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To Leonie,
For inspiring my stories and holding my hand in the darkness.




The unendurable oppression of the lungs – the stifling fumes of the damp earth – the clinging to the death garments – the rigid embrace of the narrow house – the blackness of the absolute Night.


Edgar Allan Poe, The Premature Burial




PROLOGUE



THE HUMMING


Sydney, 1946


The walls of St Agnes’ church were a cold, dark sandstone, aged and often damp to the touch, as though the moisture of the earth were drawn up through the veins of the rock. From the outside it stood robust and proud, but the structure was crumbling and wounded in unseen places.


On this night, the walls also seemed to shake and quiver. The rolls of thunder were still a distance away but they rumbled a warning that shook the old church and the lonely man within.


Father Peter Shroud sat at the elaborate mass of pipes and keys and switches that was the St Agnes’ church organ. The instrument gazed towards the altar over the rows of polished wooden pews from a small narthex balcony above the entry of the church. Here, under the high, wooded ceiling, the priest felt secluded and he came often to play the organ and to be alone. Yet tonight he did not play, and the calm that this place brought him was absent, leaving only a dense weight like lead cast over his bones. Father Peter held a pen, raised his shaking hand and brought the tip to a slip of paper, but the words would not come.


Only the small incandescent bulb suspended from a low lamp to illuminate the keyboard of the organ kept Father Peter from the dark. Rain rattled against the panes of the windows as irregular lightning strikes flashed the glass white and threw Peter’s jagged shadow into the nave of the church.


Silent tears fell from the priest’s eyes unchecked and dried before they reached his chin. He set the pen against the paper once more, a small dot marring the page as he drew a breath through his teeth. Then, as the priest exhaled, he began to move his hand to form the words.


His penmanship had always been fluid and smooth. But now, under the light of the sepia bulb and the sound of the rain, his hand shook and turned his writing into quivering scratches. Still, with each word his pace grew, purging and desperate, the sentences accelerating out of him. The flat space at the edge of the organ’s keyboard was narrow and he had to manoeuvre the paper awkwardly to continue to write. He shifted his weight on the hard wooden stool and leaned down lower over the page.


The words came faster and the lines of his pen became more irregular but he did not stop, making no corrections nor reading what he had written. Outside the storm built, the space between shadow-casting flashes and the deep, resonant thunder becoming shorter, and the rhythm urged Father Peter’s pen on all the more.


Then he heard the humming . . .


It was so soft, so blended into the sounds of the storm and the hollow ambience of the church, that it should not have been heard at all. Yet hear it he did. A humming, almost a tune, but gagged and muffled and disquieting. Subtle as the sound was, it snapped Father Peter away from his paper. He turned to look out and down into the dark chamber of the church. The paltry ball of light cast by the organ lamp was not nearly enough to push back the shadows and it was only when the lightning struck outside could the priest see, for the shortest of instants, the nave and pulpit below – empty. And now silent. The muffled humming had dissipated like a breeze.


He turned slowly back to the organ. His pen rose once more but the traces of the humming returned to his ears. There was a tiny but jarring pop as the wire filament of the light bulb snapped and the light was sucked away.


Velvet darkness wrapped round him like a blanket and, in the lull between thunder rolls, Father Peter could hear his heartbeat pounding in his temple and pushing against his chest. He slipped his hand into his coat pocket, fumbling for the box of matches that had a permanent home there with his cigarettes. His shaking hand drew the box out and, using only touch, he found his way to a stick and pressed it against the striker. A small magnesium-white flare gave way to the tiniest of amber flames, enough to bathe Father Peter’s face. The tears were dry on his cheeks and his expression was trapped between terror and despair – between resignation and desperation.


The flame wavered, fluttered by an unseen breeze. It clung hungrily to the matchstick but was snatched away. The darkness returned and so did the humming, muffled and restrained and unearthly.


Father Peter reached again for the matchbox, his hand now more urgent. His fingers pinched at a match and held it to the striker. A spark but no flame. He struck again. The tiniest of blue-white flickering but the wood did not catch. He struck a third time, carelessly and indelicately. The wooden stem of the match buckled and snapped, throwing its sulphur head to the floor.


The hum was louder now, more lyrical, almost musical, yet choked back into something discordant. The priest grabbed at a third match, fumbling with the box but catching it by force of will before it slipped away. He pressed the match against the striker just as lightning and thunder came simultaneously beyond the glass. The flaring sheet of white light through the window swallowed the tiny flame of the match and the booming of the thunder drowned out the humming that had so unsettled him. With his eyes still startled by the lightning strike he raised the solitary flame of the match up to the candles that stood in a sconce by the organ. One by one he lit them, their glow increasing incrementally as he did, the darkness slowly pushed back.


The light gave him comfort to go on, to finish what he had started.


He wrote the words he needed to say by the light of the candles and the booming of the thunder and the muffled humming that still haunted him. And when he was done he stood to his full height, back straight, like a soldier resigned to his orders. He folded the note in half, creasing a seam with his fingernail, and slipped it into the breast pocket of his coat, its corner protruding like a pocket square in a fine suit.


Taking a candle from the sconce, the priest made his way down the narrow spiral steps that wound to the floor of the church.


•  •  •


The great wide doors of St Agnes’ were thrust open like the church itself was taking a great breath, swinging wide, wind and rain drawn into the vacuum. Then, with the exhale, Father Peter emerged into the churchyard, leaning into the storm’s wind and carrying a bulky object in each arm.


The churchyard was secluded from the street by a high stone wall as though it held secrets that must be kept, while all around the church itself were the headstones of graves, some of the oldest in the city. They clustered and leaned and sprung irregularly from the ground in no discernible pattern; there were no orderly rows here. Some were simple tablets, some were raised monuments, still others were elaborate tombs – stone statues and structures creating homes for the dead.


The ground of the churchyard was uneven, undulating between the graves, sunken in places where fissures had opened up to the hollow dark beneath. How many layers down were the deceased resting? How many graves upon graves had been dug? What lay beneath the stone of the graveyard?


The compacted dirt path that led from the church doors to the gate had been rendered to mud by the rain and Peter’s simple leather shoes were caked in sludge as he walked through the storm. His coat soaked through before he had passed more than twenty paces, but he moved with unnerving purpose, his eyes downcast. As he felt the droplets abate their assault he knew that he was now under the span of the great tree. Slowly he lifted his head, his chest rising and falling with calming breaths. Despair was lead in his stomach but there were no more tears.


Before him rose up the giant fig tree that dominated the churchyard like a great sentinel. It watched over St Agnes’ church and made even the towering steeple itself seem feeble and insubstantial. Its boughs were massive and cast wide, stretching parallel to the ground. The trunk was rippling irregular ribbons of thick timber, ensuring its base was wide enough and strong enough to support such an enormous weight. Its leaves were thick and dark, creating shade that could block even the harshest sun. There was a low fence next to the great tree, made of iron and ringing the gravesite of a man long dead – the founding parish priest of the little church of St Agnes.


Father Peter set a roughly hewn wooden box down in the mud. He pressed it with both hands, squelching it into the muck to settle it in place. Then the priest removed a coil of rope from his shoulder. It was wet and smooth in his hands, thick and plaited and strong. Holding one end, he heaved the mass of the rope’s coils into the air and over the bough of the lowest branch. It was the thickest branch, its wood near to black with age and strength. The rope sailed over easily and unfurled down the other side.


Peter tied the end of the rope to the spiked iron fence of the gravesite, securing it fast with all the knots he could muster, then moved to the free end of the rope. Ensuring it was the right length, he tied an ellipse with careful hands. His shaking had passed, his hands were steady. Soon it would be over.


Father Peter of St Agnes’ church stood atop the wooden box he had set into the mud, his ankles together on the narrow platform, keeping precarious balance. He absently patted the breast pocket of his coat, the note he had tucked away there, as the noise of the rain drowned out all other sound save for the sporadic booming of thunder. It was a cacophonous din that quietened his mind as he placed the noose around his neck.


Then came the humming once more.


He should not be able to hear it through the wind and rain and tempest around him; a muffled, choking, gagging sound, though musical, lyrical, almost whimsical.


The lightning struck again, washing the churchyard in blazing white, forcing him to shield his eyes. When it passed and he lowered his hand, he saw the dark of the churchyard, the silhouettes of the gravestones and the glistening shape of something in the distance. Something shimmering and moving.


Wind whipped raindrops into Peter’s eyes and he blinked and shook his head to clear his sight. And then he saw the figure in the dark.


‘God, forgive me. I’m sorry . . .’ said the priest and kicked the box from beneath his feet as the lightning snapped the air.
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EVEN GOOD MEN HAVE DEMONS


Sydney, 1952


Looking up at the grand walls of St Andrew’s Anglican Cathedral almost made Father Christopher Moriah question whether his leaving England had been imaginary. The clouds were grey and heavy, the wind chill and dank, the weather, in almost every way, a memory of his home in London. And in the same way, the sandstone walls of the cathedral itself appeared out of place. The Gothic revival architecture, with its decorated lines and elaborate motifs, seemed a prime example of a desire to reproduce England in a place so far away. But the colour of the stone set it apart. The yellowish sandstone of the cathedral’s construction must have once been a brilliant golden colour, a hue that made it unique in England. Nearly a hundred years after its construction, the stones were muted, aged and weathered, damp creating lichen and moss that discoloured the building at its base, but that golden colour had not entirely washed away.


Christopher had come so far from the world he knew. He had not wished to come, had not asked to come, but he had accepted the task as he had always done, with a mix of loyalty and ambition. He would play his part in the church and the church would reward him.


And perhaps it was a chance to start afresh, where the memories wouldn’t follow.


Father Christopher was not a tall man, nor was he muscular or strong, but he was handsome, with cropped dark hair. He possessed a soft, comforting voice and carried a quiet determination about him, intelligence flashing in his keen brown eyes. He had been in Sydney for no longer than a day, had barely had time to rest after the long voyage, but the appointment had been specific and now he found himself passing into the great interior of the sandstone cathedral. With directions from a pretty woman who greeted him at the entrance, Father Christopher took a side door that led to the office chambers of the man he was to meet.


Everywhere he looked the dark-stained timbers were polished and gleaming, the light refracting in saturated tones. On every wall were stern and dour portraits of past bishops that surveyed Christopher as he passed by. Were the portraits there to intimidate him or compel him? Was he to become one of them or be judged unworthy by them?


The marble floor underfoot echoed with the steps of his well-heeled shoes. The sound served as the only herald of his arrival as he approached a door marked simply Dean Charles Whitmore.


Christopher drew a breath, feeling strangely nervous, and raised his knuckles to rap on the door. ‘Enter,’ came the stern reply after several heartbeats and Christopher turned the handle.


Inside the office was not grand or large but it was densely furnished. Floor-to-ceiling shelves filled with leather-bound books covered virtually every inch of wall space. A large globe suspended in a dark wood frame stood to the side, the cartography of the continents etched in brown and black. And in the centre of the room, dominating the space, was a huge wooden desk inlaid with leather. So broad was the desk that it was immediately apparent to Christopher that it could not have been manoeuvred through the narrow doorway. Had the room been built around it? Despite the size of the desk and the expanse of its surface, it was surprisingly empty of objects. Just a pen, a book – Christopher could not see the cover but assumed it was a Bible – and a dossier filled with loose sheets of paper, neatly arranged within. The piece of furniture dwarfed not only the space but also the stick-thin man seated behind it. His gaunt frame was a shapeless mass swathed in black clothes, but his bald head and angular features were attentive. Dean Charles Whitmore, the senior clergyman of the diocese, peered at Christopher over perfectly round wire-rimmed glasses perched on the end of his thin nose. His bald head tilted slightly to survey his visitor for a long moment before either man spoke.


‘Father Moriah, I assume. Moriah. Like the mount.’


Christopher was oddly confused by the staccato statement.


‘Isaac and the sacrifice? I’m sure you know the story.’ Whitmore smiled but there was no warmth in it. ‘Please. Sit.’ Whitmore nestled his hands together on the desk in a very controlled pose and looked straight into Christopher. ‘So you’re our new recruit. Fresh off the boat.’


‘Yes,’ replied Christopher, nervous under the man’s gaze.


‘A good journey, I assume. Bloody long way from merry England.’


Christopher was taken aback for a moment by the bishop’s casual manner.


‘With good books, time passes well,’ said Christopher, finding his verbal feet.


‘Indeed. I’m partial to a good book myself.’ Whitmore smiled and waved a casual hand over the book-lined walls. ‘I’m sure you’re keen to get right to work?’


‘I am. Very much so.’


‘How well have you been briefed, Christopher?’


Again he was taken off-guard by Whitmore’s informality in using only his Christian name.


‘In truth, very little. I was told there was an opportunity here in Australia. A chance to reinvigorate a needy parish. I serve where the church needs me.’


‘Indeed. Yet, if it were all as simple as that I’m certain we would not have dragged you all the way from London to take up the post . . . You were chosen to help set things right. And I’m hopeful you’ll be up to the task.’


Christopher felt as if he should respond, but the dean had a way of leaving sentences unfinished and Christopher’s engrained English manners held his replies in check.


Dean Whitmore got to his feet abruptly and strode across the room to the only part of the office walls not lined with bookshelves. He indicated that Christopher should follow.


On the wall was a large map, drafted in fine lines and detail. As Christopher drew closer he saw it was a map of the city. The patterns of streets and roads was irregular and at times haphazard. For a young city it was clearly one never truly planned or designed, but rather allowed to grow organically and rapidly.


‘It’s a diverse city. Quickly expanding. And your new home lies here . . .’ The dean pushed his bony finger at the map but held it short so as not to actually touch the paper. Christopher studied the map, following a mental line from the centre of the city to the inner suburbs of the west.


‘St Agnes. Patron saint of gardeners, virgins and rape victims.’ The dean gave a shrug as if he found that combination of causes mildly amusing. ‘Not a typical name for an Anglican parish but, nonetheless, it’s one we are committed to.’


Almost as if he had been speaking to himself and without looking at Christopher, the dean returned to his desk. Christopher followed, and only after he sat did the dean lock eyes with him.


‘Perhaps you know this already, but there has been a great deal of upheaval for the people of this parish. You are but the latest of several priests to take up the role. Alas, there have been failures.’


‘Failures?’


‘It is a poor area, with all the troubles that come with poverty. Alcohol, gambling, drugs, prostitution – of every kind. Several of your predecessors over the past six years have been, shall we say, unable to manage such demands.’


The dean leaned forwards, his eyes spilling over the rims of his spectacles. ‘But you come with a great deal of promise and, might I add, very high recommendations from your superiors in London.’


‘That is good to hear and I hope that I might prove them warranted.’


‘I have no doubt that you will. You are a pragmatist, Christopher. This is what I’m told, and it’s what I like. A realist. A modernist. Someone who is flexible. Most importantly of all, you are a cleanskin.’


‘I beg your pardon?’


The dean pressed on as if he hadn’t heard. ‘This is a very good thing, someone who brings no expectations. And believe me, the expectations of your congregation are low indeed . . . There has been enough disruption. What these people need now is spiritual security from a fresh face. Do you think you can provide that, Father Christopher?’


Christopher hesitated. ‘I believe so. I love my Church and will serve in the way it sees best for me.’


‘I believe you will,’ said Whitmore, with a nod. ‘I believe you will.’ The dean then removed his glasses with both hands, folded them carefully and placed them on the desk in a precise parallel with the edge. ‘There is, however, something more for you to administer.’ He placed a hand on the dossier that sat on the desk. He didn’t open it, but let his hand rest there as if he were about to swear on it as a Bible.


‘Affluence is coming. Your new neighbourhood is rising. War is behind us. There is hope again. There will be opportunity for all. And if all goes well, you will be a part of that opportunity.’


The dean flipped open the dossier with his finger and drew out a sheet of paper showing a map, which he rotated on the desk. Christopher leaned in to see it more clearly.


‘This is a map of the church grounds at St Agnes’.’ The dean ran his finger around the edge of the map, indicating the extent of the property. ‘Currently the cemetery takes up this space, extending down the hill. One of the oldest cemeteries in the country.’ He moved his finger to trace a different set of lines, a zone closer to the church building itself and occupying only one-quarter of the area. ‘This is to be the new extent of the churchyard.’


William looked up from the map to the dean. ‘I don’t quite understand.’


‘Deconsecration. The headstones are all being removed. The cemetery is very old, overgrown, damaged beyond repair and beyond the church’s ability to maintain it. The headstones are being removed and relocated inside this boundary of the churchyard wall. And then, major restoration work, my friend! A great deal of work. Substantial improvement to the church itself, to the steeple, to the interior. And not least of all, to the rectory and your own quarters.’


There was something about the dean’s manner that unnerved Christopher.


‘But of course these works are sensitive and they have taken some time to negotiate. The project will require your great care to not, shall we say, rock the boat. Stability. That’s the important word here. Stability and consistency. I’m hopeful that you will bring these qualities to the parish. For that is your reputation from London. You’re a man who can see the greater needs and greater opportunities.’


The dean spun the dossier around and pushed it across the desk to Christopher, who absently opened it. His eyes slipped over the papers and the name of a priest stood out as signatory on the documents, the man who began the process of restoration and deconsecration: Father Peter Shroud.


Christopher felt unsettled but could not place why. He was ambitious and, though he’d had no desire to migrate to Australia, he had been assured that seeing out the wishes of the church would afford him opportunities that might otherwise be closed to him in his homeland. And yet, he felt compelled to ask, ‘What happened to Father Shroud?’


The dean eyed him coolly for a long moment, taking the time to place his glasses back on his nose without taking his eyes off Christopher.


‘He was a good man,’ Whitmore finally said. ‘But even good men have demons. Father Peter’s were at the bottom of a bottle.’ The dean pushed himself back from the desk and rose to his feet, smoothing down his coat as he did so. The signal that the meeting was over was clear.


‘I don’t expect you have such demons lurking in you, do you, Father Christopher? Our expectations remain high.’


•  •  •


A fine drizzle coated Christopher’s jacket and made a chill seep into his skin. He stood under the branches of a huge fig tree that dominated St Agnes’ churchyard and contemplated his new home. The day was dismal but the dense canopy of the tree darkened the sky further and it felt to the priest as if night were soon to fall even though it was midday.


Christopher carried a leather suitcase in each hand, his possessions weighing his feet down in the mud as he walked the path leading to the great, heavy doors of the church. The building was somewhat asymmetrical; the steeple, narrow and thin like a stiletto dagger, was offset, as though added as an afterthought. In places scaffolding clung to the aged and blackened sandstone like tree roots, ready for the restoration and repair to coincide with the relocation of the headstones from the cemetery beyond.


Christopher put his suitcases down and turned to survey the grounds. Headstones, crosses and larger monuments and tombs jutted from the ground around the church. Irregular and ill-planned, they formed no order that he could see. The misty fog shrouded his view and he could not make out the extent of the graveyard. He left his bags, walking into the cemetery and between the grave markers. The ground was uneven under his feet, undulating in ill-trodden paths. Trees, vines, thick grass and shrubs lifted and pulled and gripped at the headstones, making easy movement between many impossible. Christopher had been told the clearing of the old cemetery was well in progress, that much debris and overgrowth had been removed to make way for the relocation and deconsecration of the outer graves. Still, the grounds seemed overrun with nature and neglect.


A few more steps and Christopher could see the high wall that separated the inner churchyard from the outer cemetery. It was made of the same sandstone blocks as the church itself, weathered with moss and other stains. He could see the relocated headstones laid up against the wall, dozens of them just in the area visible through the mist, each one lifted from its place, separated from the coffin and the body it resided over, and brought here. Some were intact, though leaning haphazardly. Others were damaged, cracked and broken, resting in pieces. Still others showed some effort of repair, brutish metal straps and pieces of iron bolted to the stone to hold it together.


Christopher took a step, meaning to inspect the headstones more closely, and the ground gave way beneath his foot. The soil crumbled into a crevice that opened up around his ankle, and he fell heavily to the ground. He felt a hollow space and an edge of cold, dank air where his leg poked through the earth.


He pulled out his leg and saw a dark recess as he shuffled back from the subsidence. Drawing himself to his feet, the priest looked to the assortment of uneven graves and stone slabs around him, each perched on the hollow, fragile foundations of countless burials in the loamy soil. What might lie beneath filled him with a chill – the very thought of being underground and removed from open air was at the heart of his deepest fears. A phobia, Christopher’s doctor had once called it, as if it were a mild malady. But there was nothing mild about the welling terror he felt at being enclosed in confined spaces, let alone underground.


The young priest turned away from the graves and the wall and the dark cleft that had opened up in the dirt. He strode towards the church and his pair of bags that stood in the mud.


The church doors were heavy as lead but unlocked. With his weight against them, he pushed them open and moved inside.


The interior of the church was draped in shadows. The windows high above were disproportionately small and the effort of the electric lights hung from the ceiling was meagre. Perfectly straight pews of polished wood ran either side of the nave, extending out under the arches that supported the ceiling. The carpet that lined the aisle was red and had once perhaps been bright and bold in hue, but was now worn and faded, threadbare in places.


Christopher left his bags behind and walked the aisle towards the altar. His footsteps made barely a sound on the carpet, yet the rustle of his clothes and the breath on his lips seemed amplified by the hard stone around him – a hissing, high ambience that made the space feel alive. He felt like opening his mouth and letting out a sound, a phrase of song, to hear the acoustics of the church, but he stayed quiet.


Nonetheless, something tuneful seemed to waft to his ear and, for the briefest of moments, Christopher thought he heard humming . . . He stopped and turned. But the sound was gone, if it had been there at all.


It was then that he spied the balcony that held the church organ above the pews. Even from this distance he could see the instrument was in poor maintenance, much like the rest of the church. The tall and tightly clustered pipes should have shone with polished reflections even in the dim light, but they were dull and tarnished. Despite this, Christopher moved quickly back down the aisle to the small narrow spiral stairs at the back of the church that led up to the balcony. Music was his great pleasure and, in his more prideful moments, he fancied his talents as a player of organ and piano.


He rose quickly up the stairs and approached the old organ to appraise its condition. The instrument looked as though it had not been played in some time. He wiped his finger over the pipes and found them well tarnished. The buttons and valves were in need of cleaning and the keys themselves were worn and loose. But the organ had been well played over many years and the thought made Christopher smile.
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