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			Chapter One

			‘There were no baptisms or confirmations at Saint Martin’s for the whole of last year? None at all? Nor for the year before?’ the Area Bishop for West London demanded incredulously from his seat at the head of the table. He looked at the other three present as though seriously seeking a denial, except at this stage he could scarcely have been expecting one.

			‘Saint Martin’s has become somewhat isolated,’ said the Archdeacon, then loudly hissed in breath through stretched, open lips. This wasn’t intended further to mark the unpalatable facts — only to ease the speaker’s new dentures now brought into prominent display.

			‘A rural paradise, is it? In the heart of London?’ ‘I was speaking figuratively, Bishop.’

			‘So you don’t mean there’s no one living in Kengrave Square any more?’ the Bishop enquired further with a sardonic glance at Miss Chorlton on his right. She responded with a twitchy half-smile.

			‘Hardly that, Bishop,’ said Lancelot Tinder on the Bishop’s left, and who happened to live in Kengrave Square himself.

			‘No weddings either, I see,’ the Bishop commented with a frown that could have been accusing. ‘Let’s hope that accounts for the absence of baptisms too.’

			Miss Chorlton, the Bishop’s middle-aged secretary, delicately fastened the top button of her cardigan, an action that was hardly prompted by the dictates of decorum. The garment was being worn over a high-necked jumper which she had also knitted herself. Simply, Miss Chorlton – a spare body in several senses – was again noticing the draught in the Bishop’s study.

			‘And are there really only nineteen people on the electoral roll?’ The Bishop pulled his nose, which was long, like his chin. He had returned to studying the Pastoral Committee Report on the table in front of him.

			‘Eighteen people to be exact. One died recently. Most of the others live outside the parish,’ said the Archdeacon earnestly, as though the last fact might well have accounted for their survival. He was plump and elderly, with an attitude that usually struck others as more definably philosophical than overtly religious. Certainly a long period in the job had inured him to alleged evidences of pastoral failure. ‘You’ll see the average Sunday attendance is twenty-four,’ he went on, with a hint of pride that hardly seemed justified: there were three thousand people living in the parish of St Martin’s of whom more than half had probably been formally received into the Church of England at some time or other. ‘That’s the total for all services, of course,’ the speaker added from his seat on the other side of Miss Chorlton. It’s not a good situation, but one we’d hoped was not entirely beyond redeeming.’

			‘Why? Seems to have been getting worse for years,’ said the Bishop promptly. A slim ascetic, much younger than the Archdeacon, he was sharp in speech as well as feature, and new to the area as well as to the ‘purple’.

			Both clerics were good men according to their lights, but their outlooks were markedly different.

			The Bishop required the churches in his care to be profit centres, with the annual net surplus measured in souls reclaimed. In addition, he expected – almost demanded – that there should be no backsliding on financial obligations on the part of parochial church councils.

			In contrast, the Archdeacon thought of churches as ‘symbols of continuity in an ocean of change’ — monuments to the Almighty whom he expected to be accounting to in person before very long. On Judgement Day, he would be prepared to admit failing to convert enough souls during his and their brief sojourn on earth. Owning up to the abandonment of large, enduring buildings dedicated to the glory of an examining Deity was an entirely different matter.

			It was the likely ultimate abandonment of St Martin’s Church in Kengrave Square that the Committee Report was all about — the Report which was now being presented to the Bishop by two representative members of that Committee.

			‘The church has always met its financial obligations. To the parish and the diocese,’ said the Archdeacon, aware of the new Bishop’s strictures.

			‘That’s largely due to the generosity of one person,’ supplied Tinder, sitting up even straighter in his chair. He brushed both sides of his slim moustache with a straight forefinger — a persistent habit that disturbed Miss Chorlton sitting immediately opposite. Many assumed that Tinder’s dapper appearance and clipped way of speaking were residues of a military background. He encouraged the impression, though he had never been in the army.

			‘You mean the generosity of this Mrs Lodey?’ the Bishop questioned.

			‘Correct, Bishop. The Honourable Mrs Lodey. She was the daughter of a viscount. The First Lord Grenwood.’ As a solicitor, Tinder was a stickler for exactness: as a social climber, he was also good on titles, and coveted one for himself.

			Lancelot Tinder was the owner of a small legal practice in the area. He had inherited the firm from his father. He preferred to style himself as the senior partner, although the only other one was an ageing specialist in conveyancing, employed at a very low salary. Since the profitable conveyancing of domestic property made up the bulk of the firm’s business, Tinder was able to leave most of the work to the other man and to an even less costly articled clerk. In this way, he could concentrate on his investments, and on what others perceived as his good works. The last were mostly activities calculated to show him indirect monetary gain, or else to strengthen his expectation of a knighthood — or to do both. He was a borough councillor, and a member of the Church of England General Synod. A number of other offices stemmed from these two. He was also chairman of a clutch of local charities.

			Today, Tinder was present as deputy chairman of the Diocesan Pastoral Committee. Every diocese, or area diocese, has such a committee. It is the body that recommends to a bishop whether or not a church should be made redundant.

			‘So, without Mrs Lodey, the church could have been up for the chop before this?’

			‘Very possibly, Bishop,’ agreed the Archdeacon, while deploring the other’s choice of phrase, as well as the implication that money was the prime criterion.

			‘And the Committee have consulted all the interested parties?’

			The Bishop was here using ‘interested parties’ in a statutory sense. Under the Pastoral Measure Act, all ‘interested parties’ – which, paradoxically though legally, has to include a number of uninterested ones – have to be consulted before a Pastoral Committee can recommend a redundancy. Once it has done so, and if the Bishop approves, it then asks the Church Commissioners for England to arrange for the designated church to be declared as no longer required for worship.

			‘We’ve been through all the motions most meticulously I’m afraid,’ offered the Archdeacon, who was chairman of the Committee. Tinder was its senior lay member.

			‘And you were unanimous, you say?’

			‘Reluctantly, yes, Bishop,’ offered the Archdeacon who had been the only waverer out of the Committee’s seven members. ‘There are some dissenting voices amongst the interested parties.’

			‘But none that will have any standing later? At Church Commissioners stage?’ The Bishop paused: it was usual to get some opposition. `The churchwardens aren’t putting up a fight then?’

			The Archdeacon eyed Lancelot Tinder expectantly across the table, but without saying anything himself.

			Tinder cleared his throat. ‘My wife is the churchwarden. The only one at the moment. I thought you knew that, Bishop.’

			‘Sorry, Lancelot. You had told me. And your wife isn’t putting up a . . . I mean opposing the recommendation?’ The Bishop gave a brief embarrassed smile.

			Miss Chorlton’s flagging interest was rekindled. She had been staring through the window at the leafless trees outside the Bishop’s house on Camden Hill. She turned her gaze inward, unfortunately just in time to catch Tinder smooth his moustache again. Many years before, her late mother had counselled Miss Chorlton not to trust men with narrow moustaches. Also men who wore brown suits. Tinder was presently offending on both counts. Involuntarily, Miss Chorlton’s legs meshed together under the table even more tightly than before.

			‘Enid, my wife, has been in two minds,’ Tinder was responding, oblivious to the disquiet he was causing opposite. ‘But I think we can safely assume she’s now come round to the sensible view.’

			Miss Chorlton’s thin, unpainted lips firmed in a sign of suppressed contempt.

			‘Enid’s fond of the place. Naturally, we both are,’ Tinder continued with increasing volume and as though he were addressing a public meeting. He tended to do this when he was less than sure of his ground. Miss Chorlton had noticed as much at other meetings. ‘Enid’s been very good about regular attendance. Sense of obligation, of course. Case of divided loyalty though. In recent months our family allegiance has transferred to Saint Winifred’s, Nelson Gardens. They’ve invited me to become a sidesman there.’

			Miss Chorlton’s eyebrows lifted a fraction. Family allegiance might be expected to be somewhat greater at the church where one member of the family was churchwarden than at one where another member was a mere sidesman — unless the lesser office happened to be held by Lancelot Tinder, and unless Lancelot Tinder had plans for promotion.

			‘And there really is no argument for keeping Saint Martin’s going,’ Tinder continued. ‘The parish is quite the smallest in the area. That’s in geographical size as well as population. It was small, even in Victorian times. Should never have been instituted as a parish in the first place.’

			‘When was it instituted?’ enquired the Bishop.

			‘In 1874,’ Tinder supplied. ‘Carved out of the corners of three adjacent parishes. There was a good deal of protest at the time. To the Bishop of London. He let it go through though. Great mistake,’ he ended pointedly, as though to warn this bishop not to persist in the episcopal errors of the previous century.

			‘The protest would have been from the clergy in the other parishes. Not wanting to lose fat fees and fatter congregations,’ the Bishop observed ruefully: those were the days. ‘Private church was it?’

			‘Yes, and High.’ This was the Archdeacon. ‘So there was liturgical objection as well. Saint Martin’s was meant to counteract the proliferation of estate churches at the time. It was very High.’ He wasn’t referring to the physical height of the church building, but to the forms of worship used at St Martin’s. These had been in the High Church or Anglo-Catholic tradition, though they were not so much today. The Archdeacon was himself a High Churchman, while the Bishop was the opposite — an Evangelical.

			‘All those estate churches were Evangelical, of course,’ said the Bishop. ‘Had to be.’

			The estates referred to had been builders’ estates. From early Victorian times, the railways had induced a massive westward shift of better-off Londoners. The rash of builders’ estates that produced the elegant West London garden squares to house the migrants, also accounted for the Gothic-style churches erected at the same time. The churches had not been so much to hallow the squares as to help sell the houses.

			The estate churches, paid for by the builders, sanctified by the bishops, and supported by the pew-rents from the affluent new householders, were usually Evangelical, because being Low Church invited no controversy.

			In contrast, the so-called private churches were fewer in number and mostly High. They were paid for by people intent to extend their minority brand of churchmanship — a brand often regarded as next to Popery by the others.

			‘Kengrave Square wasn’t built as a square. Not in the first place, Bishop,’ provided Tinder. ‘The eastern end is quite different from the somewhat dilapidated western end. Moves are afoot to improve things.’

			Miss Chorlton smiled to herself. She had known Mr Tinder had a house in Kengrave Square: if there was a posh end it was safe to assume he lived in it. She also knew the square was in the centre of a neighbourhood of mixed accommodation that was being ruthlessly gentrified — where ‘somewhat dilapidated’ parts would not be tolerated if money could be made out of improving them.

			‘Remind me where the church is exactly, Lancelot?’ said the Bishop.

			‘At the west end of the square.’

			‘Yes, I remember now.’ The Bishop pulled a face. ‘I did go to see it. When I first arrived. But that was two months ago. And you say there’s redevelopment going on?’

			‘A certain amount, yes.’ The reply was guarded. ‘Could that mean larger congregations eventually?’

			‘It’s possible,’ put in the Archdeacon, in a tone suggesting all things were that.

			‘But unlikely,’ countered Tinder. ‘One’s experience in such matters suggests the opposite.’

			‘Well, the congregations could hardly get smaller,’ complained the Bishop, before changing the subject. ‘As I recall, the church isn’t remarkable architecturally. Rather the opposite. Redbrick, and looks more like a school. What does the Council for the Care of Churches say? You’ve got a report from them?’

			‘It’s there with the other documents.’ The Archdeacon sighed. ‘I’m afraid they don’t consider Saint Martin’s to be of interest either historically or aesthetically. It’s a listed building, of course, but since it’s a church, that places no obligation on us to preserve it. And it’s not in a conservation area.’

			‘Do you know the original architect’s name?’

			‘Someone called Henry Conybeare,’ supplied the Archdeacon, referring to notes. ‘Hardly a name to conjure with, I’m afraid. I believe he’d been a colonial engineer. They say he was advised by the eminent William Bainbridge Reynolds. But perhaps not often enough.’ The speaker looked about him with a wan smile.

			‘So we shan’t be accused of vandalism by the Victorian Society? Not if the church is eventually demolished?’

			‘One would surely look for alternative uses before there was any question of demolition, Bishop?’ was the Archdeacon’s startled response.

			‘Such as what alternative use?’ demanded Tinder sharply, his chin thrusting at the speaker.

			‘It could be leased to another denomination,’ suggested the Archdeacon.

			‘The Church Commissioners aren’t keen on that any more. Other denominations tend not to honour maintenance agreements,’ said the Bishop flatly, scratching his head. ‘That was definitely the feeling in my last diocese.’

			‘Well, if that happened at Saint Martin’s the place would fall down in a year,’ Tinder put in with great firmness. ‘You’ll see from the surveyor’s report, the roof can’t just be patched again. It has to be re-tiled with new bearers. Estimated cost, a hundred and twelve thousand pounds. And that’s just the beginning. There’s decayed brickwork. The bellcote is bordering on the dangerous. The guttering needs replacing urgently. There’s dry rot everywhere, and the electric wiring is actually illegal. I can’t see the Coptic Orthodox Church taking that on with a repairing lease.’ He leant back with a sharp sniff.

			‘I meant a religious body of rather more substance than the Coptics,’ said the Archdeacon gently, afterwards giving his front teeth a swift, surreptitious press with both thumbs.

			‘You do mean a Christian body, of course?’ Tinder lurched forward again to thirty degrees from the vertical, but back still ramrod straight, and eyes narrowed. ‘You weren’t thinking of the Muslims or the Hindus?’

			The Archdeacon looked confused for two reasons. ‘I don’t believe I —’

			‘Alternative uses could also be as a concert hall, a gymnasium, an art gallery,’ the Bishop interrupted hastily, it being apparent that the resident of Kengrave Square seated to his left would go down fighting any suggestion of minarets on his doorstep. ‘It may even be possible to convert the building into flats or offices.’

			‘Not offices, I fear, Bishop,’ put in Tinder, but not sounding in the least fearful. ‘The area is zoned for housing on the Kengrave Square side. With shops at the rear, facing onto Kengrave Road. It might be possible to get a permit for light industrial use on Kengrave Road, but I doubt it.’

			Miss Chorlton added a shorthand note for the formal minutes of the meeting: she also construed that Mr Tinder already had a clear idea of what would really happen if St Martin’s was demolished.

			‘Early days yet, in any event,’ said the Archdeacon uncheerfully, and before applying his tongue to the needful massaging of his right, upper gum.

			‘Hardly that, judging by the condition of the fabric.’ The Bishop frowned. ‘Even if we get draft approval from the Church Commissioners, the diocese still has to maintain the place, until its future’s decided. I don’t like the sound of that list of dilapidations. How did the church get in such a condition?’

			‘Quite easily, I’m afraid,’ said the Archdeacon. ‘Quite a lot has been spent. On essentials. But with such a small congregation, and the building not being in any way famous, raising the wind to pay for major work hasn’t been easy. Of course, the same applies to other churches in the diocese. They can’t all be of national importance, like Saint Mary Abbots. Or Saint Cuthbert’s, Philbeach Gardens.’

			‘Then all the more reason to press on quickly,’ the Bishop responded firmly. ‘I gather there’ll be no problem with the present incumbent? With the Vicar? You say he’s taken another job?’

			‘A cathedral appointment,’ the other clergyman answered, a touch wistfully.

			‘You’ve already accepted his resignation, Bishop,’ Miss Chorlton prompted in a half-whisper.

			‘Have I? Good. So if the redundancy goes through, I simply shan’t relicense the living. Present chap been there long, has he?’

			‘Less than two years. He’s never been happy,’ Tinder volunteered, now more relaxed.

			‘How does he feel about the church becoming redundant?’ ‘Resigned.’ This was the Archdeacon.

			‘And he’s not opposing in any way?’ ‘No. His wife —’

			‘Had some starry-eyed notions about a local campaign to save the place,’ Tinder interrupted brusquely. ‘After my wife er . . . sensibly abandoned a similar idea. It hasn’t come to anything, of course. Anyway, the Vicar will be moving away in a month, taking his wife with him.’

			The Bishop nodded. ‘And so far as the parish is concerned, you’re proposing it be dissolved? Reverting back to the 1874 situation?’

			‘Yes. The lion’s share, including Kengrave Square, will merge into the parish of Saint Winifred’s,’ said Tinder. ‘And the Rural Dean’s happy with that?’

			‘Yes, Bishop,’ the Archdeacon replied. ‘I spoke to him about it again, earlier this morning.’

			‘What about Mrs Lodey? The current provider?’

			‘Keeps very much to herself. Cut above most of the locals,’ said Tinder. ‘With some exceptions. My wife and I see her from time to time. We’re next-door neighbours. She won’t know about the redundancy move yet. I’ll have a word with her soon. Explain the situation is inevitable. I’m sure she’ll understand.’

			‘Good. There are so few substantial Christian benefactors around nowadays. We mustn’t let her go to waste, Lancelot. If you follow me?’

			Tinder grinned. ‘Have no fear, Bishop. I plan to have her to dine soon with the Vicar of Saint Winifred’s. He’s good with old ladies.’

			‘Well just so she doesn’t start leading her own campaign to keep Saint Martin’s standing.’

			‘Oh, there’s absolutely no fear of that. She’s much too decrepit.’

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			‘And that tiresome Lancelot Tinder had assumed I was far too decrepit to make a fuss, Mr Treasure. I haven’t yet chosen entirely to disabuse him of that singular error,’ tremoloed the Honourable Mrs Lodey. ‘Thank you, Modd,’ she added, stabbing a prawn canapé with a cocktail stick – and vehemently so, as if to add portent to her previous remarks.

			‘But that’s quite enough of Mr Tinder for the present,’ the old lady continued, glancing from one guest to the other. ‘Mrs Treasure, please go on looking at my pictures, if it pleases you. It’s such a great satisfaction to have one’s things admired by someone so well informed. And your glass needs refilling. Modd, give Mrs Treasure some sherry.’

			Each unhurried sentence was delivered with so many modulations and changes in tonal register as to give the impression that the speaker, far from having relinquished merely the desire to control them, actually delighted in their reckless variety. But the diction was clear and resonant. Only an occasional involuntary shake of Mrs Lodey’s head hinted at an affliction of advanced age, and if it was that, it was well controlled.

			‘Just a touch more sherry, Miss Modd. Thank you,’ said Molly Treasure with a flash of the famous smile. ‘Oh, that’s very generous.’ ‘They’re titchy glasses, you know? Hardly one good swallow in ’em,’ Miss Modd observed heartily, after pouring nearly to the brim. ‘This Amontillado’s a drop of the good stuff though, don’t you think?’ She drew the top of the open decanter close to her nose and took a bosom-heaving deep breath: this seemed to provide the utmost satisfaction.

			‘Very agreeable, yes,’ replied Molly who wasn’t wild about sherry, but was managing well enough with this one. ‘And this really is such a charming room, Mrs Lodey. The pictures are a feast. Isn’t that a Robert Bevan over there?’ She moved to examine the painting of a stable yard that was hanging between two long windows at the narrow north end of the oblong, upper-floor drawing room.

			‘Yes. A distinctive artist and an exciting man. That picture is generally considered to be one of his best. Post-war, of course . . . Nineteen-nineteen,’ Mrs Lodey completed when she had remembered the date, not because she had assumed there would be confusion over which war she had meant. She had joined Molly in front of the picture, her movements assisted by an ebony cane with a handsome silver handle.

			‘There’s a Sickert downstairs in the dining room you’ll find even more worth coveting, darling,’ said Mark Treasure, who had been to the house before. He had remained in the centre of the room with Miss Modd. They were standing before the middle of three windows that offered a view of St Martin’s — the church on the opposite side of Kengrave Square.

			It was 12.30 on the second Sunday in February, some ten days after the Bishop’s meeting with Tinder and the Archdeacon.

			Mark Treasure, the merchant banker, and his celebrated actress wife were at Mrs Lodey’s for lunch. It was becoming apparent that no one else would be joining them, save for Miss Charmaine Modd, the hostess’s companion and housekeeper.

			Miss Modd, fiftyish, was a sturdily built, deep-voiced enthusiast with black hair cut short in the masculine manner. She was wearing a tailored tweed coat-and-skirt over a Viyella shirt and knitted tie. That her employer invariably referred to her solely by her surname seemed not to have any demeaning implication: Treasure, at least, understood that Mrs Lodey’s companion liked to be addressed in that way by her intimates. Miss Modd was indubitably not a Charmaine, though heaven knew, years ago her mother had tried hard enough to make her one.

			‘The Camden Town Group were interesting painters. In some ways curiously disparate. Artistically that is.’ Mrs Lodey’s gaze left the picture, and she began to move back down the room.

			‘So what brought them together?’ asked Molly.

			‘Good fellowship, and the sound premise that there was commercial sense in numbers. In their selling their pictures as a group. This is nice. A different period, of course,’ Mrs Lodey added, in parenthesis, indicating a small wash drawing as she passed it.

			‘Turner?’ questioned Molly who was following.

			‘We hope so,’ the old lady replied with a wan smile, her voice lifting perilously on the ‘hope’. ‘Of course, I scarcely knew Sickert in the early days. He was older than the others. More celebrated, but with a certain reputation. My mama did not consider him suitable company for an impressionable young girl.’ She pronounced the last word as ‘gel’ in the manner of her upbringing and generation. ‘But my father patronised him and many of the others. They broke up as a group before the twenties, of course.’ She nodded, this time evidently to affirm the memory, then lowered herself into an upholstered Chippendale armchair to the left of the fireplace, at the south end of the room. ‘You’ll forgive my sitting?’

			Mrs Lodey was eighty-two years old, a shrunken but still striking figure. In her day she had been a noted beauty. She wore her long white hair in a carefully arranged bun which accentuated the slimness of her neck — as did the erect way she held her head and body. The three-quarter-sleeved, calf-length dress she had on had great style. It had been chosen to advantage the delicate wrists as well as the wearer’s still pretty ankles — and this despite the season and the outside temperature. Most women were dressed that day in something warmer than silk.

			But Mrs Lodey too seldom had the pleasure of a handsome man to luncheon as to allow anything so irrelevant as the weather to govern what she chose to wear.

			‘Your father was a great collector, Mrs Lodey?’ Molly Treasure glanced admiringly at the French gilt clock on the mantelshelf, then settled in a chair across from her hostess. Tall and slim, she was seasonably protected in a lemon wool dress — and glad of it. The temperature in the house was as low as her husband had warned it might be. She wondered how Mrs Lodey survived. There was a fire burning, but one of the fake sort — gas flame around imitation logs. It was generating very little heat. There were radiators, but not many.

			‘My grandfather, Sir Albert Grenwood, had more taste than my father, though less money with which to indulge it. Nor was my father an antiquarian. He bought pictures and objets d’art by contemporary artists. I inherited a good many things from him. My brother Berty did better, naturally.’

			‘And your father bought very well,’ said Treasure, as he moved across with Miss Modd.

			Albert Grenwood had been the joint founder of Grenwood, Phipps, the merchant bankers, where Treasure was Chief Executive. Neither Sir Albert nor his eldest son, the First Viscount Grenwood, had ever been exactly strapped for cash, thanks to the perception of an unennobled forebear who had first backed canals and then got out in time to make a bigger killing in railways. Subsequently, the family fortunes had fluctuated, but the net annual balance had generally moved upwards.

			The present Lord Grenwood – Berty, the slightly younger brother of Mrs Lodey – had headed the business well enough until banking had become less a game for gentlemen than a challenge to professionals. At that point he had sensibly eased into the role of non-executive chairman, and left the going to Treasure and the high flyers under him. Treasure was still in his early forties.

			‘It was my grandfather who built this house. That was in 1859. Though it later became too small for him,’ Mrs Lodey now offered. ‘That was rather before there was a Kengrave Square to speak of. Not that there’s much of it in any case. It must be one of the narrowest garden squares in London. And the shortest.’

			‘From here one can guess fairly easily how it took shape,’ said Treasure, turning to look out through the last of the three west-facing windows.

			‘This house came first at this end. Then the pair of villas next door. They formed the east side,’ the hostess continued. ‘Later, my grandfather was largely responsible for building the church and vicarage, on spare ground he owned a hundred yards or more to the west. The total cost was a fraction under nine thousand pounds, which seems trivial today, but it was substantial then. What is now the railed garden down the centre of the square was the wide and muddy track the family took to church. Our own garden has always been to the north. Now very attenuated, as you may have noticed.’ The graceful head turned to indicate the windows at the other end of the room.

			‘So the family grassed the muddy track, built pairs of white stucco villas down either side towards the church, and presto, there was a desirable garden square, with all the attributes,’ the banker completed.

			‘Not quite, Mr Treasure. The church was never what could have been termed an estate church. It was put up privately, out of pure piety. My grandfather was a devout Anglo-Catholic. An admirer of Doctor Pusey, the scholar and Tractarian. The new villas were incidental. An after-thought, you might say, though no doubt they were sold for profit.’ Mrs Lodey weighed the justice of the point before continuing. ‘Unfortunately also, as you will certainly observe, the substantial villas stop some distance before the church. The houses at that end of the square on both sides being of the meaner sort. They were there even before this house was built.’ ‘Artisans’ cottages,’ Miss Modd supplied. ‘And you can just see there are some even meaner little shops running past the church on both sides. Where the square lets out onto Kengrave Road. It’s all

			rather more Earl’s Court than South Kensington.’

			‘But surely this is the coming area? And artisans’ cottages are quite the thing for smartening up. Have been for years,’ said Molly. ‘In Germoline pink or a biscuit wash, with brightly painted front doors.’

			‘Not at the other end of Kengrave Square, I’m afraid,’ her husband remarked. ‘Not yet, anyway.’

			‘More like a souk along there,’ said Miss Modd gruffly. ‘Regular eastern market. The terrace houses and the garish shops are in appalling condition. There are a few small restaurants too. Wouldn’t catch me feeding in any of ’em, though. But none of it’s so appalling as to warrant knocking down by law. Not with the current shortage of houses in London.’

			‘Who owns them?’ asked Treasure.

			‘A mixture of people.’ Miss Modd seemed to be an authority. ‘A few are occupied by the freeholders. But most are leasehold. Ends of leases a lot of them, too. With sitting tenants on fixed rents.’

			‘Is there a developer accumulating the leases?’ Treasure asked. ‘Yes. D’you know anything about it?’ Miss Modd showed

			keen interest.

			‘Good lord, no,’ the banker answered defensively. ‘But looking at it suggests the idea might have occurred to someone.’

			‘The yards behind the houses are very small. Even the houses at this end,’ said Miss Modd, in a still inquisitive tone. ‘They back onto a lane. So even if the old houses were cleared, the strips beside the church would be rather narrow for a substantial development, don’t you think?’

			For tall blocks of flats, certainly. I had something less ambitious in mind. Short terraces of town houses perhaps.’ Treasure turned away from the window. ‘In any event, it’s the future of the church that’s troubling Mrs Lodey.’ He thought it time the subject was properly broached: it was what had occasioned the lunch.

			The Monday before, Treasure had received an urgent telephone call from Lord Grenwood, who, as usual at this time of year, was enjoying a protracted ‘business trip’ in sunny Australia. Berty Grenwood had begged Treasure to have a quietening word, as he put it, with his sister, Mrs Lodey. The lady, much incensed, had called her brother in the middle of the previous night, without reference to antipodean time, and Berty was anxious to stop her doing it again. In truth he was frightened of his sister — always had been. She had told him that St Martin’s Church was to be made redundant, and demanded to know what he intended to do about it. Berty wouldn’t have known what to do about it even if he had been in England. Being eleven thousand miles away he had called Treasure.

			Treasure was well acquainted with Mrs Lodey: he was her trustee and, in a less formal way, advised her financially. He certainly wasn’t retained to counsel her on the disposition of the churches in her locality, but he had telephoned her about St Martin’s shortly after the call from her brother. The result had been the invitation to lunch, accepted because the Treasures were in London for the weekend. It happened Molly and the old lady had never met.

			‘What did you think of the church, Mrs Treasure?’ This was Mrs Lodey.

			‘Not an architectural gem, and it’s obviously seen better days. There are some beautiful altar rails, and a splendidly intricate pulpit. Both in brass and iron. It was horrifyingly cold during the service.’

			‘Many are cold, but few are frozen,’ Miss Modd chortled in a near baritone, while settling on the corner of a chaise longue with her knees rather too far apart. ‘You should have told us you were going to a service. In Saint Martin’s in winter, either you have to keep moving or else double up on your undies.’

			‘We only decided to go late this morning,’ said Treasure. ‘Mrs Lodey had mentioned there was an eleven o’clock service.’

			‘Sung mass,’ Miss Modd nodded. ‘Well, only sung after a fashion. We go to the eight. We’re both early risers, and you don’t have to endure a sermon.’

			‘The sermon was a bit scholarly,’ said Treasure. Molly grimaced. ‘Too obscure for me, and very long.’

			‘The Vicar, Nigel Cudlum, is an academic,’ Miss Modd explained, almost in an undertone, as though the man had a socially unacceptable disease. ‘Not top flight though. Wouldn’t have made it to a professorship anywhere. We think he came here just to do time as a parish priest. To improve his paper qualifications. They say he’s been after a cathedral job for years. Well, now he’s got one.’

			‘The altar rails are much remarked, Mrs Treasure,’ said the hostess with an approving nod. ‘They are quite late Victorian work. Not as old as the church. The pulpit is by the same designer and craftsman. Were there many in the congregation?’

			‘Six besides us. There seemed to be as many round the altar.

			Acolytes, I mean. With a rather sweet little Asian boy doing the incense.’

			‘That’s Alan Frakraj. His father’s the organist. They’re Sri Lankan Christians,’ said Miss Modd, a touch dismissively. ‘Did you come across Angela Cudlum, the Vicar’s wife? Mousey little thing. Mid-thirties. Always in a duffel coat. Got it in a jumble sale two years ago.’

			‘She spoke to us as we left. Apologised because her husband had had to dash after the service.’ This was Molly again. ‘She asked if we knew the church was being made redundant. If we were interested in trying to stop that happening.’

			‘Do you believe I should try to stop it, Mr Treasure?’ put in Mrs Lodey suddenly.

			‘Stopping it would largely be a question of money. I’ve had some enquiries made. The pressing problem is maintenance. It’ll take the thick end of a quarter of a million pounds fully to repair the place. The usual preservation charities don’t seem interested in contributing, and the congregation is hardly of a size to find that sort of sum.’

			‘Ways might be found, even so.’ Mrs Lodey touched the side of her mouth with a lace-edged handkerchief.

			‘Only till the next lot of repairs are due,’ said Miss Modd, crossing stout legs and drawing her skirt over her knees. ‘It’ll be a financial drain for ever. The community’s not interested, and the building isn’t good enough.’

			‘One feels a family obligation. My grandfather would have been appalled, quite appalled at the thought of abandoning that church.’

			‘They say it won’t be knocked down. Just fixed up for a different use,’ Miss Modd supplied cheerfully.

			‘There’s certainly no guarantee of such an arrangement,’ countered the old lady.

			‘That’s true, probably,’ said Treasure.

			‘Wouldn’t a new, dynamic vicar change things?’ asked Molly. ‘Except there’s not going to be one,’ her husband answered.

			‘The Bishop isn’t going to relicense the living once Cudlum departs. And that’s quite soon. What’s more the living’s in the Bishop’s gift.’

			‘It was originally in the gift of my grandfather. He appointed the first two vicars,’ said Mrs Lodey. ‘But my father, in his turn, considered that being patron of the living was an inappropriate privilege after he moved to the country. He let it pass to the Bishop. A grave error.’

			Treasure took the empty chair at her side. ‘To answer your question directly, while the intention does you credit, I really don’t think you should try saving the church single-handed,’ he advised with a smile.

			‘I shouldn’t be single-handed,’ Mrs Lodey warbled back defiantly, with an enigmatic glance at Miss Modd. ‘Perhaps so in the matter of providing funds, but that is only one consideration.’

			‘But a bloody important one,’ countered Miss Modd without dissembling, though quietly enough for her aged employer not to have heard. ‘Anyone peckish? Tiffin’s ready when you are,’ she added loudly.
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