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To Felix, Benjy and Leo–non angeli sed Angli.


(Not angels but Englishmen.)














In old days there were angels who came and took men by the hand and led them away from the city of destruction. We see no white-winged angels now. But yet men are led away from threatening destruction: a hand is put into theirs, which leads them forth gently towards a calm and bright land, so that they look no more backward; and the hand may be a little child’s.


George Eliot, Silas Marner


Woman is like the Archangel Michael as he stands upon Saint Angelo at Rome. She has an immense provision of wings, which seem as if they would bear her over earth and heaven, but when she tries to use them, she is petrified into stone, her feet are grown into the earth, chained to the bronze pedestal.


Florence Nightingale, Cassandra
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Prologue







London, 3 September 1993


The stained-glass shop had worn its Closed sign for nearly a week, though that hadn’t stopped people from testing the door handle or staring in through the window, hoping for signs of life. Some of the lights were on, after all, and passers-by were startled from their early-morning stupor by the exquisite items on display: the angel glowing centre stage in its arched pane; delicate suncatchers–dragonflies and fairies–quivering in some draught; myriad Tiffany-style lampshades receding across the shop ceiling like lush flowers studding a tropical rainforest canopy.


One very young woman who stopped by every day noticed that sometimes the door at the back of the shop stood open and sometimes it was closed, that sometimes there were two or three cardboard boxes stacked on the counter and sometimes none.


Someone visited the shop several times that week: a middle-aged man with a military bearing, dressed in a tweed jacket and clerical collar. The first morning, he tried the door and found it locked. He stepped back to inspect the words Minster Glass gleaming over the shop-front, adjusted his spectacles to read the opening times listed beneath the Closed sign, then frowned before setting off back across the public garden of the Square. The next day he pushed a white envelope through the letterbox. On the third occasion, as he scrawled the phone number given on the sign into a small notebook, a woman in a plastic apron and with a fat purse in her hand emerged from the coffee shop next door.


‘You wanting Mr Morrison?’ she asked, looking the man up and down as if to satisfy herself that he wasn’t one of them down-and-outs. ‘He’s not at all well. The ambulance come last week.’ She knew no more. He thanked her anyway as he pocketed the notebook and turned away.


Eventually, mid-afternoon on Friday, a black cab sailed out of the traffic and pulled up outside the shop. A slight, neat woman with shoulder-length dark hair and a pale complexion climbed out and started dragging an assortment of baggage onto the pavement.


Anita in the café, glancing out of the window as she waited for the coffee machine to deliver an espresso, surveyed the scuffed leather holdall and the overflowing rucksack, and wondered what could be in the hard, odd-shaped case. Must be a musical instrument of some sort, she supposed. Either that, or the shape suggested a very small elephant.


The girl dismissed the cab and stood among her belongings gazing wistfully at Minster Glass. In her short tailored coat and striped scarf, and with her brown eyes soulful below her fringe, she looked like a reluctant schoolgirl returning to her institution after a glorious summer break. Anita was new to the café, otherwise she might have guessed the younger woman’s identity, and realised that, as she contemplated her father’s shop, Fran Morrison’s entire life was passing before her eyes.















Chapter 1




Tears, such as angels weep, burst forth.


John Milton, Paradise Lost










Sometimes, if I wake early on a summer’s morning, I lie in a day dream whilst the rest of the household slumbers, remembering how it all started. I pinpoint that moment, ten years ago now, that precise milli-second when, staring at the closed and empty shop, I recognised that everything had changed, changed irrevocably and for ever.


We talk about going ‘back home’ as though it’s a regression, and that’s what I’d believed, but on this occasion it turned out to be a step forward into a new life. It’s been on my mind a great deal, this story that is my–my ‘angel reach’ story. Now that I’ve brooded about it for so long, seen its consequences, like ripples spreading outwards on a pond after the stone is thrown, the time has come to write it all down. And so each evening, while the light is long in the sky, I climb the stairs to the attic, sit at Dad’s old desk and take up my pen. How quickly I am absorbed in my task.


 


Home was absolutely the last place I wanted to be, that gloriously balmy autumn of 1993. Given the choice, I’d have picked an old palazzo apartment in Venice perhaps, or a neat townhouse Pension in Heidelberg, or some glittering high-rise hotel in New York or Tokyo. Somewhere different, exotic, where I could live entirely in the present and forget the past. But sometimes life doesn’t give us a choice. And so I found myself in London again–a desolate homecoming, given the circumstances. Yet, knowing what I do now, I can see that the timing was exactly right.


The day before, when Zac finally tracked me down with the news, I had been in Athens, dozing away a baking afternoon in a hostel in the older part of the city. The caretaker’s son, a wary, tonguetied sixteen year old, had tapped on the door then led me to the phone in a cool tiled recess of the reception lobby.


‘Fran! Finally,’ cried the voice down the line.


‘Zac, what’s the matter?’ I’d have known that Scottish burr anywhere. Zac was Dad’s assistant at Minster Glass.


‘Why the heck don’t you pick up your messages?’


No ‘How are you?’ or ‘I haven’t seen you for months.’ In fact, he sounded so agitated that I didn’t bother to ask where he’d left messages or how he’d found my number here.


‘I didn’t get any messages, that’s why. Zac, what is it?’ But I knew instinctively what was wrong.


The annoyance went out of Zac’s voice, to be replaced by desperation. ‘You’ve got to come home. Now. Your father’s in hospital–and this time it’s not just one of his funny turns. Fran, it’s a stroke, a bad one.’


As I packed that evening, I tried to think straight. There was no one in Athens I needed to contact. The concert tour had finished a few nights ago. The orchestra had dispersed the next morning, everybody air-kissing in the hotel lobby and promising to keep in touch. Nick went too. I had decided some time before to find somewhere cheaper to stay on for a few days’ holiday, and he found me out as I loitered miserably, envying other people’s excitement at going home. He smiled, his expression soft, then kissed me chastely on the cheek and muttered, ‘Goodbye. Watch out for yourself. It’s been…’


‘I always do. Goodbye, Nick,’ I cut in, as coolly as I could, and watched him heft his luggage outside. To torture myself further I peeped between the pot plants in the window, saw him stow his cello in the boot of the taxi and drive off, out of my life.


After everyone had gone I removed myself with my bags and my tuba to the shabby Aphrodite Hostel. My original plan had been to mosey about sightseeing until my diary service told me where I might be required to play next on someone else’s expenses–somewhere glamorous, I hoped, Munich, Rio or Paris–but in the event I was so downcast I couldn’t summon the energy to trudge round the tourist spots. And then Zac rang and everything changed once more.


So here I was outside our old shop in Greycoat Square, my fingers remembering the trick of working the keys. Minster Glass, the place where I was born. I don’t mean that literally, of course. That had been thirty years ago in the same hospital where my father lay now, the same hospital probably where my mother had died when I was tiny.


It is a strange secret area, this part of Westminster, bounded by the looming gothic Abbey and the ornate Italian-style Catholic Cathedral, tucked away between busy Victoria Street to the north and the River Thames to the south; an area of hidden garden squares like ours, of rows of Victorian terraces cut off from the pavement by black iron palings, the office doorways often studded with polished brass plates advertising the most unlikely sounding organisations–the London Theosophical Society, the Royal Order of Griffins, the Bookbinders Gazette. I suppose Minster Glass was itself another oddity. I loved it all.




A Victorian stained-glass shop, with bay windows and a tiled porch, though delightfully quaint, wouldn’t be most people’s idea of home. Dad and I had camped–I can’t think of a better word for our haphazard living arrangements–in the flat above the shop. There should have been plenty of space for the two of us, given the living room, large kitchen, three bedrooms and enormous attics. But every spare nook and cranny was crammed with stuff: books, boxes, files and papers, together representing the entire history of Minster Glass.


The door leading up to the flat was accessed from the workshop behind the front shop. I remembered how I’d creep down the bare wooden stairs of a gloomy winter’s morning and through the icy workshop, braving its dark corners and sinister acrid smells, terrified of Dad’s temper should I break anything, to meet my friend Jo and walk to school. Jo’s family lived in a mansion block nearby, her father being a hotshot City lawyer.


On my way out to the street I loved to linger in the front shop, for it was beautiful, a fantasy of ever-changing coloured light, especially when the sun slanted through the window, setting the suncatchers turning, pouring dusty pools of ruby, emerald and sapphire upon the wooden floor so it seemed a hallowed place.


It was this peaceful beauty that soothed my troubled feelings now, as I turned the key in the shop door, pushed down the handle and walked in, the bell jangling mournfully overhead. For a moment I stood breathing in the familiar smells, the fustiness of old wood overlaid by a hint of something chemical. And for that moment I could have been a little girl again, dancing in the dusty shafts of coloured light.


Something caught my eye–a stiff white envelope lying on the mat. I picked it up, noticing a crest embossed on the back, but it was addressed to Dad so I dropped it unopened on the counter.




Locking up–the last thing I could cope with right now was some demanding customer–I left my luggage in the shop, opened the door behind the counter and walked into the workshop.


If the front shop always felt like a welcoming church, the workshop was its chilly crypt. I flipped on the ceiling lights, temporarily dazzled by the bright whiteness. Fragments of glass crunched under my feet as I crossed the concrete floor.


Through the rectangle of window I glimpsed the same old scrubby yard and garage, accessed by a drive to the right of the shop. On a worktop next to me, pinned to a wooden board the size of a tea tray, lay a leadwork window, partly soldered. This must have been what Dad had been working on when it happened. Zac said he’d been sitting in the cubbyhole of an office when he’d heard Dad groan, had seen him crumple to the floor, the stool spinning over the concrete.


I perched on this stool now with a feeling of heaviness. With one finger I traced the Celtic knot pattern Dad had made; one of his favourite devices for borders and filling in small spaces, and which he used on occasion as his craftsman’s signature. He liked it, he always said, because he could draw it in a single, continuous line. Under the bench my foot struck something, sending it rolling. I bent down to look. It was the tip of a broken soldering iron. The rest of it was there, too. Zac must have unplugged it, but in the confusion, left it where it lay. I picked up the pieces and examined them, then noticed something else glinting amongst the dustballs under the bench. I reached for it.


It was a small brooch wrought in gold, set with glittering blue stones, shaped in the figure of an angel. Pretty and perhaps valuable. Where it came from I’d no idea–I’d never seen it before. I laid it on the work surface next to the jagged bits of soldering iron and Dad’s stained craft-knife.




A blob of paint on the knife bore Dad’s fingerprint, and suddenly his absence shifted sharply into focus. Covering my face with my hands, I finally allowed myself to remember how I’d seen him a couple of hours before.


There’d been no one at Heathrow Airport to meet me, but then I hadn’t even told Zac the time of my flight. I’d travelled straight to the hospital, where a nurse led me down a small ward to a bed at the far end.


It took me a moment to adjust to the fact that the figure in the bed was Dad, my dad, helpless as I’d never seen him before. His eyes were closed. Tubes, running from cannulas on the back of his hand, were looped above his bed, reminding me for all the world of the long strips of lead solder draped over hooks in his workshop. A monitor beside him pulsing steady red zigzags was the only clear sign of life.


I sat down on a chair beside the bed and studied the pale sleeping face. ‘Dad, Daddy,’ I whispered, with a flutter of unease. There was no indication that he had heard. I touched his cheek. It was cool against the back of my hand.


In some ways he was the same, I thought, trying to calm myself. His sparse greying hair was combed back in its usual neat style; the long skull with its high cheekbones and hawkish nose still conveyed an air of dignity. But his pallid skin, the thread of saliva between greyish lips, a twitching eyelid, all these made me fear that some dreadful, strange being now lurked beneath his skin. I asked myself, not for the first time in my life, what was he really like, this man, my father?


They say you can never truly know anyone, and there were great swathes of Edward Morrison’s inner life that he had never allowed even me, his only child, to penetrate. He was not a cruel man, but often distant, lacking in tenderness and easily irritated. Anything could annoy him–someone ringing up while we were eating, a neighbouring shopkeeper piling rubbish on the pavement when it wasn’t collection day. This worsened as he got older, and I wondered how Zac put up with it.


Dad was peaceful enough now. I sat waiting for a rush of emotion, a release of tears. Instead, there was only numbness.


‘We think he will come round before long.’ Mr Bashir, the consultant, who arrived a moment later, was a calm, portly, middle-aged Pakistani. ‘There are signs that his coma is lightening, but the scans indicate that the stroke was a serious one. We do not know how he will be when he wakes.’


‘He’s only sixty-one,’ I managed to blurt out. ‘Isn’t that still young for something like this?’


‘I am afraid it is not so unusual. Especially with your father having type one diabetes. His high blood pressure was a contributory factor.’ Diabetes was something Dad had suffered from since his teens. I remembered the bad spells on the rare occasions when he was late with his insulin injections. This stroke, however, was uncharted territory.


After Mr Bashir had gone I stared out of the window at the great expanse of clear sky. At least when Dad woke–and he would wake, I told myself fiercely–he would be able to see the changing light he loved, watch birds and clouds crossing the heavens, twilight fading into darkness, the lights of planes winking against the stars.


And as I whispered goodbye, stroking his hand, dry and callused, this thought comforted me.


 


It wasn’t until late afternoon that I remembered the formal-looking letter I’d left on the shop counter. I’d inspected the flat, finding it tidy though not very clean, made up the bed in my old room, unpacked, then gone to buy some supplies from the express supermarket around the corner. It was when I returned with my carrier bags that I noticed the letter again. With that crest it might be something important. I tore open the envelope.


The single page inside was headed The Rectory, Parish of St Martin’s Westminster, the letter obviously typed by the rector himself for it paid no heed to layout or margins.




Dear Ted,


I called by yesterday but the shop was closed. Perhaps you’re away? If so, I hope this letter will find you on your return. I wonder whether you would telephone me at an early opportunity as I’ve made a discovery I think will interest you and which certainly needs your expertise, given that your firm was responsible for some of our stained glass. This might also be a good time for you to inspect the windows, as I have already mentioned to you, in line with the findings in our recent quinquennial buildings report.


Look forward to hearing from you. I so enjoy our conversations.


Kind regards,
 Jeremy
 REV. JEREMY QUENTIN





St Martin’s was the sandstone Victorian-gothic church in Vincent Street, which skimmed the opposite corner of Greycoat Square, running roughly parallel to Victoria Street. I don’t remember ever going inside the church–it always appeared locked up when I passed–but I’d noticed coloured glass behind several of the metal grilles that shielded the windows and had wondered vaguely what scenes they depicted. I had a faint memory, come to think of it, of Dad telling me Minster Glass had been responsible for their creation back in Victorian times.


I’d also been christened in the church as a baby, he told me, yet on the odd Sunday we attended a service when I was growing up, we always went to Westminster Abbey. We both loved the music and Dad found the sermons suitably intellectual. It was also easy to creep out after the service without anybody engaging him in intrusive conversation. In matters spiritual, as in everything else in life, he liked to keep himself private. It intrigued me how he’d become so friendly with the Reverend Quentin.


I stuffed the letter back in its envelope and left it on the counter, resolving to ring the vicar myself when I had a moment and break the news about Dad’s illness.


That evening, partly to take my mind off my troubles, I gave the flat a thorough clean, throwing old food out of the larder, mopping the faded lino, scrubbing the chipped old bath and vacuuming the living room as best I could with Dad’s whining, worn-out machine. Afterwards, exhausted by emotion, by the day’s early start and the unaccustomed physical labour, I collapsed into the armchair by the living-room window and picked at a pre-packed chicken salad.


The gardens turned golden in the sunset, then silver, as darkness fell. One by one, lights came on in the windows of houses all around and the pavements glimmered in the soft yellow sulphur streetlamps. I’d forgotten how beautiful and peaceful the Square could be. It was difficult to believe it was in the heart of a huge city.


Half a dozen doors down, next to an antiquarian bookshop, was a new wine bar, where people spilled out into the warm, still evening. Above the murmur of voices I became aware of the distant soaring notes of Elgar’s Cello Concerto. I got up to listen, as its heartrending phrases wafted from somewhere across the Square. And suddenly I longed to speak to Nick again so desperately, the pain was almost physical.




I’d met him in Belgrade three weeks before, when I’d joined the Royal London Orchestra on its tour of Eastern Europe. Nick Parton was a couple of years younger than me, a liberally talented cellist and very ambitious. His energy was one of the things I found most attractive about him: that, his soft teasing voice, and–for I had the opportunity to gaze at him night after night from my place at the back of the orchestra–his smooth olive skin and perfect profile.


‘I can’t believe you’re strong enough to play that monster,’ were his first, careless words to me, eyeing the tuba cradled in my arms.


‘Just watch me,’ I sparked back. I pursed my lips and delivered such an ear-shattering blast on the instrument that the crusty leader of the orchestra knocked over his music stand and swore. Nick merely threw back his head and laughed.


I was aware of his eyes on me all the time after that. He sought me out with exaggerated solicitousness, teasingly offering to carry my instrument case for me because I was ‘too delicate’, then, when I irritably refused, holding open the door with a gallant bow to allow me through first, despite his own considerable burden. After a few days of this I allowed myself to melt slightly. We got together properly one night when, both a little the worse for wear after a late meal in a restaurant, we shared a taxi back to the hotel and a nightcap in the bar.


There was only one evening left after that in Belgrade, but then the orchestra moved on to Prague, Zagreb and Budapest–one glorious setting after another, so that our romance never had the opportunity to grow routine. There was one little problem, however, which I didn’t identify until our last night in Athens, and that was the existence of a fiancée, Fiona, back home in Birmingham. It turned out that Nick saw our little duet as his final ‘fling’ before they married in October. And so the last night of the tour was our finale too, ending in tears and recriminations–mine–and sulks–his.


As I lay on my rickety bed in that Greek hostel, going over and over everything Nick had said and done during the previous few weeks, I realised that he had dropped various hints but that I had blanked out their meaning. For though I was angry and upset when he told me about Fiona, part of me hadn’t been surprised, and now a lot of things began to make sense. His refusal to stay on with me in Athens, for instance, the frequent phone messages he took, his avoidance of any discussion about what would happen after the tour.


I tried to make myself feel better by concentrating on how horrible it must be for poor duped Fiona, imagining how I would feel if our positions were reversed and I found that my fiancé had been playing away. Surely, I told myself, she must suspect. Was it worse that she didn’t, or that she did and would marry him anyway? I couldn’t decide. At least I knew the truth and had discovered it before I was in too deep. Though it wasn’t the first time I had got myself in a mess like this. You could say I had a gift for it.


I didn’t mean to fall in love with unobtainable men, it just happened that way. Perhaps I was hard-wired to respond to some strange pheromone that they exuded, these men who were married or who never intended to stay the course.


I listened to the soaring song of the cello and mulled over my love of movies in which lovers came together on sinking ships or as cities fell to the enemy or an asteroid was about to hit the earth…situations in which love was desperate, snatched, a long way from humdrum reality.


I was mature enough to recognise this painful cycle I put myself through over and over again, and I knew it was about time I broke it. Sitting alone in this scruffy old flat, which I still called home despite everything, for I had nowhere else, I fought the urge to look up Nick’s number and ring him. What finally stopped me was the thought of poor Fiona answering. I wanted Nick badly. But not a Nick who would up and leave. I knew now that I wanted someone who was wholly and eternally mine.















Chapter 2




And the angel said: ‘I have learned that every man lives not through care of himself, but by love.’


Leo Tolstoy, What Men Live By










I slept that night as though I’d been drugged and woke up miserable and starving hungry. It was while I was still in my pyjamas, scraping half an inch of fat from Dad’s grill pan, somehow missed in my whirlwind purge of yesterday evening, that the telephone rang. It was the hospital. Dad had woken briefly during the night, the nurse at the other end said. The relief was overwhelming. He would recover. Everything would be all right!


I swallowed some toast, pulled on my jeans and a jacket, and set off at a fast walk down Horseferry Road, passing early-morning joggers and a team of dustmen feeding their van. A plump Indian lady was sweeping the pavement outside a flower shop with long slow movements, and on impulse I asked her to wrap me some freesias. Maybe the fragrance would please Dad, even if he couldn’t focus on the colours.


On Lambeth Bridge, a bracing wind whipped off the river, chilling all optimism and inducing a mood of anxiety.


When I walked in, I saw the curtains were closed around Dad’s bed and my anxiety turned to panic that he’d had a relapse. Then a nurse emerged, carrying a bowl of soapy water, a towel over her arm. She smiled as she moved past me, and my panic ebbed, but too soon. I saw immediately that everything was not all right.


Dad seemed exactly like the day before, eyes closed, his mouth open, snoring slightly. I pulled the chair up, and sat looking for signs of change. Did he have more colour in his face? Possibly. Suddenly his eyes half-opened. He blinked, dazed by the light.


‘Dad,’ I whispered, leaning into his line of vision, and I was sure he looked directly at me. He seemed puzzled; a muscle twitched by his mouth as though he was trying to speak.


‘Don’t,’ I said, forlorn. His left hand, the one nearer me, trembled slightly, and I placed mine over it. We contemplated one another, he with the guileless gaze of a very young child. I turned away first, to hide my brimming eyes.


There was one good thing, though. He recognised me, I knew he did. He was, despite all my fears, himself. Yet I had the strange feeling that he was pleading with me, like a trapped animal.


‘Dad, it’s all right, I’m here.’ What could I tell him that was reassuring? ‘I’ll look after everything, don’t worry. I’m sure Zac’ll help, too.’ Though I’d still heard no word from Zac since my return.


I stayed until Dad was asleep once more. My walk back from the hospital took twice as long because I dawdled on Lambeth Bridge watching the gunmetal-grey water swell beneath, glad of the biting wind that dulled my anguish. Some tide was rising within me, too, carrying me–where? I had no idea. My life was hopelessly adrift.


 


Zac was in the workshop when I walked back in, cutting shapes from a piece of glowing red glass. He looked up as I entered, his glass-cutter poised, his long lean body bent, ready to score the glass. I hovered in the safety of the dividing doorway. The old awkwardness swirled between us, as thick and mysterious as fog.


‘Hello, stranger,’ he muttered finally, managing a smile. ‘How are things?’


‘I’ve just been to see Dad,’ I said, trying to hold my voice steady. Zac laid down his cutter and studied me, absent-mindedly rubbing at a callus on his forefinger.


‘How is he?’ he asked, his voice gruff as though he hadn’t spoken since yesterday. That would be quite believable. I had never found out much about Dad’s assistant. He’d come to work for Dad shortly after I left home twelve years ago, a thin, dark-eyed, pale-skinned man, then in his early twenties, with a Glasgow accent, a mop of thick black hair and that Celtic brooding air of mystery. He’d kept himself to himself. Now, a dozen years on, he had filled out a bit and the accent was less pronounced, but otherwise, like Minster Glass, he was exactly as always.


Zac had never seemed bothered by the odd hours Dad asked him to work, was apparently happy to take afternoons off when business was slow, and ready to toil a seven-day week in the event of a tight deadline. At other times he came and went as it pleased him, which seemed to suit them both, though if I’d been his boss I’d have found it disconcerting. In Dad’s absence, I supposed I was his boss. The thought bothered me. What could I possibly teach Zac? Apart from a bit of charm, that is. He could at least try to look pleased to see me.


‘You were right about the stroke, Zac,’ I said. ‘It’s serious.’


I explained how Dad had come round, but that the doctor I’d spoken to today–not the nice Mr Bashir but a young woman with spiky hair–said the tests were inconclusive about how bad the stroke damage was. She refused to guess when I asked how quickly Dad might recover, though agreed that his waking was a positive sign.


Zac thrust his hands in the pockets of his shabby moleskins and stared at the floor. After a moment he said, ‘That’s terrible. I’m sorry, Fran.’ After another moment he added anxiously, ‘I did what I could, you know. Checked his breathing, called the ambulance right away. They were here in a few minutes. Perhaps if I’d done something different…’ His face showed naked distress.


‘I’m sure you did everything right,’ I said. ‘And you were here with him, that’s the important thing. God knows what would have happened if he’d been alone.’


‘Aye, you’re right there,’ he said gloomily. We stood for a moment, each lost in our own thoughts, then he spoke again. ‘What are your plans?’


‘Plans?’ I echoed.


‘I mean, how long are you back for? You know I’ll do what I can, but…’ He spread his hands in a helpless gesture.


‘I hadn’t thought about it. I suppose I’ll stay here for the time being. We don’t know how long Dad will take to get better.’ There was another short silence during which I was aware of his eyes on me, sympathetic, but searching. I tried to consider the concept that it might be a long, long time–if ever–before Dad could work again, and pushed it away.


‘There’s plenty of work around to keep the business going,’ said Zac softly. ‘And I could do with assistance in the shop.’


Thoughts started rushing in with dizzying force. Was this what Dad’s illness would mean? Being here, giving up music for the duration?


‘What sort of work are we talking about?’ I asked, to buy time.


‘There’s this.’ He lifted up the sheet of red glass so I could see the template drawing underneath. ‘A window for one of those penthouse flats by the river. The lady wants a sunrise. Not happy with her view of the real one, obviously. Look.’ He took a smaller roll of paper from another table and showed me the design he’d made–a colour sketch of the sun rising over a country scene.


‘That’s lovely,’ I said. ‘What else?’


He described a few other similar commissions awaiting his attention. I then inspected the repair jobs lined up on the shelves. There were broken lampshades, dusty mirrors and picture frames with chipped decoration. An ugly folding screen with a caved-in middle section leaned against one wall. Despite myself, the years rolled away and I found myself assessing the work involved. All these I probably still had the skills to fix–if I wanted.


‘And there’s a whole list of domestic window repairs,’ Zac was saying.


‘What about this one?’ I moved over to Dad’s Celtic design, still lying beneath the window. Suddenly I wanted to do something useful. ‘Shall I finish it off?’


‘If you want,’ said Zac, looking surprised. ‘But don’t rush yourself. You’ve only just—’


‘I’d like to, when I’ve got a moment. It’s something I can do…for Dad.’


‘Fine.’ He shrugged. ‘I’ll look up the paperwork now, if you like.’


‘Thanks. Oh.’ My eye fell on the brooch I’d left by the unfinished panel. ‘By the way, do you know anything about this? Perhaps Dad dropped it.’


Zac took the brooch, studied it for a moment then returned it to me with a shake of his head. I turned the brooch over, still puzzled about its significance, then slipped it safely in my pocket.




He wandered over to the office and started flicking through Dad’s big Day Book on the desk.


‘Looks like that panel’s the last part of an order for a new church in South London,’ he said after a minute.


A church. I suddenly recalled the vicar’s letter.


‘That reminds me.’ I went off to fetch the Reverend Quentin’s missive from the shop counter. It wasn’t there, nor on the floor either.


‘Have you seen a white envelope?’ I asked, going back into the workshop.


‘This what you’re looking for?’ Zac fished the letter out of his overall pocket. ‘You don’t need to worry, I’ve already rung him.’


‘You have?’ I knew my annoyance was unreasonable, especially given my previous panic about getting involved, but Zac’s dismissive tone got under my skin. ‘What did he have to say?’


‘He didn’t mention anything about the “exciting discovery”. Just asked how your father was. Anita from the café had told him he was ill. I said I’d visit the church myself and report on the state of the windows. I’m going round there Monday at five.’


‘Will the light still be good enough to see properly then?’ I said sharply. It might sound ridiculous–but I felt excluded. It was I, after all, who had opened the letter, my father who was a friend of the writer, and if I’d rung the vicar I’m sure I would have got out of him what the mysterious discovery was.


‘I expect it’ll be all right.’ We were suddenly circling like a pair of prize-fighters. It was silly. I knew Zac was merely doing his job, but some small stubborn part of me wanted the upper hand.


‘I’ll go with you,’ I said, to settle the argument, and walked away into the shop before Zac could object.


Silence followed, then after a moment came the teeth-jarring sound of tungsten scoring glass. I had been rude and I felt ashamed of myself. But, looking back now, I see that I was too unhappy and worried about Dad to act rationally.


I tried to make amends by being helpful, opening up the shop and turning on the main lights. There were several new boxes of glass left by our wholesaler, stacked on the floor. I cut open the top one. Today at least, I told myself, it would be business as usual for Minster Glass. I would take my father’s place at the counter.


From time to time, as I slotted the coloured squares sideways into their compartments on the shelves, so they could be easily flicked through, like old vinyl records, Zac came through to fetch something he needed, and he seemed pleased to see me there.


I unwrapped a batch of small decorated mirrors and hung them on the back wall, thinking of my tuba upstairs. I had not taken it out of its case for several days now. Nor had I rung Jessica at the diary service that organised my bookings, to tell her what had happened and where I could be contacted. I thought of Dad, lying in his hospital bed, and again that dark tide rose up inside, choking me. I was terrified for Dad, but also for myself. My life was on hold–but for the moment, what could I do about it? Nothing, except wait and occupy myself unpacking glass.


 


Zac left at lunchtime, muttering something about calling in on Dad on the way to a business appointment. I watched him walk quickly across the Greycoat Square gardens and was glad to be alone.


It was a quiet afternoon in the shop. When I’d checked the supplies of the tools we sold, making notes for re-orders, I parked myself at a table just inside the workshop, from where I could see anyone who came in, plugged in a solder iron and tried to mend a lampshade. I hadn’t soldered lead for so long that it took me several practice runs on some pieces of foiled scrap glass before I dared attempt a fine line across the joins on the shade. Contemplating my work, I decided that the result wasn’t too bad. I put the shade to one side, then picked up a mirror with a broken border and started on that. It was absorbing, soothing work.


There weren’t many customers. A small boy with his father bought one of the little mirrors for his mother’s birthday. A middle-aged woman with faded ginger hair and hoop earrings wanted some glass for an evening-class project. She pulled out every piece in the shop before selecting a perfectly ordinary square of streaky cathedral blue. A young woman in track pants, with straggly black hair and dark eyes, hung about outside, staring at the window display and chewing her nails. When I stepped out to get a cappuccino from the café next door, she returned my smile fearfully before scurrying off. She kept to the shadows, looking behind her from time to time. Like a stray cat, I thought with a rush of pity. Used to being driven away.


 


That evening, visited by loneliness, I extracted my address book from my handbag and tried the number of a friend from music college I’d not spoken to for years, only to be told she had moved away, whereabouts unknown. Next I called a fellow brass player in South London, then a woman from the concert promoters I was friendly with, but it was Saturday night and no one, it seemed, was in except me.


As I leafed through the dog-eared pages, I was struck by the realisation that I had too easily let old friendships lapse. I had hardly anyone left at all.


I reached ‘P’ and saw my old schoolfriend Jo Pryde’s name. Eleven Rochester Mansions, her parents’ flat, was still the only address given. But then I hadn’t seen Jo in years, so she probably wouldn’t have bothered telling me if she had moved. I thought about ringing the number, but imagined a stilted conversation with one of her parents. Perhaps too much time had passed. I hadn’t contacted her since I left school, dropped her along with everyone else since I began my peripatetic working life. I felt bad about it now, but it had seemed necessary to get away then, to cut my ties and launch out on my own.


I gave up trying to track down friends and instead went upstairs to pack a bag of Dad’s things to take with me when I visited the hospital tomorrow.


His bedroom had a sad, abandoned air. I’d placed the gold angel brooch on his bedside table, next to the photograph of me, aged twelve, sitting on a Welsh pony, taken on a rare holiday near Aberystwyth. This photo was the only truly personal item on display. There was one picture on the wall–a framed print of an Alma Tadema painting–unnaturally pale women bathing in a Classical setting, the waters of the pool a storybook blue. Perfectly executed, but I always thought Alma Tadema’s work chilly, devoid of emotion. Perhaps that was why Dad liked it, for he, too, betrayed little of his feelings. And yet I knew that he wasn’t a cold man. It was rather that he had locked his feelings away.


There were no photographs of my mother, a lack I had brooded upon since I was very young. I simply didn’t remember her, and Dad made sure there was nothing around the flat to remind me. He hardly ever mentioned her and would deflect any questions about her. Once, at suppertime, I mentioned a friend at primary school who had a birthday on Christmas Day. ‘It’s so mean,’ I said. ‘Some people still only give her one present.’ I was horrified to see anguish cross his face.


‘That’s what your mother complained about,’ he mumbled, putting down his knife and fork. ‘Christmas Day was her birthday, too. She was upset when I did that once. Gave her one present, I mean.’ He stared at the food I’d cooked for him, lost in misery. Then, as though I wasn’t there, he got up slowly, scraped the food into the bin and left the room. Sitting alone at the table I let the unseen tears drip down my face, knowing I’d said the wrong thing but not sure why I should bear the blame.


I only learned something of how she’d died by listening at doors. When I was in my first year of senior school we had a visitor at home, a rare event in itself. It was Mrs Webb, my form teacher, who came to see Dad after he refused to sign the form allowing me to go on a week’s field trip in the Peak District. He seemed worried about letting me go away for so long. ‘She’s all I’ve got,’ I overheard him tell Mrs Webb from my hiding-place outside the living-room door, and I glowed with pleasure at what I took to be evidence of his love. I wouldn’t have minded not going on the trip if it was because he couldn’t stand to be without me. But what they discussed next was unsettling.


Mrs Webb asked what had happened to my mother. ‘An accident when Frances was small.’ Dad’s voice drifted to me, almost inaudibly. ‘She died in hospital. I haven’t talked about it to my daughter; it would only upset her.’


Where, how and when the accident had happened Dad didn’t volunteer, but Mrs Webb persuaded him to sign the form and was sensitive enough not to ask any more questions.


My mother. I yearned to know more, but was not sure how to find out. Out of respect for Dad I hadn’t liked to try.


Though I couldn’t remember her, I always felt her absence keenly. ‘Make a card for Mother’s Day,’ some teacher would say, before noticing my confused expression and stuttering with embarrassment, ‘Er, how about for a g-grandmother, Frances?’ while the other children stared at me curiously.




Sometimes as a child I’d lie on the borders of sleep and try to remember something–anything–about her, but I couldn’t. Occasionally, I’d be caught unawares by the pattern on a dress or a whiff of a particular perfume…but I could never catch the coat-tails of the memory before it was gone.


Once, when I was about ten, I dredged up the courage to ask Dad what my mother had looked like and he said, ‘Like you,’ which pleased me. But he couldn’t look at pictures of her, he added. It made him too sad. At the time I accepted this. It didn’t occur to me that I had any rights in the matter. By my mid-teens, however, I became angry, mutinous, told myself I hated him–for clearly, any sadness I might have didn’t count!


Not long afterwards I discovered a photograph album full of pictures of me, first as a baby, then as a fat laughing toddler. There were blanks in the album where, here and there, photos had been torn out. Photos of my mother, I supposed. I had to content myself with learning about her in parts–her arms cradling me, a graceful pair of legs visible where she stood behind me as I staggered my early steps, wavy dark hair, a pair of lips curving above my baby curls.


Then, one day, a few months later, I struck gold. I was becoming interested in Dad’s work, was teaching myself art history out of the many books he kept in the flat. I lifted an outsize volume on Edward Burne-Jones down from a high shelf and opened it. On the title page was inscribed:




To my own darling Edward on his birthday.


All my love, Angie, 29 March 1963.





I turned the pages wonderingly, feeling the precious weight of this evidence of my parents’ love for one another, until I reached a series of angel paintings. There, sandwiched between one named Faith and another called Hope, lay a small black and white photograph of a woman’s face. I’d know those smiling lips anywhere, that cascade of hair.


I replaced the photo between the pages and slid the book under my bed, taking pleasure in the fact that I slept with it there every night. When I left on tour for the first time I had moved the book for safety to a shelf in my wardrobe. After I’d packed Dad’s hospital bag I went to check. The book was still there. I sat on the bed to study the photograph.


It was a studio shot taken at a three-quarter angle, the light falling softly on her upturned face. I suspected some touching up, since her skin was so flawless, though no one could deny that she was lovely, the long dark hair cut into a heavy fringe at the front, as was the fashion in 1963. It was the style of photo you see in concert or theatre programmes, and it occurred to me that I’d never properly considered what she did before she became my mother. To me she’d always first and foremost been my mother, never a person in her own right, with her own story.


 


How can I describe the isolation of my childhood? My father loved me, I knew that in the way he looked after my every physical need, his protectiveness. Later he showed it in the thorough training he gave me in the workshop, gradually giving me more responsibility, letting me serve in the shop, create my own design commissions, which he would soberly carry out, giving me the credit with the customers when he might have kept it for himself.


On the one hand, I trusted him, looked up to him, but as for what was going on in his mind those days when he seemed dragged down in depression or snapped at me irritably, I could never discover. I learned not to ask questions. It might have been different if I’d had a brother or sister with whom to share this burden of loneliness, even another grown-up who might take an interest, but Dad had been an only child himself, his parents both dead before I was born, and if my mother still had any living relations, well, we had lost touch. I knew no grandmother to make a Mothering Sunday card for. I used to make one for Dad instead.


I remembered him as proud, dignified, always well turned out. Under his work overalls he’d always wear a shirt and tie, and his leather shoes were kept polished. Even at sixty, it was obvious why women might be attracted to him. His deepset eyes had a faraway, unreadable look, his low, well-spoken voice hinted at untapped passion. With his physical presence–he was over six feet tall–and his obvious standoffishness he was someone people took notice of–and treated with wariness.


I believe he never looked at another woman after my mother. He threw himself into the design and creation of beautiful stained glass with complete and utter absorption, always aiming for the highest standards. It was with his craft that he and I came to have something in common. We could talk about the whereabouts of obscure church stained-glass windows for hours; his memory was phenomenal. His other great interest was classical music, and it was he who insisted that I learn first the piano and then an orchestral instrument of my choice. He seemed faintly surprised when I decided on brass, but he paid for the lessons and came to every concert I was in at school, though he would spare me no criticism afterwards until I would almost wish he hadn’t come. On any more personal or emotional aspect of my upbringing, he said little or nothing. I never remember him saying he loved me.


Dad was plainly jealous of boyfriends. I was sixteen when a fellow horn player in the local schools’ orchestra plucked up courage to ask me out. I was so astonished that anyone had breached my shyness that I said yes. We went to the cinema once or twice, and to a concert, but the relationship faltered after Dad insisted on Alan picking me up from the house so he could meet him. Dad was surly and Alan meek and over-awed, so the poor boy seemed diminished in my eyes and I finished the relationship soon after. Still, wary of Dad, I declined to bring anyone home after that and so began my habit of conducting my affairs deliciously in secret.


I mustn’t exaggerate the difficulties. Much of the time Dad and I got along well enough. So what was it that finally caused me to seal myself off and seek a separate life from him? The patterns laid down in childhood, the ebbs and flows of relationships, are not always easy to put into words, but I’ll try.


I suppose I became more aware of the spreading pool of silence and deception between us. As I grew up and sought new experiences, I had to conceal so much from him–as he had always concealed things from me. I resented his unhappiness about me growing up, his own obstinate refusal to embrace change. So even if we hadn’t quarrelled so badly when I was eighteen, I think leaving would have been inevitable. Going away was what I had to do then, just as now I’d had to come back.















Chapter 3




What angel nightly tracks that waste of frozen snow.


Emily Brontë, The Visionary










The next morning I woke as I had every Sunday throughout my childhood to the sound of church bells rippling from near and far across the city. During my walk to the hospital to visit Dad, the single clear bell of St Martin’s tolled an insistent summons to worship.


I found my father propped up on pillows, staring out of the window with a sad unfocused gaze. It was appalling to see how one side of his face sagged. At least he was awake, and when I caught his attention, it surely wasn’t my imagination that his eyes seemed to brighten.


I brought out his washing kit, clean pyjamas, a dressing-gown. I’d even put in an adventure novel by an author he loved, thinking I could read to him when he was up to it. How long might that be? I placed it on the bedside cabinet next to the jar of freesias.


At the bottom of the bag, my hand closed over a wad of tissue paper. I hesitated, then unwrapped the blue and gold brooch and held it out.


‘Is this yours?’ I asked him.




His eyes told me yes–the anxiety clear in them.


‘Is it special?’


An anguished sound in his throat was his answer.


‘Don’t try to talk,’ I said swiftly. ‘I won’t leave it here, it might get stolen. I’ll keep it safe at home.’


I cast around for another topic of conversation. The man in the next bed cried out suddenly in his sleep, like a child having a bad dream.


‘We’re getting on beautifully at the shop,’ I ventured, trying to moderate my false brightness. ‘I’m finishing that window for you.’ That was to be my task that afternoon. ‘And Zac’s working on a beautiful sunset. I sold some glass yesterday.’ I rushed on now, telling him anything that came to mind. About the ginger-haired woman who had browsed so long, the lampshade I’d mended, that Anita who ran the café had asked after him.


His eyes eventually fluttered shut. I waited a few minutes, but he had sunk into a deep sleep. Putting the brooch safely away again in my handbag, I bent to press my lips against his cheek. How many years was it since I had last done that? He smelled strongly of hospital soap.


I wanted to ask about his progress, but there was no sign of a doctor. On my way out I consulted the staff at the nurses’ station and was told to ring in the morning when Mr Bashir would be on duty.


Only as I left the hospital did I remember that I hadn’t told Dad about the Reverend Quentin’s mysterious discovery or our proposed visit to St Martin’s.


 


After a snack lunch, I examined the paperwork for the Celtic window, checking the exact dimensions required. Then I measured the panel Dad had assembled and made some slight adjustments before soldering everything together and cementing it. I was quite pleased with the result. I didn’t seem to have lost my touch at all. Whether this would happen with my tuba was a different matter. I went upstairs that very minute to take it out of its case, and spent a pleasant hour taking it apart, cleaning it thoroughly, oiling the valves and playing a few exercises.


Late in the afternoon, I went out for a walk, up past the Home Office and on to Parliament Square. Dad and I often used to go this way, and sometimes he’d explain what the area used to look like. ‘Where we live was once orchards,’ he’d say. Or, ‘In Victorian times the Royal Aquarium stood on the site of that hotel.’


On the way back today I passed St Martin’s Church, where evening service was clearly underway. I studied its exterior with new interest. A stone over the porch proclaimed its foundation in 1851. When exactly might Minster Glass have made the windows? Who was the artist, I wondered, as I made my lonely way home. I ought to find out.


Dad had always been meticulous about researching such jobs, and I knew it would be important at some point for us to find the original paperwork in order to establish the materials and processes we would need to use in any properly conducted restoration. There were strict rules in place about these matters now. Conservation–stopping further deterioration–was the watchword. Restoration processes had to be documented, non-intrusive and reversible.


Minster Glass had been in business since 1865. I had known that since my early teens, that far-off time when I’d been content, homework permitting, to help Dad in the shop, learning the techniques of glass-cutting, painting, leadwork and using copper foil, and hearing anecdotes about the shop’s history. It wasn’t long before I recognised with ease the different kinds of potmetal glass and could calculate the amount of lead required to complete even a complicated design. I knew my grandfather lent his services during the glazing of the new Coventry Cathedral after the war. That, going further back, his grandmother ran Minster Glass after my great-great-grandfather died falling from scaffolding.


The books, papers and files that filled our flat to overflowing represented most of the paperwork documenting the firm’s history–though only Dad knew where everything was. Somehow it had survived damp and the Blitz, the transition from father, or mother, to son to grandson. Dad had converted the huge attic into extra office space after Grandad died, several years before I was born. There, along with much else, he kept the original cartoon drawings and handwritten Day Books that listed every job the firm had ever undertaken.


A year ago, Zac persuaded him to install a computer in the office downstairs. However, Dad still liked to keep up his Day Books, recording the nature of each job in a flourish of loopy black letters. ‘Much quicker than waiting for this booting up nonsense,’ he grumbled when I spoke to him a couple of months ago from Paris after one of his dizzy spells.


When I returned from my walk I climbed the wrought-iron spiral staircase and pushed open the fire door into the attic. It opened with a little sigh.


Through the skylight the setting sun bathed the boxes and filing cabinets, filling the huge room from boarded floor to sloping ceiling in an orangey glow. I switched on the single light bulb and the long black line of Day Books on their deep wall shelves loomed into focus.


Where the two earliest volumes should have been there was a gap. After a moment I spotted them on Dad’s mahogany desk, amongst the books, papers and cardboard folders arranged in piles across the leather top.


One Day Book lay open. When I pulled it towards me, another cloth-covered book was revealed underneath, the pages, relieved from the weight, fanning up suddenly. They were filled with Dad’s distinctive black handwriting.


I picked up this curious new find and turned to the front page. There was a title there in printed capitals, carefully underlined. Reading it, I was amazed. Dad hadn’t told me that he was engaged in writing a history of Minster Glass. I flipped open a page at random and a familiar name caught my eye:


During January 1870, Mr Ashe was requested by the patron, Lady Faulkham, to create three windows for the North Chancel of St Barnabas’s Church in Wandsworth, the theme to be The Last Supper. He immediately wrote to Edward Burne-Jones asking him to submit designs. The artist supplied some within two weeks but a letter from Lady Faulkham reveals that she took exception to the faces…


The firm had actually tried to commission Edward Burne-Jones, my favourite artist! I hadn’t known that before.


I pulled out a thin torn cardboard folder from a stack on the desk and looked inside. It contained drawings for a triptych of saints. In the file underneath I found bills and letters all fastened together in a yellowing age-curled wodge. Dad had clearly been doing his homework. I flicked through his notebook once more and scanned the opening page.


The first date mentioned was May 1865 when one Reuben Ashe set up the firm. But Dad had gone further back in time, tracking Ashe’s career up to this point. It was some pages before he returned to the progress of the new business in Greycoat Square. I jumped to the place in the book where he had last laid down his pen.


Although the thick notebook was half-filled he had only reached…no, it couldn’t be. A moment passed before I appreciated the coincidence. I looked again. Dad had reached 1880 and the last paragraph he had written concerned the very building Zac and I were going to see, St Martin’s Church. Then I remembered Jeremy Quentin’s letter, the reference to discussions they’d had, and saw that it wasn’t so surprising after all.


I read on.


The subscription to build St Martin’s Westminster had been raised by a benefactress keen to minister to those thousands of the godless poor who huddled in their rookeries in the shadows of Westminster Abbey and the Houses of Parliament, under the disdainful noses of the rich and powerful.


Its great East Window, a powerful Crucifixion scene, was designed for Minster Glass by Charles Kempe in 1870, replacing a pattern-book Nativity that by this date was considered workaday and old-fashioned. Then, in 1880, the rector, a Mr James Brownlow, had the opportunity to order new windows for the Lady Chapel…


Frustratingly, the account ended here, though Dad had pencilled a couple of queries in one margin. Check when Burne-Jones worked for Morris & Co. was one. Who was Laura Brownlow? was another.


I pulled the Day Book over, intending to cross-reference some of the entries. The East Window, it turned out, had been commissioned by a Reverend Truelove in 1870. It took me a while longer to find the others. Here they were in April 1880: Two leaded lights for St Martin’s Westminster, ordered by Mr Jas. Brownlow, subjects to be discussed. But that was all.


I regarded the piles on the desk thoughtfully. Somewhere in these mounds of paper would be useful information. I began to sort through the dusty files, taking care not to disturb the order they were in. Nothing of obvious relevance rose to the surface and since I wasn’t sure what I was looking for anyway, I soon gave up.


Turning off the light I took Dad’s notebook down to the living room, where I curled up in the chair by the window and began to read.


Reuben Ashe, I learned, had started the firm in a modest way at a time when coloured glass was all the rage again. A rash of church-building had fuelled a newfound Victorian obsession with the medieval. Dad described small restoration projects, modest commissions for public halls, then a church window or two over the river in Vauxhall, several for the chapel of a large country house in Essex, a triptych for a City guildhall.


The firm grew quickly in size and reputation until it occupied the adjoining building–where the café was now. By mid-1870, Dad wrote, Ashe employed ten men on and off, and many larger jobs were being requested–leadwork for the new suburban churches and public buildings being relentlessly rolled out across the green fields beyond London. They bought their glass from manufacturers like James Powell in the East End.


Dad described many of these commissions in meticulous detail. Too meticulous, I thought fondly as I turned the pages, remembering his favourite aphorism: the devil is in the detail. Any reader unacquainted with the trade would quickly weary of the lists of materials, the quoted letters from architects. I thought of him sitting up in his attic alone for hour upon hour, like Mr Casaubon in Middlemarch, filling the lonely hours with endless research into the dusty past. Perhaps I was wrong about him being lonely, but even so the thought made me feel even more guilty that I had seen so little of him over the last eleven or twelve years.


The paragraphs about the Crucifixion window were interesting. Minster Glass had been paid to use the best antique glass, no expense spared, and the splendid result had led to many more church commissions. I wondered what designs the Victorian Reverend Brownlow had requested. Well, I’d find out tomorrow. I was surprised to realise how much I was looking forward to the visit.















Chapter 4




Angels are intelligent reflections of light, that original light which has no beginning. They can illuminate. They do not need tongues or ears, for they can communicate without speech, in thought.


John of Damascus, Exact Exposition of the Orthodox Faith










‘Did you know Dad was writing a history of the firm?’ I asked Zac’s back view on Monday morning, in between bursts of noise from the electric grinder. Having cut all the pieces for his sunrise window, Zac was filing rough edges.


‘He told me, yes,’ said Zac, pausing briefly in his task. He was no more friendly this morning than he’d been on Saturday, and it was really beginning to irritate me.


‘Has he been doing it for long? He doesn’t seem to have got very far.’


‘A few months maybe, I’m not sure.’ The grinding started up once more.


‘Zac!’ I said, raising my voice. The grinding stopped.


‘Mm?’ he said, without turning round.


‘Zac, do stop a moment and listen. I’ve been thinking.’ I knew I sounded nervous. ‘I will stay and help you here–at least until Dad gets a bit better. But I can’t leave my music for too long.’ My speech lacked conviction. I cursed myself, for I’d lain awake half the night settling all this in my mind.




Zac finally turned to face me, but as he was wearing safety goggles I couldn’t discern his expression. Suddenly he ripped them off, tossing his head to free the strap from his dark curls. His eyes met mine and I was shocked at the fury in them.


‘Then I suppose you’ll be off and we won’t see you again till kingdom come.’ His words were like a dash of cold water.


‘Don’t be silly,’ I snapped back. ‘Why are you so angry? You must see the sense of what I’m saying.’


‘You can do what you damn well like. It’s not up to me, is it?’


‘What’s not up to you?’ How dare he be so rude?


‘When you come, when you go. It’s just that your dad’s managed on his own for too long. He hasn’t been well for years.’


‘He hasn’t been on his own. He’s had you.’


Zac rolled his eyes and said, ‘You’re being obtuse, excuse my plain-speaking. I’m not talking about work. He needs family, Fran. He needs you. You should have been around more. I’ve tried to do my bit, keeping an eye on him, but it isn’t easy. It’s not my place to remind him to take his medication or to nag him to eat properly.’


So that’s why he was angry. Because he thought I was an undutiful daughter. Well, he was right to some extent, but he didn’t know the background. I should have explained it to him then, but I was too angry and too proud. I’d never really talked to anyone about my relationship with my father, not even my old best friend Jo. It was all too private, too complicated.


Instead I said in a low voice, ‘You don’t understand. What about my life, Zac? I’ve done what children do. They grow up, they leave, they make their own way in the world.’


‘Yeah, but they shouldn’t just abandon their parents. He had no other family.’ He glowered at me, his hands planted on the worktop in front of him.




‘Zac, you’re overstepping the mark. Anyway, you’re a long way from Glasgow. What about your parents, then?’


‘I’m sorry I spoke so plainly. My ma died a long time ago now…twelve years. My da’s married again, someone much younger. We don’t get on particularly well, Sally and me. She doesn’t like to think Dad’s old enough to have a son in his thirties, I reckon. At any rate, he doesn’t need me. It’s not the same thing at all.’


So his family life was as lonely as mine. Still, I reckoned he didn’t have the right to lecture me about my obligations.


I tried again to put my side. ‘Zac, when you’re a musician, you have to go where the work is.’ He had an answer to that one, too.


‘You had plenty of opportunity to come home and visit between jobs. Or, I don’t know, couldn’t you have played with orchestras in London? Whatever, you’ve rarely visited in all the years I’ve worked here.’


‘Yes, I have.’


‘You haven’t been back since the Christmas before last. And before that…I can’t remember.’


Nor for the moment, could I, but that was hardly the point. I was working. Or travelling. Doing the things you’re supposed to when you’re young and building a career.


At the same time, I couldn’t deny that when I had spoken to Dad recently, he had seemed a little frail. I knew I should have made more effort to come home. Zac was right. I’d neglected Dad in the same way that I had neglected my old friends. With that moment of revelation, desolation swept over me.


I said wearily, ‘I’m here now, aren’t I? Visiting him, looking after things. And as I told you, for the moment I’ll help you keep the business afloat…’


‘And what will happen if…when,’ he corrected himself, ‘he comes out of hospital and needs looking after full-time? You know, nursing and stuff.’


‘I…’ The thought panicked me. ‘Well, of course I’d stay and help him if I could. But I wouldn’t be any good at nursing.’ The thought of looking after a chronic invalid, especially in the shabby conditions upstairs, was horrifying. ‘Listen, Zac, I don’t know, OK? I’ll have to deal with that when we come to it. But we haven’t got to that point yet, have we?’


Zac sighed. ‘No,’ he said, ‘we haven’t.’ And suddenly the fight went out of him. ‘I’m sorry. Perhaps I shouldn’t have said all that. I’m upset, that’s all. I hate seeing your dad how he is. In the hospital yesterday…He’s like a wreck of himself.’


‘I know.’ I could see the misery in Zac’s face and forgave him.


‘He’s been good to me, your dad. I suppose you could say he rescued me.’


‘Really?’ I asked, interested. Perhaps Zac saw a different side to Dad. Just then, the tinkling shop bell put a stop to further conversation. ‘Sorry, I’d better see who it is.’


‘Of course,’ he said, and returned to his grinding while I stepped into the shop to serve the customer.


 


It turned out to be a busy day, but just before five o’clock we managed to shut up shop in order to visit St Martin’s Church. Zac packed his toolkit and we set off together across the public garden to the opposite corner of the Square and Vincent Street. It felt companionable. Our discussion had definitely cleared the air.


‘Have you ever met this man we’re going to see?’ I asked him.


‘Jeremy Quentin? Never set eyes on the guy. Sounded all right on the phone.’


‘I don’t know him either, but his letter makes him and Dad seem great friends. It’s odd, isn’t it? What I think is that Dad must have been to see him about that history he’s working on. He stopped in the middle of writing a section about St Martin’s, you see.’


‘I didn’t know about their friendship either,’ he said. ‘Your dad’s never mentioned it. You know how secretive he can be.’


‘Tell me about it,’ I said feelingly. ‘Just think, maybe the history of those windows is up in the attic somewhere, waiting to be discovered. Oh, and did you realise Burne-Jones actually drew some designs for Minster Glass? Burne-Jones! Isn’t that brilliant?’


‘Oh, I know about your obsession with Burne-Jones,’ Zac said, his eyes glinting with humour. ‘Your dad’s mentioned that all right.’


I laughed, wondering what else my father had told this man. After all, for the last dozen years he’d been closer to Dad than I had. Zac had his secrets, too. What had he started to say this afternoon–about Dad rescuing him? I wanted to ask, but we’d already reached the church.


 


St Martin’s Church and its hall turned out to be linked by a lobby whose double doors onto the street were the main access to both. These doors stood open, and we walked through the lobby and right through the door that led into the back of the church. A deep peace stole over us as we passed from sunlight into gloom, the sounds of the traffic suddenly muffled. We lingered in the huge space listening to the echoey stillness, breathing the faint scent of incense that hung in the air. I wished I hadn’t worn high-heeled shoes for they clacked horribly on the tiles.


There was no sign of the Reverend Quentin, so we pottered about by ourselves, admiring the high, clear-glass windows of the nave, the pointed Victorian-gothic arches, the vaulted ceilings like great stone forest trees meeting overhead.




Memorials to lost soldier sons, to benefactors and previous incumbents decorated the cream-stone walls. Up ahead, the arched stained-glass window above the high altar drew us inexorably east.


‘That might be one of ours,’ I whispered to Zac. ‘Come on.’


Zac followed me between the carved choir stalls until we stood before the altar rail, gazing up. And were transfixed.


It was Kempe’s Crucifixion scene. Nothing unusual in the subject. But this was no bland, stylised tableau with a flaccid Christ, arms stretched as though in blessing. This communicated the full agony of the moment of death, the central figure hanging racked and exhausted. On one side, Mary His mother pleaded uselessly to a God Who didn’t seem to be listening; on the other St John gazed on in horrified pity, whilst below the plinth on which the cross stood, an hysterical Mary Magdalen was being hauled back, struggling, by bemused soldiers. The pale late-afternoon light fell on the passionate white faces. Emerald, ruby, blue and gold glowed with life. In full morning light this scene must blaze with drama. We stood for a long moment without speaking, gripped by it all.


The sound of the church door opening released us from our trance.


‘I’m so sorry to keep you both.’ The vicar’s voice, warm and vital, carried across the nave. He dumped a couple of books he’d brought onto a pile at the back of the church, flicked some light switches on and off until he was satisfied with the result and hurried down the aisle to meet us, a blue plastic folder poking out from under his arm. He laid this down on a pew.


‘There’s always something to upset one’s best-laid plans, isn’t there?’ he said, shaking our hands, his hazel eyes bright in his lively, creased face. ‘This time some girls from the homeless hostel, all up in arms about something. Fortunately Sarah, my wife, is dealing with them.’ He kept hold of my hand in both of his and looked straight into my eyes. ‘I’m most sorry to hear about your father, Miss Morrison.’


‘Fran.’ A whisper was all I could manage, moved as I was by the sadness of his expression.


‘Fran. I so value his friendship and it’s heartbreaking to think how interested he’d have been in my recent find. I particularly wanted to show him, you see.’


I wanted to ask him what it was, but he rushed on. ‘I’m so pleased to meet you at last, my dear. Edward has told me so much about you.’


He patted my hand several times in a comforting way then, recovering himself, turned to Zac. ‘Now, Mr McDuff, I suppose we must get down to business. The report, the report.’ He picked up the folder, extracted some papers from it and looked at each of us in a fatherly fashion over his glasses, as though about to deliver a sermon.


‘You perhaps know that Anglican churches are required to have a full structural inspection every five years. This is the report on the recent one. The architect has raised a question or two about the windows. I’d like you to look at the altar window first to determine its condition.’


He read out the architect’s general comments concerning wear and tear on the East Window, then he and Zac moved the heavy altar table forward. Zac stood on a chair behind it, from where he could examine the lower parts of the window, but it wasn’t high enough to see further up.


‘I meant to fetch the ladder. You wouldn’t give me a hand, would you? We’ll have to interrupt the Choral Society setting up next door.’ Zac followed him out into the lobby. I heard the door to the hall opposite open, a muffled echo of voices and a lot of banging and scraping before they returned bearing a long aluminium ladder.




A few minutes later, Zac called down from a rung halfway up, ‘There’s certainly some deterioration in the paint. See, here, by St John’s head. And down there, look at this soldier. You’re losing the details of one side of the face. But I’ve seen a lot worse than this. With luck we won’t even need to remove the glass.’


‘That’s the sort of news I need to hear,’ said the vicar.


When Zac had finished making notes in his pocket book, we pushed the altar table back into place.


‘The other windows are in here.’ The vicar opened the door to a small side chapel on the south side of the nave. ‘This is the Lady Chapel, dedicated to the Blessed Virgin, of course,’ he said, bowing his head to the small altar’s simple brass cross. A wooden statue of Mary stood to one side. She had been badly damaged at some point; a crack ran across her neck.


We looked up at the two stained-glass windows here. I barely noticed the one in the south wall, beyond registering its morass of browns and yellows. But the other, over the chapel altar, was so lovely, so poignant, it took my breath away.


As I stared, the world around me seemed to vanish.


It was the most beautiful glass picture of the Virgin and Child that I had ever seen. The infant–and this wasn’t one of those misshapen painted babies that made one doubt whether the artist had ever looked properly at a child–stood on His mother’s lap, His chubby arms around her neck. Mary held Him gently, protectively. They gazed into one another’s eyes, their faces rapt, serene. Almost, but not quite, touching. She was so absorbed in her child, it was as though cherishing Him was all that she was made for. I remembered the Mary of the Crucifixion window. Her son–a grown man, but still her child for whom she would give up everything–torn from her, mutilated, brutally killed before her eyes. The contrast was too much. But there was something else the image stirred in me, some sharp longing for my own mother.




‘You all right, Fran?’ Zac asked, his fingers lightly touching my shoulder.


I turned, saw both men were looking at me, puzzled. ‘It’s lovely, isn’t it?’ I stumbled out finally.


‘Remarkable,’ agreed the vicar. ‘Such a shame about this…’ he went on and I tried to drag myself back to the technical details of the window. He was pointing at Mary’s robes, where something that looked like mould was growing on the other side of the glass, over the rich flowery pattern.


‘I wonder if we should try to halt this.’


‘Definitely,’ said Zac. ‘Very curious. I’ll need to study it from the outside, when I’ve finished here.’ This time he was able to survey most of the window from the lower rungs of the ladder.


As he put away his magnifying glass and took some notes, I perused the second window.


My first impressions had been correct. Artistically speaking, it was mediocre, a Second World War memorial in browns and yellows, with a matronly Britannia dangling a sombre regimental flag. To the brave men of the parish who lost their lives fighting for their country, 1939–45 ran the gothic lettering at the base. I suppose it would have satisfied the grieving families to see it there. But possibly not moved them.


‘It was about this window that I wanted to speak to your father,’ the vicar said, coming to stand beside me.


‘Oh.’ I was disappointed. Was this what all the excitement was about? This dull old war memorial?


‘Or rather,’ he went on, ‘the stained glass that was here before.’


‘There was another window?’ I asked, my spirits instantly rising.


‘Your father thought so,’ he said. ‘And I think I’ve proved him right. Look.’ He crouched in front of the altar, lifted the white cloth and dragged out a large, sagging cardboard box, grey with grime. I grabbed one end to help, wondering what on earth could be in it.


‘Whilst he was working on the report,’ Jeremy puffed, ‘our surveyor asked us to take everything out from under the stage in the hall next door so he could access a damp patch he’d detected in the outer wall. It was quite a job–there was so much rubbish. But during the process, we found this.’


The cardboard flaps, limp with age, peeled back easily. The vicar lifted a sheet of old newspaper and we all stared inside the box.


‘What is it?’ I asked, disappointed. Surely this was just some of the rubbish he’d mentioned–a heap of twisted metal and broken glass. Then the vicar reached in with both hands and picked up a section. He held it up and suddenly I saw why he was excited. Light glinted off a line of green studded with white flowers, and what looked like sandalled toes. I was amazed. What the box contained was a shattered stained-glass window.


‘I reckon it was destroyed in the Blitz,’ said the vicar, lowering the glass back into the box. ‘There’s a date on the newspaper somewhere. Take a look.’


Zac reached for the paper, smoothed it out and read, ‘Fourteenth September, 1940. Yes,’ he said, frowning with concentration, ‘maybe that was the date it happened and someone rescued the pieces.’


I studied the paper over Zac’s shoulder. It was the front page, and I could just make out that the yellowed photograph was of firemen picking through the ruins of a bombed-out building.


‘I’ve been looking through some files,’ Jeremy rushed on, ‘but I can’t find anything useful except the paperwork concerning this Britannia that replaced it. The Mothers Union got up the subscription for it after the war.’




‘Wonder if any of your parishioners remember this old one,’ said Zac, crouching down and picking out odd pieces from the box, turning them this way and that.


‘There might be one or two, indeed,’ the vicar muttered. ‘I’ll have to ask around.’


‘I wonder if Dad knew all about it,’ I put in. ‘I don’t mean at the time–he’d only have been a little kid then–but since. He knew so much about the firm.’
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