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Chapter One




Sister Mary Maud squinted through her round, wire-framed spectacles at the wording on the red letter-box. The box was a vintage VR model, set into the churchyard wall at the residential end of the pretty Chiversley High Street. It was dark already, and the boughs of a stout if leafless oak were blocking the light from the street lamp on the corner of Steep Street. The diminutive nun produced a half-century-old pocket torch from the recesses of her voluminous black habit. With the aid of this, she finally satisfied herself that it was safe to post Sister Patricia’s letter.


After stealing a glance to left and right, Sister Mary Maud pushed the envelope halfway through the opening with one hand, gave it a distinctly playful sort of tap with the other, then listened for the plop as it landed inside. Her eyes, the lift of the shoulders, and the little backward movement of her body all indicated how much this performance had pleased her. Her palms stayed upwards in front of her for another moment – but not, as it might have seemed, because she was actually blessing the postbox. From childhood – and her two-handed posting method dated from then too – she had never ceased to marvel that, for the cost of a few pence, letters could be carried to the very ends of the earth, and by air if one chose, which made the concept even more romantic.


The fact that Sister Patricia’s letter was destined to travel only the eight and three-quarter miles from Chiversley to the Wessex market town of Shaftsborne was neither here nor there. Sister Mary Maud had not read the address on the envelope, nor would she even have dreamt of doing such a thing. But she had never been carried anywhere by air herself, and at eighty-eight years of age it was decidedly unlikely now that she ever would be. It was wonderful to imagine that the letter could be.


As Sister Mary Maud had hoped, the disc in the door of the postbox had shown that the five-thirty collection had not yet been made, even though the illuminated church clock gave the time at two minutes to six. She was not concerned that the Post Office had failed to do its duty at the contracted time. The half-hour lapse was as nothing to someone whose mind was turned regularly to a confident anticipation of eternity. What had bothered her was the possibility of Sister Patricia’s letter lying lonely all night in an otherwise probably empty box. And getting damp. Sister Mary Maud waged a ceaseless campaign against dampness corrupting animate and inanimate objects alike. A letter seemed so very vulnerable – especially when rain was forecast.


She turned, and, with the east breeze at her back, paused to give an affectionate glance at St Timothy’s in the centre of its broad and flattened churchyard. The old tombstones there had long since been uprooted. Most had been laid down as paving, except Sister Mary Maud never really cared to tread on them.


St Timothy’s magnificent east window was illuminated from within. The soaring tower, further away at the west end, was silhouetted defiantly against a blustery night sky. The largely fifteenth-century building always invoked wonderment in the Sister’s mind – even more than the postal service did.


Giving a sigh in appreciation, Sister Mary Maud folded her arms into her sleeves, and with the wind helping her, she padded off along the pavement in her stout sandals, her head bobbing in concert with her step. Soon after she turned into the churchyard through the lichgate. The path from there led up to the north porch where she would turn right along the narrower way that skirted the long north side of the church, and then around the tower and west end. The convent lay beyond the imposing building’s south-west corner.


Today was Monday. At six p.m. on all the other weekdays, the sisters of the Society of Blessed Mary Magdalene assembled for vespers and devotions in the Lady Chapel of St Timothy’s. But Monday was Canon Stonning’s day off, and since the parish no longer had a curate, there were no services at all in the church. So on Mondays the sisters, led by the Reverend Mother, held then-corporate evening worship in the private chapel of the convent at the later time of six-thirty. Of course, it was no longer a large gathering: quite the opposite.


There had been a time when more than forty nuns, plus novitiates, had been present at every service, accompanied by as many patients. Now there were no patients at all, and very soon, Sister Mary Maud had just been musing, there would be no nuns either.


Recently she had taken to slipping across to the church at five o’clock on Mondays to listen to the regular weekly choir practice, with Dr Picton’s organ practice to follow. Sister Mary Maud loved music. So she would have been in church now if Sister Patricia had not let slip after tea that she might have a letter to post later.


That letter had immediately given Sister Mary Maud an overriding purpose. Sister Patricia could not go to the post herself. It was not her age that prevented her (she was fully a year younger than Sister Mary Maud), it was her arthritic hip. Again, in time past, letters from the convent had, by unofficial arrangement, been taken away by the postmen when they made deliveries. But these days postmen seldom had occasion to come to the convent at all, and when they did they were often new to the job or the route and didn’t know the custom. So Sister Mary Maud had taken it upon herself to post the convent letters. It was not an arduous duty. There was a letter to go rather less often than once a week – but that made the event more momentous when it did happen.


Sister Mary Maud had been aware that Sister Patricia’s letter might not have been ready for some time, not even perhaps that day. Sister Patricia was as notably vague as her dear Sister in God was dutifully patient.


Sister Mary Maud had been content to wait, reading the works of St Thomas Aquinas from a volume she had taken at random from the overflowing bookcase in the narrowed corridor outside the basement printing room. Happily, Sister Patricia had limped out with the letter in only a little over an hour. Sister Mary Maud had been relieved at this, as much because of the errand it provided, as because she had been finding St Thomas Aquinas a bit highbrow.


It was good to be of service to Sister Patricia who still did useful artistic work, the exact nature of which often went unspecified. Sister Patricia, in addition to being vague, was also testingly uncommunicative. Sister Mary Maud did put both those characteristics down to age, but in a perfectly charitable way.


And because Sister Mary Maud looked forward to hearing the choir practice, denying herself the pleasure today, by helping someone else, accounted a little for the extra colour in her still cherubic face – that and the east wind now propelling her back down the church pathway.


‘Well, did you ever?’ she said, quite loudly to herself a little later, when she caught sight of the two motor-bikes. They were cunningly parked to the left of the substantial, protruding north porch, and would have gone quite unnoticed by anyone without a torch. Sister Mary Maud had produced her own torch again because the porch lamp had been out. It normally lit the path up from the gate. She was careful always not to deviate from the path which to this point was all cement and no tombstones. The beam of her torch showed also that the bulb in the porch light was not just faulty. It had been removed. She tutted again.


The motor-bikes had been placed hard up against the porch wall, or, more accurately, against the upright tombstones set along the wall, as they were around almost the whole of the church. Sister Mary Maud preferred to see the old uprooted memorials used in this way, and not as mere paving. But propping heavy machines against those fragile lettered surfaces was nothing short of sacrilege. Apart from that, all motor transport was banned from the churchyard, hearses not excepted. The Parochial Church Council was adamant on the point. There were notices at all three gates.


‘Tch!’ expostulated Sister Mary Maud, who was seldom irritated by anything, as she prepared to move off to the right. She supposed the bikes belonged to the temporary male members of the choir recruited at festival times. Even so, such people should be told the rules – or better, taught to read.
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Her indignation faded quite quickly as she moved down the outside of the church, listening to the faint strains of the singing from within. She knew the music well enough. It was called Vulpius, an old, bold setting to the Easter hymn ‘The strife is o’er’. It had been one of her clerical father’s favourites – number 192 in the old Anglican hymnal she remembered: she hardly ever forgot numbers. So, Easter would soon be here again with its message and its revelations. She moved along humming.


And without knowing it, in all this Sister Mary Maud had just sown the seeds for several future revelations herself.


‘Alleluia!’


Inside St Timothy’s, the singing of the small choir, in the brightly lit chancel, rang through the big and otherwise darkened Perpendicular interior.


‘… Alleluia! …’


The volume of the unaccompanied voices increased as the end of the last verse approached.


‘… All-e-lu-IAA!’


The unison crescendo had built up strongly on the ultimate long note.


‘And one, two, and OFF!’ cried Dr Ambrose Picton breathlessly, calling as well as beating the time on the last extended syllable. His frail body did an involuntary half spin as he brought down the conducting baton with an extravagant final sweep – arms, head and shoulders following through with careless enthusiasm as he very nearly propelled himself into the sanctuary.


‘That was splendid, everybody. Splendid. We’ll definitely do it unaccompanied,’ the aged Picton, choirmaster and organist expressed his delight, while regaining his balance. He also straightened his bifocals which had ended comically askew on his long, skinny nose. His benign gaze ranged over the adults in the second row of the choir stalls, then upon the children in the row in front of them. The four small boys and the two even smaller girls added more to the look than to the sound of things, but they were keen enough – and they responded to encouragement as surely as the grown-ups. The choristers smiled back at the Doctor.


But the general air of bonhomie in the chancel would have evaporated soon enough if choirmaster and singers had known about the three youths in bomber jackets and trainers who had earlier slipped in through the north door, and who were now busy in the darkness at the very back of the nave.


The oldest of the three intruders had been in a choir once – at the chapel in his first detention centre – but the experience was not even a memory to him now. His name was Sean Ribble. It was he who had wrenched the three metal alms boxes off the wall near the door, the noise of his action masked by the singing. Sean still hadn’t been able to force the lock of the last box, but he was working on it with a small wrench. The box was marked ‘Famine Relief’.


‘Shows they knew we was starving for it,’ Sean sniggered hoarsely to the others, angling the box so that the painted letters caught some reflected light from the chancel. The youngest of the three, who went by the nickname Knuckles, gave a low, uncertain laugh. He expected the joke was a sexy one, like most things Sean said, but he couldn’t be sure: Knuckles didn’t know what it said on the box because he had never learned to read properly.


So far the other alms boxes had yielded less than two pounds between them, for ‘Church Upkeep’ and ‘Hospice’. Sean wasn’t sure what a hospice was – only that it didn’t seem to pay.


Joss Sutters, the third youth, knew about hospices: he and Knuckles Crabbe had once broken into a hospice and lifted a TV set while a bedridden patient had been watching it.


Back in the chancel Dr Picton looked at the time. ‘Goodness it’s nearly six. That’ll have to do for this evening, I think,’ he said, regretfully. ‘It’s still three weeks before Easter, of course. We’ll have another go at the anthem next Monday. With the organ. Thank you, all of you. See you on Sunday, I hope.’ Then came the afterthought, ‘You can’t manage the ten-thirty this Sunday I suppose, Mr Sedge?’


‘’Fraid not, Doctor. On the wrong shift, see?’ Stocky George Sedge was a bus driver.


‘Quite so. Pity.’ Picton closed the music on the collapsible metal stand in front of him and pocketed his tuning fork. As in many big churches, it was impossible to conduct a choir practice from the organ keyboard: the organ loft here was high above the chancel on the right.


‘All the ladies’ll be present and correct though, Doctor. Well, present, at least,’ offered the ample Mrs Edicomb with something unintentionally close to a leer as she gathered up music copies. She was the usual spokeswoman for the five women members, and the mother of Peter and Esme, two of the child choristers.


‘Glad to hear it. Very glad. Well, good-night all.’ Picton forced a warm smile for Mrs Edicomb who he found wearingly fatuous, and absently patted Peter’s head, delaying the child’s departure. Peter was an angelic-looking ten-year-old, given to tormenting his younger sister, such as by cutting up live insects in front of her with his pen-knife. Peter glanced up innocently at Dr Picton, ducked, then clattered off down the chancel steps after the others.


‘Quietly Peter,’ called his adoring mother. ‘And take Esme’s hand when you get outside.’


Esme glowered at the prospect, and wished she wasn’t in the rotten choir.


Thirty years before, the choir of St Timothy’s would have filled the carved, three-tiered stalls on both sides of the high chancel with its exquisite coloured fan vaulting. Tonight the group, which had clustered on the left side only, had numbered fourteen in all. Two of the three men were volunteers just for Easter Day. Still, it was a robed choir every Sunday, which was more than they had at the other two places of worship in the town.


‘You’ll be locking up later, then, Doctor?’ Graham Brown enquired pointedly. He was the only permanent adult male chorister, a pale and earnest young bachelor, prematurely balding, with large, translucent ears and a wispy beard. He was the Honorary Treasurer of St Timothy’s, and worked at a bank in the town.


‘Thank you Graham, yes. I have my keys safe.’ The seventy-two-year-old widower, a retired GP, had nearly forgotten to lock up on one occasion several weeks before, after temporarily mislaying his keys. The zealous Brown was not letting him forget it.


Sean at the back was spry enough to capitalise later on what he had heard of this not very loud exchange. He hoped his companions had been listening. All three ducked lower behind the last pew in the nave as the choir members left by the door some yards in front.


Dr Picton went across to the organ loft. It was under the arch that separated the chancel from the south chapel. He opened the door and moved unsteadily up the narrow spiral steps. It was a steep and awkward climb at the best of times, and the more so for a man with a heart condition who had been overexerting himself and who was clutching a cumbersome music stand. Of course, he should have collapsed the stand, but it was a complicated business, and never seemed worth the effort. When he was nearly at the top, the baton slipped off the music rest and clattered back down the stairs.


‘Blast,’ said the Doctor under his breath. He planted the stand in the loft, then went back down for the baton.


‘Clumsy old fool,’ he said, remounting the stairs, straight backed in defiance of his age and condition. He took out his handkerchief and wiped his brow, then his chin. He rubbed the chin again with his hand. Had he really missed all that beard when he shaved this morning? He moved across the loft to look in the mirror over the organ keyboards. Evidently he had. Not that anyone would remark or care if he walked about with a two-week growth. It had been different when his wife Joan had been alive – like most other things. It had been a full two years now. He bumbled along well enough, he thought, still absently making faces at himself in the mirror. Mrs Scott came in daily, cleaned the house, did his laundry, prepared his meals. He couldn’t grumble. He was lucky to be able to afford such attentions. And life still had its satisfactions – the choir and the organ being major ones, along with the fishing and the bridge club. He ought to give up being a convent beneficiary though. There had been hints – even a veiled one tonight from Graham Brown. It was only responsible to let the others pass the privilege to someone younger, of course. It was curious how loath he was to do it though – or perhaps not entirely curious. He had serious misgivings about the motives of Charles Utteridge-Flax.


He put the music stand out of his way to the right, and unlocking the cabinet on the other side, took out the bottle of Scotch from the back behind the music. He poured a generous measure of the liquid into the glass he kept beside the bottle of Malvern water on top of the cabinet. He sank onto the organ bench, facing the manuals, and swallowed from the glass gratefully. Then he poured out another measure, again without adding water. Whisky wasn’t strictly good for him, but if it set his heart racing, it also staved off the melancholia that threatened if he was alone at this time of day.


‘Don’t mind if I do then, Dad.’


The snide voice behind his ear gave him a serious shock.


Glancing round it seemed to him that the small space was crammed with people – rough, busy men in black leather clothing. There was something wrong with their faces. When he realised that they had nylon stockings over their heads, his stomach sank.


Sean, the one who had spoken, snatched the whisky bottle and dropped it into a shoulder pack. Joss began searching through the music drawers, emptying their contents on the floor. Knuckles, who was immense, dragged the Doctor backwards off the seat, called ‘Catch,’ and propelled him hard toward Sean who pushed him back again just as hard. Knuckles then grabbed the old man at the neck by his tie and shirt, making him stand on tiptoe, while holding a clenched fist up to the ashen face. The fist was armed with an ugly steel knuckleduster.


‘One of these the key to the safe, Dad? The safe in the room with the nightshirts?’ asked Sean. ‘We just been in there, see?’ He took the key-ring from where the Doctor had left it in the cabinet lock.


‘The safe key isn’t there. I don’t have one,’ Picton croaked. ‘And please tell this lout to loosen …’


At a nod from Sean, Knuckles hit the Doctor in the nose and eye before he could finish the sentence. Picton felt the nose bone crack. It had happened to him before – playing Rugby more than half a century before. It was bizarre that the memory came back so clearly now.


‘Your safe key, Dad. Where d’you keep it then? Better tell us or he’ll bash you again. Worse prob’ly.’ Sean was pleased with the way it was going.


Knuckles was standing over the Doctor who he had let crumple to the floor, grazing the back of his head on the organ seat as he went down. Picton took several deep breaths, willing himself to muster his strength and keep his self-control. ‘The key to the vestry safe is kept by the churchwarden. There’s only one,’ he lied hoarsely, sitting up, and feeling for his handkerchief to stem the blood now coursing from his nose.


‘Pull the other one, Dad. And give us the key,’ insisted Sean, delighted with his own performance. ‘We know you got it. Heard you tell someone. We was listening. So where d’you keep it then?’ He nodded again at the others.


‘I didn’t say I had a safe key. I couldn’t have.’ He wiped his face, the eyes coming alert again, measuring the scene. ‘I remember saying my own keys were safe, that’s all. You misunderstood.’


What happened next was something Picton wouldn’t have attempted without the two whiskies, and because he had no illusions about what was in store for him otherwise.


Steeling himself, he made a sudden dive forward, grabbing Knuckles’ right ankle, and taking him off balance. At the same time he reached for the base of the music stand with his other hand. As Knuckles went down with a curse, Picton levered himself off the floor, thrashing out at Sean with the jagged metal stand. Sean jumped aside with a laugh, cannoning into Joss.


A split second ahead of all three intruders, his adrenalin peaking, the Doctor desperately lunged for the stairs, meaning to hurl himself to the bottom and lock the others in behind him.


His plan might just have succeeded – except for the devastating pain that sliced into his chest as he reached the top of the stairs, stopping him in his tracks. It was the onset of a massive heart attack. He fell forward towards the stairs, and died almost instantly, mouthing the words, ‘Oh, Joan.’






Chapter Two


‘Quite ravishing still,’ pronounced the mellow-toned John Larpin, Bishop of Shaftsborne, about the woman in his arms.


‘I don’t believe I’ve ever been ravished by a bishop. Not a tall one anyway,’ said Molly Forbes, the celebrated actress, allowing him to kiss her enthusiastically on both cheeks while hugging him back. Since she had gone to some trouble over her appearance she had been charmed by the compliment.


‘He’s still only a suffragan bishop,’ cautioned Mark Treasure, Molly’s husband, kissing her too in passing, and much less elaborately. ‘Let him ravish you when he gets promoted, the damages could be astronomical.’


‘I read the Bishop of Guildford’s retiring. Could you be offered the vacancy, John?’ Molly questioned seriously, holding onto Larpin’s arm and leading him toward a sofa as Treasure went to pour drinks.


‘No idea. You can start a rumour if you like,’ the Bishop replied with a grin, sitting himself beside her. He was a slim, angular figure, with longish fair hair brushed very flat, and a high forehead with inquisitive lines above lively, tolerant blue eyes. At forty-five he was a year older than Treasure: they had played golf for Oxford University together more than twenty years before. Later, as a young priest, John Larpin had officiated at Mark and Molly’s wedding.


The three were in the first-floor drawing-room of the Treasures’ regency home in Cheyne Walk, Chelsea. The room ran the width of the house, with long, graceful bay windows at both ends. It was furnished pretty much in period, only some of the paintings were modern.


The time was just after seven, and the two men had arrived at the house a few minutes before. Larpin had been attending a Synod committee meeting in London, and was staying the night before returning to his Wessex sub-diocese next morning. Treasure, Chief Executive of Grenwood, Phipps, the merchant bankers, had collected his bachelor friend from Church House, Westminster, on his drive home from the City.


‘Anyway, I’m perfectly content at Shaftsborne for the time being,’ Larpin went on, accepting the glass of dry sherry his host had poured for him. ‘There’s so much to do there. Problems, of course, but it’s a rewarding area. Incidentally, your staying down the road from me next month could be providential.’


‘So that you and Mark can slope off to golf and fish while I’m sweating in front of a hot camera?’ Molly sat up even straighter, crossing her shapely legs and rearranging the folds of the crisp yellow dress. A slender enchantress, with an aristocratic bearing and a high register voice, she was more striking than notably beautiful, her innate attraction scoring the more for that – like her enduring public appeal as a high comedy actress.


Molly was about to play the lead role in a lavish new television version of Noël Coward’s Blithe Spirit. She had appeared the year before in a successful revival of the original play on the London stage. Although most of the filming was to be at Shepperton Studios, near London, several weeks’ location work was planned, using the interior and gardens of a country house between Shaftsborne and Chiversley. The production company had rented a smaller house for Molly on the edge of Chiversley with a stretch of the trout fishing River Wibble flowing through its grounds. This was one of the reasons why her husband had promised to join her there for part of the time.


‘I’m hoping to be down for the weekend of the May bank holiday, and at least part of the week after that,’ he said, standing with his glass before the Holland fireplace. ‘But Molly’s right about the fishing and the golf. Can you take some time off, John?’


‘Sure. But it wasn’t sport I meant when I said the visit was providential.’ The Bishop frowned, rubbing a thumb along the black cord of his gold pectoral cross. ‘You read about Ambrose Picton’s death perhaps?’


‘The Chiversley organist? Yes,’ answered Molly. ‘Nasty business.’


‘There was another report in The Times yesterday,’ said Treasure. ‘Despite the assault, it seems now that he died from natural causes.’


‘Aggravated natural causes. That’s what the coroner’s court decided,’ said Larpin bitterly. ‘There’ll be criminal charges against the two young thugs involved even so.’


‘They were caught through the acuity of a switched-on nun?’ said Molly with approval, picking up her glass of Chablis from the table beside her.


‘Yes, a very aged nun. Sister Mary Maud. She’d memorised the number of one of their motor-bikes – at the time, for nothing more heinous than what she regarded as the misuse of a tombstone.’ The Bishop gave a grim smile before continuing. ‘Appropriate really for a nun to be involved. Dr Picton was not only the church organist. He was also one of the convent beneficiaries.’


‘Convent beneficiary? What’s that mean? A licence for fun and games with the novices?’ asked Treasure facetiously, moving to an armchair.


‘It means there’s a vacancy that I’d dearly like you to fill. Unfortunately, the appointment isn’t exactly in my gift, though I have some influence in the matter.’


‘I see,’ said Treasure guardedly. ‘Well, devoted as I am to you and the Church of England, John, I’m not sure I could justify the time to be a trustee, if that’s what it is, of a bankrupt convent, even one near Hardy country. It is bankrupt, I suppose?’


‘I said beneficiary not trustee, Mark, and I meant beneficiary, though there aren’t any novices I’m afraid,’ replied the Bishop, leaning forward. ‘As for the convent being bankrupt, I’d assess the value of its assets at around eleven million pounds. Unfortunately there are only three nuns left, all in their late eighties. When they expire—’


‘You did mean eleven million?’ Treasure interrupted. ‘How did that happen?’


‘Not through the nuns keeping battery chickens, that’s for sure,’ said Molly. ‘Perhaps they distil strong liquor?’


The Bishop smiled. ‘Not a bad guess, Molly. Perhaps if I could explain?’


‘I can’t wait,’ said Treasure.


‘First, you need to remember that the Church of England reintroduced religious sisterhoods in the middle of the last century,’ the Bishop began. ‘There hadn’t been any since the Reformation, of course. In the eighteen-forties a number of concerned High-Churchmen, as well as politicians, oh, and the estimable Florence Nightingale, all saw the need for Anglican nuns at around the same time. Frankly, for a mixture of social as well as religious reasons.’


‘I suppose because in those days,’ Molly put in thoughtfully, ‘girls from pious middle-class families who didn’t get married would have had nothing useful to do. And probably no chance of ever becoming independent.’


‘They could become governesses, but that was about it, unless they converted to Roman Catholicism and joined one of their convents, which quite a few women were doing,’ said Larpin with a nod. ‘The first of our sisterhoods was started in Park Village, London, in 1845, followed by one in Devonport three years later. Dr Pusey, the Tractarian, was involved with both, strongly supported, incidentally, by William Ewart Gladstone. Well, despite very heavy opposition, claims of popery, that kind of thing, the movement survived, though only just in some areas. The sisters earned a lot of respect for the work they did during the cholera epidemics, and as Nightingale nurses in the Crimean War. In any event, by 1875 there were more than a thousand Church of England nuns.’


‘In many different sisterhoods, with different names?’ asked Molly.


‘That’s right. At the start, the convents were all single parish initiatives, and some have stayed that way. Individual houses, societies as they’re called, supported by the contributions of local well-wishers.’


‘You mean by endowments from early well-wishers long since dead,’ said Treasure slowly, and beginning to understand where the eleven millions might come in.


‘That’s right, Mark. Which brings me to my point. The Society of Blessed Mary Magdalene was founded at Saint Timothy’s Church, Chiversley, in 1850 by the then vicar. At first they were a small community living in a house in the High Street and ministering to the sick and poor of the town. Two years later, a convent was built for them on land next to the church and paid for out of public subscription, though the bulk of the money came from one source, the Utteridge family.’


‘Utteridge, the Chiversley brewers?’ said Treasure with a lift of one eyebrow.


‘Yes. So, you see, Molly wasn’t far out in her guess. Daniel Utteridge, the Chairman at the time, put up substantial money, for a substantial purpose. He wanted the convent to be a convalescent and rehabilitation home for young women driven to drink, or prostitution, or both.’


‘An early exercise in public relations by Utteridge Ales.’ This was Treasure again.


‘That’s one way of judging it I suppose.’ The inflexion in the Bishop’s voice implied it might even be his own judgement. ‘Certainly local contemporary opinion suggested that it helped earn Daniel a peerage. A barony. He became Lord Chiversley. Gladstone was Prime Minister at the time.’


‘Gladstone had a fixation about fallen women, of course,’ Molly commented a touch dryly. ‘And the enterprise flourished?’


‘Indeed it did, unlike the Chiversley title. That hasn’t been used since Daniel died in 1887. He had no male heir. Six daughters, but no male relative anywhere, not at the time or since, so far as anyone knows. Three of the daughters married. The other three became sisters at the convent.’ Larpin paused. ‘And that was something which had a profound effect on the way Daniel disposed of his estate. He owned all the shares in Utteridge Ales, which was a private company.’


‘Still is,’ said Treasure, informed and interested.


‘Quite. Well, after providing for the married daughters, he left fifty-one per cent of the brewery shares in a discretionary trust to support the convent.’


‘A controlling interest. But with strings? Conditions?’ Treasure questioned, warming to the subject.


‘That’s right. Daniel was concerned about two things. First, the possibility that opposition to nunneries could resurface, forcing their closure. It was still a bit touch and go for them in those days. Protestant prejudice and pressure were very strong. Secondly, like a lot of High-Churchmen, Daniel was afraid the then Ecclesiastical Commissioners for England might eventually be authorised by Parliament to take over all local church endowments.’


‘To set up a common central fund for paying the clergy,’ Treasure nodded as he spoke.


‘There was strong talk of such a measure the year before Daniel died.’


Treasure stroked his chin. ‘So, in the first place, Daniel was determined to leave the Chiversley nunnery with much more than enough resources to survive, even if others were closed.’


‘Exactly.’


‘Of course, he was also looking after the future well-being of three of his daughters,’ Treasure construed. ‘Then, in the second place, he fixed up the trust fund in a legal way that made it safe from the predatory Ecclesiastical Commissioners.’


‘Right again. Instead of having say three trustees, and the convent as the sole beneficiary, he had one professional trustee, who was his lawyer, and three honest gentlemen as beneficiaries. The convent didn’t officially come into it at all by name.’


‘All clever stuff,’ commented the banker with an appreciative smile.


‘I don’t understand,’ said Molly, pulling a face.


‘Quite simple really,’ said her husband. ‘The three honest gents were the people who in the normal way would have been unpaid trustees. It would have been understood, of course, that as beneficiaries they’d employ the trust capital and income wholly for the benefit of the convent, not themselves. That way, if church endowments were taken over by the Commissioners, the assets in the Utteridge trust would be safe. That’s because, on the face of it, it wasn’t a church endowment at all.’


‘Well done, Mark. That’s exactly what Daniel arranged,’ the Bishop agreed.


‘The idea’s been used again since,’ the banker responded with a shrug. To protect church endowments for broadly the same reasons.’


‘Let’s be clear,’ said Molly, because as yet she wasn’t. ‘You mean these three beneficiaries were exactly that? They owned all the assets of the trust, the income—’


‘And the capital,’ her husband put in, looking at the Bishop for confirmation. ‘That’s why it was a discretionary trust.’


‘So what was to stop them taking everything for themselves?’


‘Nothing, except their innate honesty,’ said Larpin. ‘And that’s applied to the succession of beneficiaries who’ve followed the original ones over the years.’


Molly sighed. ‘How very refreshing. To know there are enough honest people left to work such schemes.’


‘It’s not all that exceptional,’ offered Treasure with some brusqueness. ‘Thousands of lawyers and accountants have to apply the same degree of integrity. Daily. Handling clients’ money. It’s their way of life.’


‘You forgot to mention bankers, darling,’ said Molly archly. ‘Anyway, a dishonest lawyer only gets away with cheating a client so long as he’s not rumbled.’ She touched the gold bracelet on her wrist. ‘It seems to me the Utteridge beneficiaries could help themselves to the money quite openly if they chose. That’s the difference. And can I have a little more wine, please?’ She held up her glass.


‘No one would ever forgive them if they did help themselves, of course,’ said the Bishop. ‘And they’d have to do it together, too. The trust deed prevents them from acting individually.’


‘That’s sensible,’ said Treasure, while refilling Molly’s glass. ‘Anyway, Dr Picton was one of these honest beneficiaries, and you want me to take his place, John? Except you said the job isn’t in your gift?’


‘Quite. The beneficiaries appoint each other, but new ones have to be approved by the vicar of Saint Timothy’s.’


‘Over whom you have some influence, naturally.’


‘And, as it happens, over one of the two existing beneficiaries. The other to a lesser degree,’ the Bishop had finished on a less confident note.


‘And you think the beneficiaries and the vicar would approve of me? But why choose me in the first place? A local man would be handier. Are the present beneficiaries local?’


‘Broadly so, yes. One owns and runs the local prep school. The other’s a woman.’


‘Glad to hear it,’ said Molly. ‘What’s she do?’


‘She’s a resident lecturer at Wessex University, but with a house in Chiversley.’


‘So they’re both academics?’


‘Yes, as it happens. Like Picton, they’ve both made admirable stewards for the convent in recent years. In its declining years, I’m afraid.’ The Bishop paused briefly, drawing the long fingers of one hand across his forehead. ‘But sadly, the three beneficiaries hadn’t been able to agree about what should happen to the trust assets when the nuns are no more. And up to now, the two remaining beneficiaries haven’t been able to agree either on a suitable replacement for Dr Picton.’


‘And I’m supposed—’


‘Mark, it’s vital we bring in a top money man. Someone the others will respect; who’ll take practical measures, cutting out the wishy-washy thinking that’s been going on about the future. I’ve told you, there are only three very old nuns left.’


‘And with no fresh recruits – postulants are they called?’ said Molly, ‘the Society of Saint Mary Magdalene is really coming to an end?’


‘I’m afraid its effective work stopped some years ago,’ the Bishop replied. ‘So the income or the assets have to be re-channelled. We need someone to give clear, sound guidance on that.’


Treasure sniffed. With so much at stake, he was irreverently glad they weren’t leaving it entirely to prayer. ‘I’ll meet the two beneficiaries when I’m in Chiversley,’ he offered. ‘And the vicar. And the solicitor who runs the trust. Let’s not make any decisions until after that.’


‘Agreed, Mark. Thank you,’ Larpin put in promptly and looking unduly satisfied.


‘There’s no firm promise, and I just hope it won’t kill off too much of our fishing time,’ Treasure added ruefully.


‘I’m sure it won’t do that,’ replied the bishop, quite accurately as it later proved.


It was nothing so trivial as fishing time that was killed off during Treasure’s visit to Chiversley.




Chapter Three


Chiversley stands on the edge of a high plateau with spectacular views to the south over the Vale of Wibble.


The High Street, not long since refurbished to picture postcard standard, is the spine of the place. Looking west to east, it emerges from beyond the already noted church, passes the islanded, lilac-stoned Town Hall halfway along, and disappears around a right-hand bend in front of the Feathers Hotel. This last, a pretty, authentic Elizabethan relic – whitewashed rubble walls bulging between exposed black beams – enjoys multi-star guide-book ratings. It has crooked gables to all aspects, upper storeys that jetty drunkenly over the lower one, a genuine inside coaching yard approached via a narrow, low and equally genuine coaching arch – and a ‘No Coaches’ sign outside that any resurrected Elizabethan would thus find curious if not inexplicable.


About a third of the shops in the High Street sell antiques. All the others, including those that are branches of usually instantly identifiable national chains, have been made to adopt fascias that eschew brashness: even the McDonalds is sometimes mistaken for a Scottish tea shop. It was in the late 1960s that Tudor and Georgian Chiversley was rejuvenated (and in large part rebuilt), making up for a century or so of civic neglect. Since then it has enjoyed increasing popularity as an overnight or longer stop for mostly well-heeled tourists. The Feathers is merely the priciest of four superior hotels in the town.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
g

—






OEBPS/Images/BelloLogo.jpg





