if he’d expected something more like a railway terminal, the Bishop cut in with: “But of course you in this order are not entirely shut off from the world, are you?”


    “No, no,” said Father Anselm. “The brothers may, at certain hours on one day of the week, go outside. But few do. I myself take a newspaper to keep some contact with the world around me, and anyone may borrow that. Few do. We are, you may say, closed by choice rather than by our vows. Hence, as I say, our views may seem to you naive or ill-informed.” He paused and looked around them, and seemed to register that they were all, especially the Reverend Phipps, somewhat travel-stained. “But I forget, you will want to go to your rooms. Perhaps we may meet in the chapel for Evensong at five o’clock.”


    He rang a little bell, and another brother, younger than the first, fair-haired and stern, came from an inner room and led the way out to the corridor again. As they left, Father Anselm again inclined his head, and no one seemed quite sure what to do in reply.


    “Goodness me,” said the Bishop, who had been more impressed by the interview than he liked to be by his fellow churchmen. “There is something medieval about it, after all.”


    Ernest Clayton was feeling moderately full of well-being: he had enjoyed his first sight of St. Botolph’s and its glorious position; he had enjoyed—for a rectory in Lincolnshire offers few opportunities for novelty and surprise—his meeting with Father Anselm; he had liked his simple cell-like room, with its narrow bed and two shelves, nothing more; he had enjoyed the singing of Evensong in the austere but elegant chapel. And now he was rather enjoying the little gathering that was to lead to the first meal in that splendid dining hall.
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