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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.’
‘That’s why I thought he’d be particularly interested, Fran. While researching his book he’d read that there was another stained-glass window here before this one. He said he’d try to find out what it was–but that was the last time I saw him.’
We looked at one another sadly. I remembered what I’d read amongst his papers. ‘I think this Virgin and Child must have been one of the windows a previous Rector commissioned in the 1880s,’ I told him.
‘Indeed. But your father thought another might have been made at the same time.’
‘And this broken one could have been it?’ Zac said. He was holding up a shard of ruby glass, which flashed gorgeously in the late-afternoon light.
‘Precisely.’
‘You’re right,’ I whispered. ‘Dad would have been fascinated to see this.’
‘How is he, poor chap?’ the vicar asked, and again I was stirred by the deep sympathy in his gaze. ‘I’d like to visit. Would that be appropriate? I’m very fond of your father. He’s an interesting man, very interesting, and a brave one.’
Brave? What did he mean by that? I said hesitantly, ‘I confess I hadn’t known you two were so friendly.’
‘Oh, we got to know one another a little recently.’
‘He’s…not an easy man to know,’ I said, wondering how much my father had told him, and the vicar caught the depth of my feeling.
‘Or to live with, I imagine,’ he agreed. ‘He’s very reserved, isn’t he? And I respected that, of course. Do you think he’s up to a visit?’
‘I’m sure he’d appreciate seeing you, but he can’t hold any kind of conversation. I’m so worried about him.’
Zac tactfully moved away, saying something about looking at the windows from the outside. He took the ladder and soon we heard him banging about, unscrewing the protective metal grilles. I talked to Jeremy about Dad’s condition for a while, then we both went out to help.
When Zac had finished and put the ladder away again, we all found ourselves back in the Lady Chapel.
The vicar said, ‘You know, I’ve been pondering an idea. There’s been a recent bequest we might be able to use for work on the broken window. Stained glass is important. The windows are such an aid to worship, I find. In medieval times, coloured glass was said to inspire visions of ecstasy.’
I glanced again at the Virgin and Child, thinking of the agony of the Crucifixion window, how each scene represented a different side of perfect love, and saw his point. No one, surely, could contemplate these pieces and remain unmoved.
‘If you would take the box,’ Jeremy asked us, ‘and see what you make of its contents, that would be marvellous. Find out what it is, for a start. Of course, if you thought it possible to restore, we’d need to consult the Parochial Church Council and the diocese. The red tape’s such a bother when you’re dealing with church property…’ He trailed to a halt, gazing down at the box. I guessed we were all thinking the same thing. Was this game worth the candle? Could we really transform this mess of glass and lead into something whole and beautiful?
‘Well, we can at least give you an idea of what it is,’ I said, ‘and go from there.’
‘Yes, indeed,’ said the vicar feelingly.
‘You don’t have anything that would help us, do you? Pictures, for instance–old guidebooks to the church?’
‘I’ll hunt about. But I haven’t ever seen anything.’
I imagined what might be lying somewhere amidst the files in Dad’s paper-filled attic. The thought of tackling them didn’t fill me with joy.
Zac looked at his watch and cleared his throat pointedly. ‘Do you think we’ve seen enough for today?’
I nodded. He bent down to close up the box, then tried to lift it. ‘Oh, don’t do that, for goodness sake,’ said the vicar. ‘It took two of us to carry it in from the hall.’
‘What worries me is the box collapsing,’ said Zac. ‘Tell you what, I’ll come by with the van tomorrow.’ The two men agreed a time, then they eased the box back under the altar and the vicar straightened the cloth.
‘I’ll say goodbye here,’ Jeremy said. ‘I’ve some things to sort out in the vestry.’
It was after six, and for a while we had become aware of activity out in the lobby. People were beginning to arrive in some number, passing into the hall opposite.
Zac and I were leaving when he said, ‘You go ahead. I’ve left my notebook,’ and returned to the chapel.
Deciding to wait, I drifted to the door of the church to see what was going on. Someone was playing flourishes of chords on a piano in the hall. The lobby was full of people. No one took any notice of me standing inside the door.
‘We pay our subscription to Dominic. He’s the secretary,’ one florid-faced City type was instructing another. ‘He lends us the music. Some people already have their own, of course. The Dream is such a popular piece.’
‘I’ll borrow it this term, since I’m new to all this,’ said the second man.
It must be the Choral Society the vicar had mentioned. So they were rehearsing The Dream of Gerontius, one of Elgar’s most famous works and, as with his Cello Concerto, a favourite of mine. I moved into the doorway in order to see better.
Somebody said, ‘Franny, is that you?’
A young woman with messy fair hair, in baggy cargo pants and a smock top, had entered the lobby. I couldn’t see her face clearly against the light for a moment, but I’d know that voice anywhere. And no one else had ever called me Franny.
Chapter 5
Beside each man who’s born on earth, a guardian angel takes his stand, to guide him through life’s mysteries.
Menander of Athens
‘Jo! What are you doing here?’ I cried.
I saw her familiar smile, the one that enlivened her whole face, and it was as though I’d last met her yesterday.
People were pushing past us, muttering about the crush, so we moved outside onto the path. For a second or two we stared at one another nervously, but then she opened her arms and I leaned forward to hug her tightly. Considering my reluctance to ring her last night, I was surprised by how good it felt to see her again.
‘You haven’t changed a bit,’ I said, looking her up and down. People say that lightly, but this time it was almost true. The same rounded figure, the same frizzy strawberry-blonde hair, resistant to brush or conditioner, the same freckled complexion, untouched by make-up–in short, the same Jo.
‘Nor have you,’ she said, slightly less convincingly, and we both knew that when we had last met, a dozen years ago, I had been very different, a shy, awkward creature with bitten nails, interested only in music and art, hardly able to open my mouth to strangers. And now…well, let’s just say that twelve years had taught me more about presenting myself than how to tie a scarf artfully. I still bit my nails though.
‘What have you been doing with yourself?’ she asked. ‘The last I heard, you were at music college. Your dad said you were doing ever so well.’
I recalled with guilt that she had written me several letters and postcards from university and I’d not replied to any of them. Which one had she gone to? Sussex? I couldn’t remember, except that she’d long hoped to become a social worker. Always wanting to bind up wounds, was our Jo, always genuine in her desire to do good.
‘I called at the shop once or twice over the years, you see,’ she said, her innocent blue eyes focused on my face, ‘but he always said you were away.’
‘I’ve been working freelance, playing with any orchestra that needs me,’ I explained. ‘I must have taken that tuba round the world several times.’
‘That explains it then,’ she said, shrugging. ‘Well, you always wanted to travel.’
Just then, Zac shoved his way out through the crowd. He glanced at Jo and, realising we were talking, mumbled, ‘See you tomorrow.’ Then he strode off, toolbag slung over his shoulder, in the direction of Vauxhall Bridge Road.
‘Who’s that?’ Jo asked, staring after him.
‘Just Zac,’ I said. ‘Dad’s assistant. The vicar asked us to look at the windows in the church. So what are you doing with yourself these days?’
‘Oh, I work at St Martin’s Hostel.’ This was the place for young homeless women the vicar had mentioned, back down the road, past the church. ‘I’m one of the wardens.’
‘Do you live in?’
‘Oh no,’ she said. ‘That would be a bit much. I’m still at Mum and Dad’s flat actually. They’ve got a place in Kent now but wanted to keep on Rochester Mansions as Dad still comes up to London a fair bit. I feel a bit old to be living at home still but, well, it makes sense with what I’m paid.’
‘I’m at home again, too,’ I said to reassure her, and told her about Dad’s illness.
‘Gosh, that’s awful,’ she said. The strength of feeling in her voice caught me unawares. ‘If I can help at all…’
‘Of course,’ I said hoarsely. ‘Thanks.’
Someone behind us called out, ‘Isn’t that the new bloke coming up the road now?’ We all craned our necks, but I didn’t know who we were looking at, for the street was so busy.
‘I’m sorry, Fran,’ said Jo. ‘The conductor’s here. I’d better queue up, get my music.’
‘What’s the choir?’ I asked.
‘St Martin’s Choral Society. It’s only the second year I’ve been, but I love it. We have two concerts a year in the church. The next one’s in December. Ben’s the new conductor–the old one had to retire. Listen, why don’t you join? We’re doing The Dream, and I know we need another soprano. You’re a soprano, aren’t you?’
‘Yes, but I’m not sure I can commit to something like that at the moment.’ It was tempting though. Although I’m an instrumentalist I’ve always loved singing. ‘Can I think about it? How long’s the rehearsal, anyway?’
‘Two hours. Starts at six-thirty and some of us go to the pub after. Why don’t you give it a try today? Everyone’s really friendly.’
‘Hi, Ben,’ someone called out. ‘Good summer?’
A man had turned in at the gate and I looked at him with interest. He was youngish, with very fair skin, a mane of wheat-coloured hair and finely moulded features. His was a face I’d seen somewhere before–in Italian Renaissance paintings. Yes, he would be a perfect Botticelli angel. There was an air about him that drew people’s attention.
‘Ben, hello,’ Jo called out as he went by. He stopped, turned, looked enquiringly at her. She said a little breathlessly, ‘I’m Jo, you won’t know me. I’ve got another soprano for you here. This is Fran, an old schoolfriend of mine.’
Ben studied her solemnly. ‘Jo,’ he said, taking her hand. ‘Of course I remember you.’ She reddened and I smiled to myself at his studied charm.
Close up, I saw Ben was slightly older than I’d initially thought, more my own age, thirty. His skin had lost the glow of extreme youth and there were faint shadows under his eyes. But, if anything, that gave him a down-to-earth look that made him even more attractive.
‘Fran,’ he said, looking deep into my eyes for a second, and now it was my turn to be disconcerted.
‘I haven’t quite decided…’ I started to say, but he hurried on.
‘Great to see you. Do sing with us tonight. Speak afterwards maybe. The audition’s not at all scary, promise.’ And he swept on by. As though submitting to a higher presence, the throng parted to let him through. I felt disturbed and fascinated in equal part.
‘Well…’ I said to Jo, the decision apparently made for me.
‘So you’ll come?’ she said, her face eager. ‘There’ll be the audition, of course, but I can’t see you having any problems there, Fran. After all, I got through and Miss Logan once told me my voice was like bricks in a mincing machine.’
I laughed, remembering the elderly aristocratic music teacher who ran our Junior Choir.
Did I want to join a choir? It was quite a commitment. I thought of the alternative. Going home, another evening on my own. OK, why not? After all, I needn’t come back if I didn’t like it.
I followed Jo back into the lobby.
‘Dominic, hi, how are you? This is a friend of mine from school–Fran,’ Jo said to a big, smiley, round-faced man with fair baby curls and a tailored suit, who was sitting behind a trestle table on which music scores were stacked. ‘I’ve just bumped into her after twelve years. Isn’t that amazing?’
‘Delighted to meet you, Fran,’ Dominic said, standing up politely to shake my hand, his blue-eyed gaze as direct and guileless as Jo’s. He wrote down my name and phone number, and handed me a copy of The Dream with a little flourish. Then he said to Jo with deliberate casualness, ‘Are you up for a drink afterwards?’
‘Oh yes,’ she said, ‘of course.’
‘And you as well, Fran?’ he added politely. I smiled and nodded non-committally.
The small hall was three-quarters full of chairs. The rest of the space in front of the tiny curtained stage was occupied by a grand piano and a podium for the conductor. I guessed there were as many as sixty or seventy people in the room, divesting themselves of jackets and cardigans, stowing bottles of water under chairs, looking through their music or chatting to friends they hadn’t seen since the previous term. Jo and I found some free seats in the back row of the second soprano section and we talked about her work and news of old schoolfriends, until a woman in front turned round and attracted her attention. After Jo introduced me, I sat quietly as they swapped news, pretending to find my way around the familiar music, but all the time keeping an eye on the fascinating Ben, who had now climbed his podium and was adjusting his music stand.
Ben seemed oblivious to the roomful of people as he flicked the pages of his score impatiently, tapping out different time beats to himself and scribbling little pencil marks here and there. He had removed his jacket and tie and, with his shirt open to the second button and the sleeves rolled up to his elbows, he appeared boyish once more. His wavy hair curling over the turned-up collar glinted golden against the white of the shirt.
A quick exchange of words with the pianist, a slight, grey-haired man Jo referred to as Graham, then suddenly Ben was ready. He stood calmly, frowning at a couple of latecomers who were sneaking in stagily at the back. Then he began to speak, and I only half-listened to his words as the soft musical timbre of his voice, the precise rendition of consonants, charmed me. He was so poised, so elegant to watch.
‘Right, The Dream of Gerontius,’ he said, and everyone immediately quietened. ‘We’ve only what, twelve rehearsals, and a lot of material to get through. So if you’re tempted to miss a rehearsal for any reason, then the message is don’t. It’s a big concert for us and I can’t afford anything less than total commitment.’ He looked round the room, but instead of seeming offended at this forthright approach, many people were nodding in earnest agreement.
‘How many of you have sung this before?’ He surveyed the sprinkling of raised hands. ‘About a quarter. OK. For those who don’t know, it’s Elgar’s most famous choral piece. Indeed, together with the Messiah and Elijah, it’s one of the most popular pieces for choirs. However, that only means the audience will know it and will have high expectations of our performance.
‘Just to give you a bit of background, Gerontius was first performed in 1900. Elgar put his absolute all into the composition, and indeed famously wrote that it represented the best of him. Unfortunately, for several reasons, the first performance was a complete disaster, something I certainly don’t plan to repeat.’ I admired Ben’s timing. He didn’t wait for the laughter to die down but went on. ‘The Dream is a musical setting of Cardinal Newman’s famous poem about man’s passing through the unknown that lies beyond death, the greatest of heroic journeys.
‘We’ll start on page eleven with the “Kyrie”. Semi-chorus, put up your hands so I can see you, please. Good. Crispin here,’ he indicated a tall thin tenor with a long neck, ‘has kindly agreed to be Gerontius for us during rehearsals. I am delighted to say that, having severely twisted the arm of my friend Julian Wright, I have got him to agree to take the role at the concert for a fraction of his usual fee.’ There was a muttering of appreciation at this, as there should have been, for landing Julian, a fine tenor voice, was a real coup.
‘There are a number of leitmotifs Elgar introduces in the orchestral Prelude. It’ll be important to be aware of them, and I’ll ask Graham to play the Prelude through for you now…’
Judgement, Fear, Prayer, Sleep and Despair. As Graham played through the themes, I remembered all the stages Gerontius experienced on his deathbed while we, the chorus, sang out to God to grant him mercy. Crispin led in the semi-chorus, uncertainly, with his first line, but quickly gained in confidence, and the beauty and power of the music rolled over me, caught me up. The two hours passed in a flash.
During the break, Ben asked that any newcomers requiring an audition should stay afterwards. I and the other candidate, a middle-aged Jamaican woman, waited by the piano until Ben was ready to put us through our places. She sang first, with a rich contralto voice.
‘That’s lovely, Elizabeth,’ Ben told her. ‘You’re a natural.’
She nodded delightedly, whispered, ‘Good luck,’ to me and left to catch her train.
‘See you both in the Bishop?’ Dominic called out as he went out with Jo, lugging a box of music scores, and she waved at me and said, ‘You will come, won’t you, Fran?’
All of a sudden, Ben and I were alone. He played a fanfare of chords on the piano and I warbled my way through a series of arpeggios.
‘Sorry, bit of a frog in my throat,’ I mumbled. ‘But I suppose everyone says that.’ Ben only smiled vaguely as he flicked through the book of sight-reading exercises.
‘Try this one,’ he said, passing over the book, and without waiting for him to give me a note on the piano I sang the tune he indicated without a mistake.
‘You’re a musician?’ he asked, looking intently up at me.
‘Brass player. Tuba’s my main instrument.’
‘Mmm, that’s an unusual choice.’ I was grateful that he stopped short of saying for a woman. I was all too used to people saying that, often adding, ‘Especially one as small as you,’ as though five feet two was freakish.
‘I started with the French horn,’ I told him. Then at college someone lent me their tuba to try and I found it much easier to play. The wider mouthpiece suits me better.’
His eyes rested briefly on my mouth. I went on quickly, ‘I like its role in the orchestra too.’
‘The sound underpins everything, doesn’t it?’
‘Exactly.’
‘Who d’you play for?’
I came up with a few orchestras I had performed with.
‘Who will you use for the concert?’ I asked, and he named a rather good orchestra that specialised in accompanying amateur choral societies.
‘And you’ve a lovely voice. It would be great to have you here, no problem,’ Ben said, stowing his books into an ancient briefcase. His eyes met mine again and I had the weird sense that he was looking deep into my soul. ‘Coming for a drink? I’ve got to finish up here first, if you don’t mind waiting.’
I hung about while he locked up.
‘I’m the new organist at St Martin’s,’ he said, in answer to my question about what else he did, as we walked the darkening streets towards the Bishop pub in Rochester Row. ‘Conducting the choir’s part of the job. Otherwise, I’m a pianist and take private pupils at a local school.’
Stepping out of his conductor role he had a disarming way of speaking, quite different from the maestro act on the podium. There was still something there, an edge, a slight arrogance, and I was definitely wary of that searching way he had of looking at me, but I found myself warming to him more.
‘So how come you let Jo drag you along to the choir?’ he enquired, and I explained about recently coming home and that I’d only bumped into her by accident.
‘Dad owns the stained-glass shop in Greycoat Square,’ I concluded. ‘I came to look at the windows in the church this afternoon.’
‘Ah, so you’ll have met Jeremy Quentin,’ he said. ‘What d’you make of him?’
‘He seems…nice. Is he?’
‘He’s all right.’
He didn’t sound enthusiastic, and I wondered if there was something else there behind his words. At that point we reached the pub.
He held the door open for me and his arm accidentally brushed mine as I went through. Then we were swallowed up in a warm and welcoming crowd of choir members.
I hardly saw Ben again that evening, though once I noticed him standing with two or three other men by the bar, a tall graceful figure deep in animated conversation.
Somebody in the group round a big table moved up to allow me to squash into a corner next to Jo. Dominic got up to fetch me a glass of white wine.
So there I was, in the middle of a throng of people again, friendly people, but all except Jo strangers who would no doubt forget my existence as soon as the evening ended. So many new people, all talking at once, asking me the same questions about how I knew Jo and what I thought of the choir. It was exhausting, bewildering. The wine tasted acidic and I felt panicky, wanting to be alone. Perhaps I’d been wrong to come in the first place. Maybe the choir wasn’t for me.
I stood up to leave as soon as was polite, echoing everyone’s goodbyes, kissing Jo and arranging that I would ring her during the week. When I reached the door, someone touched my arm. It was Ben. I was surprised to see him and asked him if he was leaving too, but no, he had come over specially to say goodbye.
‘We’ll see you next week, won’t we?’ Again, that soul-searching look.
‘Of course,’ I managed to say. All my previous doubts about the choir mysteriously vanished. ‘You told us not to miss any rehearsals.’
‘Wonderful,’ he said warmly. ‘It’s lovely to have you. Take care now.’
The few minutes’ walk home calmed me. Back in the safety of Minster Glass, I rejoiced in my own company. But the flat, as ever, was full of echoes. I lay on my bed thinking of Dad, probably asleep, an old man surrounded by other old men in the shiny white hospital sterility. I thought about the windows of St Martin’s Church, about seeing Jo again, about the noisy camaraderie I had briefly been a part of this evening. I’d done nothing–yet a new life was assembling itself around me. I was being swept along by it all. I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.
When I finally fell asleep I dreamed I was cradled in the arms of a great angel flying high over the city, with the flashing jewels of lights, the dark glistening snake of the river, the silver towers of churches, the glint of glass from high-rise offices, all laid out beneath me. So high were we that the only sound I could hear was the rhythmic beating of wings.
Chapter 6
Do not neglect to show hospitality to strangers, for thereby some have entertained angels unawares.
Hebrews XIII. 2.
During school holidays in my late teens, when I wasn’t practising my music or helping Dad in the shop, I used to walk down to the Tate Gallery–now known as Tate Britain–only a few streets south towards the river. My favourite rooms were where the pre-Raphaelite and late-nineteenth-century paintings hung, and the painting I loved above all others was, of course, a Burne-Jones, King Cophetua and the Beggar Maid. In it the beggar maid sits in a wooden boudoir staring out at the observer, her bearing, despite her rags, that of a Queen. Below her on the step, the handsome King, his crown doffed in his lap, gazes up at her adoringly. But she will not even look at him. Instead she holds a bunch of anemones, telling him through the flowers that she rejects his love.
This dramatisation of unrequited passion stirred up such deep feelings in me that I read up all about the picture in the book on Burne-Jones that hid the photo of my mother.
It was based on an old legend of a King who found his love for a beautiful beggar maid was greater than all his power and wealth. Burne-Jones probably learned of the legend by reading Tennyson’s poem, ‘The Beggar Maid’, and he cast it in a setting inspired by fifteenth-century Italian painting. He apparently created the picture after a time of considerable strain in his marriage, and some say the artist is the King and the beggar maid Georgiana, his wife, whom he betrayed by his affair with the stormy beauty Mary Zambaco. But others hold that the maid must be Frances Graham, a girl with whom Burne-Jones went on to conduct an intense romantic friendship and who, to his distress, got married in 1883, while he was working on the picture. Did the painting become an expression of his feelings about the loss of Frances?
I bought a poster of Cophetua and hung it on my bedroom wall. By then my father, in respect for my womanhood, rarely entered my room, but once he did to give me a magazine that had arrived in the morning post. He stared at my poster with a stunned look on his face. When I asked him what the matter was, he snapped, ‘Nothing,’ and, as ever, the shutters came down.
The next day, when I came home from school, the poster had disappeared and, although this might seem strange, I didn’t even question the matter. I was angry, yes, disturbed certainly, but I had just enough compassion in my selfish teenage soul to realise that my poster had touched some terrible sadness in him. So I bit my lip and let the matter go.
The day after our visit to St Martin’s, Zac arrived at the shop at nine, but didn’t bother to remove his jacket.
‘Fitting some windows this morning,’ he said. ‘Give me a hand getting them in the van?’
‘Oh. Yes, of course.’ This meant that I’d be stuck looking after the shop, but I bit back my complaint and went out to help him polish and pack up two panels representing a pair of gorgeous peacocks, which had been drying in the garage in our yard, then to carry out the sunrise, which he’d finished the day before, and Dad’s Celtic knot to take their place. He backed the van out of the drive at a lick. Locking the garage door, I went through to open the shop.
It was a glorious morning, the kind of morning when I used to shirk my music practice, but today I forced myself to sit in the shop and make suncatchers. We had sold a dragonfly and a fairy yesterday from the line-up in the window and they were easy to replace using Dad’s old pattern-book for inspiration. Cutting out simple glass shapes, edging them with copperfoil and soldering them together to make fairies, birds or butterflies, adding a copper loop to hang them by, came so naturally to me it was almost a meditative task.
The bright sunshine made everything look dirty, so after I’d arranged my suncatchers in the window I found a brush and a soft cloth and set about cleaning the shop, stopping only to sweettalk an indecisive customer into buying a pair of poppy-patterned lampshades as a wedding present for her niece.
The shop obviously hadn’t had a thorough clean for ages, for I was soon coughing at the dust I stirred up with my broom. I wedged the door open to clear the air, then one by one unhooked the items in the window to wipe them over carefully. It was while I was removing our lovely angel from the chains by which she hung that I looked through the window to meet a pair of dark eyes. It was the stray-cat girl I’d seen a few days ago; then she’d seemed wary, now she was agitated. Even before I’d laid the angel on the counter she had moved into the open doorway.
‘Hello,’ I said, trying to sound friendly. ‘Can I help?’
‘You’re not, like, sellin’ it, are you? Oh, please don’t let someone else have it.’ Her voice was shaking and her black-lashed eyes great pools of pleading.
‘I’m only cleaning it,’ I said gently.
‘Oh, I thought…That’s OK then.’ She smiled and it was impossible not to smile back, there was something so sweet and fragile about her. If I’d had to guess her age, I’d have said seventeen or eighteen, but it was hard to tell. Aware of her watching, I laid the angel on the counter and began to work away at the layer of greasy grime.
Now she was in the shop the girl seemed unsure whether to stay or go. I said, ‘You like her, do you? Well, she certainly is lovely. My dad made her. Come and have a proper look.’
Shy again, she stepped inside, glancing about at the mirrors and the lampshades and the shelves of glass like Alice entering Wonderland, her mouth slightly open in amazement. Then she tiptoed, as much as one can tiptoe in trainers, over to the counter. I carefully raised the arched window, tilting it until the light brought it to life, and we studied the angel together.
Clothed in white and pink and gold, the tips of her wings pink also, she stood in a field of flowers, her caramel hair blowing around her heart-shaped face. Dad had made her shortly before I left home, from a design of his own that had a kind of 1970s style, something about the way the hair waved across the face.
‘Do you know anything about how stained-glass windows are made?’ I asked the girl.
She shook her head. ‘No. I…I just like angels. And the glass–it’s so pretty. I really wish I could buy her. Is she a lot of money?’
‘She’s not for sale, I’m afraid,’ I said, and watched disappointment and relief struggle in her countenance. Eventually relief won.
‘At least I can always come and look at her, then.’
‘That’s right. She’ll be here.’
‘You see, she’s my angel.’
Now it was my turn to be confused.
‘Everybody has a guardian angel, didn’t you know? And she’s mine.’
‘I’m sure we could all do with a little extra help in life,’ I said, wanting neither to encourage this unusual line nor to upset the girl.
‘That’s right.’ Her smile transformed her face. All her wariness was gone now. ‘Our angels watch over us wherever we go. So we’re not hurt, see. Or…’ she paused and looked away. ‘They help us if we are hurt.’
She seemed so unhappy suddenly, that I knew she was talking about herself. Oh heck, now she would come out with some terrible story that I wouldn’t know whether to believe and then I wouldn’t know what to do about it.
‘What’s your name?’ I asked, and told her mine.
‘Amber,’ she answered. ‘I live at St Martin’s–you know, the hostel?’
I nodded slowly. ‘My friend works there. Do you know Jo Pryde?’
‘Oh yes, she’s nice.’ This response didn’t surprise me one bit. I couldn’t imagine anyone not liking Jo. ‘I’m just there till I get myself sorted out. Find a job and that.’
‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Well, Amber, I ought to get on. It’s lovely meeting you.’
‘Thanks for showing me the angel.’ And she was gone, slipping out in a little sparkling cloud of dust. A trick of the light, of course.
I considered the question of guardian angels as I finished cleaning this one, which I must now think of as Amber’s. It was a sentimental idea, something out of a Victorian children’s book. Yet what about all those children who fell in the fire, or under horses’ hooves, or who died of scarlet fever? Were their angels looking the other way at the time? Dad used to talk about angels as a source of inspiration. Sometimes when he’d had a good idea for a design he would say, ‘An angel must have passed overhead.’
Really, I told myself as I hung our angel back in the window, they were beautiful, but the world had moved on. Angels belonged to pictures and stories–and dreams–but surely that was all.
It wasn’t until late afternoon that I heard Zac’s van in the yard. I opened the back door to see him edging a box out of the boot, and ran out to help. I’d forgotten he had collected the bombed-out window. The box bulged dangerously and I grabbed one splitting side. Together we brought it in and rested it on a table.
We stood and looked at it for a moment, then Zac opened the flaps, pushed aside the newspaper and drew out the long twisted section from the top. A piece of glass immediately started to fall away, so he hastily laid the whole thing back into the box.
‘Haven’t got time to look at it now anyway,’ he said, reaching for Dad’s Day Book, but he couldn’t stop himself glancing back at the box with a look of longing.
I shut up shop at five, intending to go straight away to see Dad. When I went to say goodbye to Zac though, I found him lifting strips of glass and lead out of the box and laying them out on a length of creamy lining paper that he’d taped onto the table.
Why couldn’t he have waited? I put down my bag, deciding to see Dad later.
‘Shall I help?’ I asked tentatively and was pleased when Zac smiled.
‘Good at puzzles, are you?’ he said, moving pieces around on the paper with his long strong fingers.
In silence we contemplated the elements he’d assembled. There were a number of gold fragments clearly representing drapery. One cluster of white and red was recognisable as a hand curled round a stick. A tinted white piece painted with wavy gold lines must be hair. Zac shifted these around into likely places on the paper, then we tried to build on them using smaller pieces.
‘This drapery’s like doing bits of sky in a jigsaw,’ I moaned. ‘There’s a bit with an eye here, look, and this must be the nose. Can you hunt for more face?’
Zac lifted out all the larger sections from the box and started carefully sifting through pieces at the bottom.
Eventually we assembled a large part of the face, but this area of the window had suffered the greatest damage. Although it must once have been a single piece of glass, half the features had fragmented. It was like viewing a face beneath a heavily patterned lace veil, impossible to grasp it as a whole. We stared at it glumly for a while. Then Zac unfolded the soft lead around a large section of painted gold that so obviously represented feathers that we both grinned at one another and said together, ‘An angel.’
Angels, it seemed, were gathering all around me.
We worked on for another half hour, until there came a point where we ran out of pieces and the picture was only three-quarters complete. Some of the large areas of patterned background and the robes we hadn’t made much sense of, and we couldn’t tell exactly where hands and feet or head should be, though Zac clipped back some of the worst-twisted lead to enable us to try.
‘Most of the glass is not in bad condition, really,’ he noted. ‘I reckon the window must have caved in from the force of a nearby explosion rather than receiving a direct hit. What do you think? There’s no blackening, is there?’
‘Whatever, we can only go so far without an illustration,’ I said with a sigh.
Zac looked utterly fed up. ‘Let’s hope the vicar finds an old guidebook then or we’ll have to start searching libraries. Is there anything upstairs here? Didn’t you say your dad had got out all the papers?’
‘The original cartoon, you mean? There might be. I’ll look when I get back later. Not now though. I must go to the hospital.’
When I returned from seeing Dad, it was nearly nine and the phone was ringing in the flat. I snatched up the receiver, anxious that it might be about Dad. But it was Jo.
‘It was so lovely to see you last night,’ she said. ‘I’ve got the evening off tomorrow. Would you like to meet up?’
‘That would be great,’ I said happily.
After I’d put the phone down, I tried some scales and arpeggios on my tuba for a while. Tonight the sound was overwhelming in this limited space. Goodness knows what anyone next door must think. I returned the instrument to its case.
Remembering the broken angel, I climbed up to the attic, sat down at Dad’s desk and, with a sense of foreboding at the immensity of the task, began sorting through the stacks of ancient files there. Some were dated in a faded copperplate, others bore Dad’s pencilled scribbles–mostly bills or St Ethelberga’s or just a date. Some were merely fragments of paper tied together with rotting ribbon. There were scrolls of all sizes jumbled on the floor by the desk, some of which I unrolled. Designs for windows, none of which I was looking for. In a huge cupboard at the far end of the attic I knew there were hundreds of others like these. And big pattern-books. The phrase ‘needle in a haystack’ was certainly apt in this case.
What information did I have so far? The entry in the Day Book indicated that the Lady Chapel windows of St Martin’s were made during 1880 and that there had been two of them. There were no further details given, so I picked up several files that bore 1880 dates and started to go through them methodically.
As I feared, it wasn’t a straightforward job. Minster Glass had, it seemed, conserved every scrap of paper relating to its commissions. Much of the material was uninviting–accounts from suppliers, estimates–I had only to cast my eye over it and move on, but then came something more interesting: a letter from the then vicar of St Martin’s, the Reverend Brownlow previously mentioned in Dad’s history. It was dated April 1880.
Dear Sirs,
Further to our recent discussions I am at last in a position to request that you commission Mr Philip Russell to draft drawings for two windows in the Lady Chapel of St Martin’s Church, one over its altar to depict the Virgin and Child in Glory, the other being for the south light to represent an angel.
I look forward to hearing from you soonest on this matter.
Yours sincerely,
JAMES BROWNLOW (REVD.)
An angel. Our broken window was definitely an angel. At last I had found a thread leading into the past. A thread which, if I pulled, might begin to unravel a story.
As I laid the letter carefully in its place in the unwieldy file, the whole thing slipped from my grasp. I caught it before it fell and shuffled the contents safely back inside, but a sheet of cartridge paper escaped and sailed down onto the floorboards.
I lifted it delicately with the tips of my fingers. Turning it over, I saw at once it was probably cut from a small sketchbook. It featured a rough pencil drawing for an arched window. A speculative study, I imagined, for it was covered with scribbled notes and figures that could only have meant something to the artist.
There were other sketches on the page. A young woman’s face in one corner, a sort of pattern in another. The pattern reminded me of something–Dad’s Celtic knot–and then I realised that was exactly what it was, a Celtic knot. The Minster Glass signature. As I savoured this find, my attention drifted to the thumbnail sketch of the girl. She was deftly drawn, vitality in the tilt of her strong square face, intelligence and humour in her direct gaze. Thick hair sprang back from her forehead. She wasn’t conventionally beautiful, but the bloom of youth was still upon her and there was something arresting about her expression. The artist had scrawled something underneath in his odd spindly writing. Lana it might have been, or Laura, then another word, something beginning with B. A note in Dad’s handwriting teased my memory. What was it he’d written in the margins of his notebook? Who was Laura something…? Of course, the name in the letter I’d just read. Brownlow, that was it. Who was Laura Brownlow? Dad had written. He must have seen this sketch, too, and wondered. So who was she? James Brownlow’s wife, perhaps? Or his daughter. And why had this Minster Glass artist drawn her?
I studied her portrait once more and her eyes seemed to stare into mine. As though she would speak, could tell me her story.
I replaced the sheet of paper in the folder and laid the folder on the heap of others. Where I should search now, I wasn’t sure. I was tired, anyway. Perhaps it would be helpful to return some of these files to their drawer?
I stood, stretching, stiff from hunching over the desk for so long, then went over to the lines of tall metal filing cabinets. The drawer labelled 1879–81 opened easily, felt light, and when I peeped over the top I saw why. Only the hanging files at the back of the drawer contained any folders.
I returned to the desk and arranged the folders there into date order, then took them over one by one to slip into their hanging files. But when I came to the one dated 1880, in which I’d found the Reverend Brownlow’s letter and the sketchbook page, it wouldn’t go. I laid it on the top of the cabinet and investigated the hanging file.
My fingers scraped on something hard–a book of some sort. I gripped it and pulled it out. It was the size of a slim hardback novel, and when I turned the pages I saw immediately that it was a diary or journal, completely filled with neat feminine handwriting. There was a name inside the front cover–and for a moment I couldn’t take it in.
It was the name I’d read before, the name under the sketch of the young woman, the name that had excited Dad’s curiosity. Laura Brownlow. Who was Laura Brownlow? At last it seemed I would find out.
The entries began in June 1879, but the first page had faded a bit and was hard to read. I sat down at the desk once more, and in the light of Dad’s lamp, began to decipher the even, sepia italics.
Sunday, 18 May 1879
Happy Birthday, dear sister Caroline! To think that you would be eighteen! We celebrated a special service in the church for you today, Mama and Papa, Harriet and George and me. And Tom journeyed home from Oxford. Did you see us and hear us? I believe you did. You felt so close, as though you were there, ‘betwixt air and angels’, just beyond our reach.
I still think about you all the time. When I rise, I have to tell myself that the bedroom next door is empty, that you will not need me to go to you today, to read or play games. I wake in the night, sure that you have called my name, and the truth weighs on me like the darkness.
So many little things remind me of you. A snatch of a song that you used to sing, the precise shade of a girl’s hair. Last week Mrs Jorkins found a pair of your old boots and asked Mama if she should give them away, but I would not let her and cried over them. Three months you’ve been gone and now the numbness I felt after your passing has lifted. Instead there is the constant ache of missing you, the awareness that our time together is past, left far behind in life’s rushing stream. When I saw those boots, for one moment I was sure I could catch hold of you once more. I was wrong.
I turned the pages slowly, moved by the rawness of the writer’s grief. So Laura Brownlow must be the daughter of the Reverend James Brownlow, the man who commissioned the windows of St Martin’s. But she addressed her diary entries to Caroline, the dead sister in whose memory the angel window was made. Laura was writing to Caroline as though she still lived–or as though she believed she could reach her beyond the grave. How deeply she must have mourned.
I read on. The entries were sporadic as though Laura only wrote when she felt she needed to or when there was some notable event to communicate to Caroline. In June 1879, Laura was excited about their brother Tom’s academic success. In August she reported the placing of a memorial stone on the dead girl’s grave. In November came the thrilling news that their married sister Harriet was to give birth the following April.
But in the New Year of 1880, Laura began to write more regularly and at greater length, and soon I became completely absorbed in her story…
Chapter 7
The angel in the house
Coventry Patmore
LAURA’S STORY
That chilly February morning, Laura hoped they would see the lion cub again. The walk to Westminster Hospital took them up Victoria Street towards the Abbey, and when they had passed this way yesterday, she and Mama had viewed a reedy youth with a broken nose and a mutinous expression dragging the poor beast around the perimeter of the Royal Aquarium. The cub, though only a little past babyhood, had looked confused rather than frightened. It dodged about on its rope, tripping over its too-large paws. The youth hauled it back while scowling and cursing at a handful of urchins who alternately made cajoling noises and shied pebbles at the animal from a safe distance.
‘Oh, the poor thing.’ Laura had made Mama stop to watch for a moment, touched to the quick to see this beast trapped in a life it wasn’t made for, no doubt forced to parade with the other lions in front of a howling crowd. Not, of course, that she had experienced the crowd. She’d never set foot in the Aquarium to see the circus or the freakshows, to skate on the ice-rink or gawp at the fish. ‘Third-rate entertainment for third-rate people,’ was how her pompous brother-in-law George settled the matter when she’d raised the subject at dinner yesterday evening–but she could imagine it all from the lurid headlines on the posters.
Disappointingly, the cub wasn’t there today. Perhaps an airing in today’s freezing fog was considered a step beyond the cruelties it commonly endured. If that was the reason, Laura was glad. Or maybe the lion troupe had simply moved on, taking the cub with them. She paused to accept a flyer from a shivering young boy: tonight’s entertainment seemed to be ‘Two Astonishing Aerial Acts’. No mention of lions.
‘Don’t dawdle, Laura, dear,’ Mama called, her voice dead-sounding in the icy air. ‘Here, let me take the bag.’ Laura gratefully passed over the heavy canvas grip and followed in her mother’s neat footsteps towards the next building which, with its ramparts and flags, always looked to her more like a castle than a hospital.
Visiting the women in the Incurables Ward of Westminster Hospital turned out to take twice as long as Mama had planned today, for after the usual Bible readings and prayers, one distressed young mother poured out her heart to Mama about her anxieties for her family, and another dictated to Laura a rambling letter of farewell for a sailor son she’d not seen in years.
Mother and daughter finally emerged just as Big Ben, wreathed in mist, struck a muffled eleven. Laura asked hopefully, ‘Will we still have time for shopping, Mama?’ Her mother had promised her material for a new serge dress to replace one four years old and worn almost to holes, but with most of the morning gone she already guessed the answer.
‘The dress will have to wait until another day now, I’m afraid, dear. We barely have time to call on the Coopers–and you must remember your father has invited Mr Bond for luncheon.’
Laura sighed, but seeing the two worry lines between her mother’s brows deepen, she stifled her disappointment.
They wove their way back through the crowds on Victoria Street, where brass plaques of architects and lawyers–one of these Mr Bond’s–shone at nearly every doorway, before turning left, heading south towards the river. Almost immediately they found themselves in a different world, where men loitered, as grey and grimy as the filthy street, and where a dismal cacophony arose, of wailing infants, arguing voices, and the banging of ill-fitting doors. The stink was indescribable. Laura always fancied her clothes reeked long after one of these visits to the slums of her father’s parish. To her, these back streets spoke of the most desolate regions of Hades in the book of Greek myths she had read aloud to her younger sister during the days of Caroline’s long illness.
As the two women picked their way through the muddy rubbish, a thickset lout lolling in a doorway called out something menacing, and Laura glanced at her mother for guidance. Mama’s head was held high, like a thoroughbred on a tight rein, but two angry red spots on her cheeks betrayed her agitation.
‘Come along, Laura,’ she snapped, leading her on, past a building site where some of the more dilapidated housing had been pulled down to make way for new, but where whole families had broken in and erected makeshift shelters for themselves. Past the ragged school through the broken window of which birdlike Miss Pilkington could be glimpsed pointing a cane at a tattered map on the wall. Down an even narrower, darker lane, through a battered door and up some steps into a tiny hallway that smelled of damp and rotten wood on top of other, more repulsive odours. Laura remembered to breathe only through her mouth as she followed her mother up another flight of stairs.
The door to the Coopers’ rooms was ajar, but Mama politely knocked and waited. A small girl peered out, fearful, before admitting them.
‘Hello, Ida,’ Mama said. ‘This is my daughter, Miss Laura. How’s your mother today, dear?’
‘Not good, mam, but she ate the broth you and the other lady left,’ the small girl said, peeping shyly at Laura. Mama had taken their maid, Polly, with her last time.
Her eyes getting used to the dingy light, Laura became aware that the room was full of children lying on revolting-looking straw pallets or sitting wrapped in ragged blankets on the bare wooden boards, hungry eyes staring out at the visitors. As for Ida in her filthy torn dress, Laura remembered Mama had said she was twelve. She would have looked puny for eight.
Mama handed Laura the bag and Laura brought out the parcels of bread and dripping packed by Mrs Jorkins the cook and handed them round to the children, who had hardly the energy to receive them. There was a flask of milk, too, which Laura poured into enamel mugs and administered to the smallest of the children. It was all too quickly gone. Next, she knew she was to ask Ida for help washing them, but in the meantime she couldn’t resist looking where her mother had gone.
Through the doorway of the second room, a woman with a mass of untidy red hair could be seen lying under a thin blanket on a mattress on the floor, her face flushed with fever. Mama was shaking out a fresh bedsheet and Laura helped her carefully roll the sick woman over so Mama could peel away the soiled bedding. Laura felt her gorge rise when she glimpsed the pool of fresh blood.
‘We must fetch the doctor to you, Molly,’ Mama said gently, then as the woman murmured something about the cost, ‘Don’t worry, we will take care of that. You must think of yourself. And the baby.’
Laura knelt by the littlest Cooper, a newborn boy who lay still in a wooden box next to the mattress, his skin sallow, his eyes roaming unfocused, as though searching for something he would never find in this derelict house he had been unlucky enough to get born in. She lifted out the child tenderly, remembering with a bittersweet pain how she’d once held her little brother Ned when he was a sunny, chubby baby, and her heart swelled with pity for this tiny silent scrap. The cloth that swaddled him was soiled. She called out to Ida to fetch water, searching in the bag for clean napkins.
After everybody was fed, washed and changed, they left, Mama promising again to send for the doctor.
‘Out looking for work, is what she always says when I ask,’ was Mama’s bitter answer to Laura’s enquiry about Mr Cooper’s whereabouts as they hurried home to Greycoat Square. ‘I’ve certainly never set eyes on the wretched fellow.’
Laura was shocked by the anger in her mother’s usually mild voice. They were both subdued after this visit but Laura thought that although her mother must be tired, she seemed less tense now.
‘Thank you for coming with me, Laura. You have a natural compassion and you see how much there is to do here in this parish.’
‘Yes, Mama,’ Laura sighed, immediately guilty that instead of glowing with satisfaction, she merely felt relieved to be on the way home. They passed a boy with a scruffy puppy on a string and she thought of the lion cub, confused, trapped in a world where it didn’t belong. Like the newborn Cooper, his eyes shining like starlight, whose visit to this earth might only be a short one. There seemed too much unbearable pain for anyone to deal with in this world.
Laura’s father was the Reverend James Brownlow and the family had lived for eight years at St Martin’s Vicarage in Greycoat Square, around the corner from the church in Vincent Street. The Square itself was a quiet, genteel place with a central garden where nurses pushed perambulators and children ran about the grass in summer. Amongst their neighbours were doctors, lawyers, gentlemen in trade, the occasional Member of Parliament, but many of these attended the more fashionable St Mary’s Church on the far side. St Martin’s, on the other hand, had been erected by public subscription some thirty years before to minister to the poor. It had been built facing away from the well-to-do townhouses of the Square, towards the slums of Old Pye Street and Duck Lane, now at last being cleared, but slowly, too slowly for the likes of the Cooper family.
As Laura changed out of her work dress, nose wrinkling at the dirty splashes and lingering smells, real or fancied, she glanced out of her bedroom window. A little boy was tripping along the path in the garden of the Square, hand-in-hand with his nurse. A boy with a burnished bell of gold hair, who laughed and tugged at the girl’s hand. For the second time that day she was reminded of Ned.
He had been about that age, only four, when he died. Now he was fixed in her memory as a bright laughing child who would never grow any older but who was as much a part of their thoughts as Tom, her elder brother, now away studying Theology at Exeter College in Oxford, preparing to follow in the steps of their father.
She watched the child until he disappeared from view then went to peer in her tiny looking glass (tiny because her mother disapproved of studying one’s appearance), beholding first one side of her head then the other, to replace the loose pins in her hair.
The house was quiet; it being a Friday in Lent and hence a day of fasting, a nasty smell of boiled fish was seeping up the stairs. On the landing Laura paused outside Caroline’s room, noticing that the door, normally kept shut, shivered ajar. She pushed it slightly and peered round, half-expecting to see her mother, or Polly with her duster, but there was nobody. She walked in, closing the door behind her, sniffing at the faint aroma of beeswax.
Within, all was as Caroline had left it. The bed was neatly made, the fireplace swept, the furniture dusted. Caroline’s array of childish treasures–a teddy bear, her doll with the white china face, a box of pretty buttons–lay on the chest of drawers. The sampler on the wall she had painstakingly stitched when she was eight gave her name and her birth date, 18 May 1861. Books, scrapbooks, a pressed-flower collection, were lined up on the bookcase. Fanned out on the lace dressing-table mat she’d knotted were the silver-backed hairbrush, comb and mirror she’d been given for her sixteenth birthday.
All appeared as though Caroline herself might walk back through the door.
But she would never walk through that door again.
Laura lay down on the bed, gingerly so as not to disarrange the bedclothes, and folded back the counterpane just a little way to press her cheek against the pillow. Eyes closed, she breathed in hopefully, but no trace of Caroline’s favourite violet toilet water remained. She let her breath go, mouthed ‘Caroline,’ and listened, but there was no ghost to whisper an answer.
It was a year now since Caroline’s death at nearly seventeen, a long, lingering death after years of a disorder of the blood that had taken her by stealth, reducing her from a lively, round-faced child to a pale willowy girl who never quite reached womanhood.
Little Ned, by contrast, had gone quickly. One day he had been racing around the rambling vicarage garden in Hampstead after the neighbour’s dog that had slipped through the fence, the next he lay sunk in a coma, a scarlet rash spreading like fire beneath the perfect lustre of his skin. Eight years ago that had been, and then their mother couldn’t stand to live in the house where he died, and their father had accepted this placement. James Brownlow had hoped that if his beloved Theodora absorbed herself in her other children and could devote herself to parishioners impoverished in body, mind and spirit, she would be healed of her sorrow.
Perhaps this might have worked, had not Caroline then fallen ill.
Laura felt a tear slip down her cheek, heard it drop onto Caroline’s pillow.
Deep down in the house the front door bell clanged and Mrs Jorkins called out, ‘Polly? Where is the girl? Polly!’
Then came the clattering of the door being unfastened and a man’s booming voice, and the clump of boots. Mr Bond had arrived. Laura pushed herself to her feet, wiping her eyes with the heel of her hand. She smoothed down the bedclothes then shut the door quietly behind her and went downstairs.
Anthony Bond, Papa’s solicitor and principal churchwarden, was a man of five and thirty, neither plain nor handsome, neither short nor tall, neither fat nor thin. Indeed, he was average in all visible respects. His straight brown hair and beard were neatly barbered, his movements were neither graceful nor clumsy. There was nothing arresting nor objectionable about him. One would pass him in the street without a second glance–and Laura frequently did.
Papa had, most unusually, invited him to lunch because he and Bond had some business to discuss in advance of a meeting with the church’s architect that afternoon. Laura felt sorry that their visitor must endure the Friday Lent menu, but as a concession to the presence of a guest Mrs Jorkins was today allowed to serve a white sauce with the obligatory fish and there would be damson jam with the semolina pudding.
When she crept downstairs, it was to find that Papa had taken the guest into his study. She stood for a moment, listening to the sound of their voices–Papa’s clear tones and Bond’s deep ones–rise and fall through the clatter from the kitchen.
The shut door was all too familiar. Since Caroline’s death Papa retreated to his study more and more. He was writing a history of the Church of England, he told them, but once when she was sent to fetch him for supper, she’d found him deeply asleep in an armchair. She’d picked up the book that had fallen from his grasp and turned it over. It was Cardinal Newman’s poem about the journey of a soul, open at the page where the dead man’s guardian angel bears his soul to judgement. She read the words of the angel’s song:
‘This child of clay
To me was given
To rear and train
By sorrow and pain
In the narrow way.’
Poor Papa. She watched him sleep on, lines of his own sorrow and pain etched in his face. Beneath their brave faces to the world they seemed so…diminished…her parents, since the loss of Caroline. Of course, they had their other children, but Tom had left home, would take holy orders and tread his own ‘narrow way’. Harriet was married, expecting her first child, fussed over by her voluble mother-in-law. Only she, Laura, was left–‘my unplucked rose’ as her father teased her sometimes. Perhaps she was meant to stay with them, never to marry. Did she mind? She did a little. She was still only twenty-two. It would be nice to know what it felt like, to be wanted by a man.
At luncheon, she and Mama sat disengaging the flesh of their cod from its gritty black skin, as Mr Bond and Papa discussed Mr Gladstone’s proposals to allow married women further rights in law and property. Mr Bond had his reservations, it seemed, but was a pragmatist. Papa was concerned that giving women greater independence would chip away further at holy matrimony, which made man and woman one flesh.
Mama picked at her food, the two lines deepening on her forehead. Was she getting one of her headaches, Laura wondered anxiously. These, when they came, usually condemned Theodora Brownlow to several days in bed, the curtains drawn. But Mama was at least eating a few mouthfuls of fish, which was a good sign. It must be just weariness.
‘How then would a man guide a young and wilful wife?’ Papa was enquiring of no one in particular.
‘Why should not an educated woman stand mistress over her own wealth, Papa?’ Laura said quietly. Her father swallowed a mouthful and frowned.
‘You are still very unformed for such a suggestion, dear Laura,’ he said. ‘Perhaps were you to be married to a man you trust with all your heart and soul, as your Mama does me, you would recognise the good sense of the current principle.’
He exchanged glances with Mr Bond, who gave an irritating little laugh. What had she said that was funny, Laura wondered.
‘An educated and dutiful woman is well able to advise her husband, Miss Brownlow,’ Mr Bond said gently. ‘And he may then decide for the both of them.’ He took his last mouthful of fish, placed his knife and fork together on the plate and dabbed his mouth with his napkin. ‘In the majority of cases,’ he went on, ‘marital harmony will prevail. However, the new Parliament might be swayed by the need to right wrongs that result in those few monstrous exemplars when the man neglects or, ah, abuses his responsibilities.’
Laura gave up on the mess of bones and scales on her plate and, as they waited politely for Mrs Brownlow to finish, her mind drifted to a story she might write about a woman abandoned by her husband. Perhaps she would start it tonight now that the Eastertide altar linen, the embroidery of which had occupied many long evenings, was complete.
When she tuned into the conversation again, Mr Bond was discussing a recent legacy to the church. ‘Mrs Fotherington’s nephew has shown me her will. Coloured glass for the Lady Chapel, his aunt specified, “to represent a suitable theme”.’
Laura missed Sarah Fotherington, who had dropped down dead during a ladies’ missionary meeting less than two weeks ago. Not because she had liked her particularly, but because she had shared the burden of Mama’s work in the parish and helped run the Sunday school, tasks that Laura seemed now to be expected to perform instead. No one had asked her; it was just assumed that she would.
Mama finally laid down her knife and fork, most of her meal uneaten, and Polly stepped forward to clear away the plates. Mama said in a dreamy voice, ‘A mother and child. That would be right for the Lady Chapel–the Virgin and Child.’
Laura and Papa looked at one another in alarm, both sensitive to Mrs Brownlow’s lapses from strong capability into melancholy. But Mama’s brown-eyed gaze was firm and serious, with no sign of tears.
‘A most apposite suggestion, my dear,’ Papa soothed.
Mrs Jorkins bustled in with bowls of semolina, then ceremoniously laid a large pot of her best damson jam on the table.
Mr Bond glanced anxiously between husband and wife. He said, ‘I can discuss Mrs Brownlow’s proposal with Mrs Fotherington’s nephew, Mr Stuart Jefferies, if you so wish, Rector.’
‘Yes,’ said Mr Brownlow, passing the jam to Mr Bond. Laura watched him take a polite amount. He looked as though he really wanted more. ‘Jefferies seems a reasonable enough fellow.’
‘And, James, are there not several windows in the Lady Chapel?’ Mrs Brownlow said quietly, taking the minutest spoonful of jam.
‘Yes, indeed, my dear, but one is half-obscured by a cupboard. The Virgin and Child might fill the light above the chapel altar, do you not think?’
‘Oh, yes, and the child…James, might we choose an artist with care, find one with facility at portraying babies?’
‘There are such ugly babies,’ Laura said, ladling a generous helping of the purple plum over her hated semolina. ‘It’s as though the great artists were more interested in their female model than in evoking the Christ Child.’
‘Oh Laura,’ said her father, smiling. ‘But, of course, the child’s appearance is important. We’ll seek advice, Theodora.’
‘Thank you, James. One more thing. The money my own father left: would there be enough there for a second window?’
Papa waved away the jam Laura offered him and frowned. ‘We haven’t discussed how we should use that money yet,’ he said. ‘There is the–ah–vexing question of Tom’s rising expenses.’
‘I know, but I’d like a window for Caroline, to remember her,’ Mama went on, a slight break in her voice.
‘Oh, Papa,’ cried Laura, ‘that’s a splendid idea of Mama’s! Do let’s have another window.’
Mr Brownlow conferred upon his wife a look of such compassion that Mr Bond, who sat patiently waiting for the signal to start eating, stared down at his semolina, his face reddening.
‘It is an excellent idea that perhaps we should discuss later in private, Dora,’ Mr Brownlow said firmly, and at last picked up his spoon.
‘An angel, James,’ whispered Mrs Brownlow, a beatific smile transforming her tired features. ‘Think about it. It will be Caroline’s angel.’
‘It will be to the glory of God, Dora,’ James Brownlow corrected her gently, and grimaced at his first mouthful of plain, lumpy milk pudding.
It was after eleven o’clock when Laura’s voice faded in my mind. I must have read for over an hour, but hadn’t noticed the time pass, so absorbed had I been. Reading her story was like entering another world.
I wanted to know more, but I was so tired. I replaced the final folder in the filing cabinet, shut the drawer and went downstairs, leaving the journal on the desk. I’d read more tomorrow, I promised myself. I remembered the entries about the proposed church windows; they intrigued me. Perhaps I’d find something in the journal to help us with our restoration work. I must let Zac and Jeremy know about my discovery.
Chapter 8
I sit on the seventh step a long time
And I am sure the angel is there.
I can tell him all the things you can’t tell your mother and father.
Frank McCourt, Angela’s Ashes
The following morning, I rang Jeremy. I’d been going to tell him about our progress with the broken window and about Laura’s journal, but he cut in first.
‘I went to see your father yesterday,’ he said.
‘Oh, did you? Thank you, I really appreciate it. Was he awake? How…did you think he was?’
‘He was awake, yes. I’m fairly sure he recognised me. He tried to speak, but it distressed him, so I urged him not to. I sat with him for a while, poor chap. Fran, he seemed very comfortable. They’re looking after him well. And many people make good recoveries. We must have hope.’
‘Yes,’ I echoed dully. ‘We must hope.’
‘It’s very hard for you–I’m sorry. If Sarah and I can do anything at all to help, you know we’re here for you.’
‘Thank you. That’s very kind.’
We were both quiet for a moment, thinking our own thoughts, then I remembered why I’d rung him.
‘Zac and I have been trying to piece the window together. There are angel wings and golden hair…’
‘So it’s definitely an angel, is it? I thought it might be, and I should imagine it’s Gabriel.’
‘Because it was Gabriel who visited Mary to tell her she was to give birth to Jesus?’
‘Indeed. See if he carries a lily, that’s Gabriel’s symbol. Yes, an angel would fit well with the window of the Virgin and Child. I’ll have a look around here for old church guides, but, failing that, I might have to ask someone at the diocesan archives to dig out what they can find. Undoubtedly that will take them time.’
‘There’s something else. I’ve found a journal. It seems to have belonged to the Reverend Brownlow’s daughter, Laura.’
‘Oh yes?’
‘It mentions plans to commission the window. Nothing really useful yet, but I’ll read on.’
‘Sounds fascinating. Keep me informed.’
I sat heavy-limbed after I put the phone down, thinking about Dad hovering on the border of the Land of Shadow. The vicar was right, of course. Many people did make good recoveries from strokes, but I hadn’t been given that reassurance by the hospital in Dad’s case. We just had to hope. And wait.
In the end I forgot to mention the journal to Zac. I hardly saw him that day, in fact. He was off in his van on various missions again. Visiting a house in Clapham to give an estimate, he said, then collecting some special materials from his friend’s stained-glass workshop in North London.
I spent the day in the shop, getting through some of the repair jobs in between customers. I opened the post and wondered what to do with the bills and the payments coming in. Zac looked through them briefly when he got back, then took the day’s takings and a few cheques to post in the bank deposit box.
Later, he locked up for me while I went to the hospital to sit with Dad. He woke briefly, this time, and we contemplated one another whilst I described my day. I waited until he slept before leaving, glad that I was going to spend the evening with Jo.
At half past seven I changed out of my jeans into smarter trousers and a jacket and set off through Greycoat Square garden towards a tapas bar where Jo had suggested we meet.
Passing the black railings of St Martin’s Church, I saw the church door open and a man emerge, to pull it shut behind him. I registered his mop of blond hair and called out, ‘Ben?’
‘Hello,’ Ben said, turning and looking confused for a moment. ‘It’s…Fran, isn’t it? Blast it!’ He was trying to pull a large bunch of keys from his pocket, and several sheets of the music he was carrying suddenly fluttered out across the ground. I hurried over to help him pick it all up.
‘Is this for Sunday?’ I asked, spotting the titles of anthems.
‘Yes. I like to play the pieces through at home before church choir practice on Friday,’ he explained. ‘Where are you off to, all dressed up? I’m on my way home, round the corner here.’
‘Up near Victoria Street to meet my friend Jo. I didn’t know you were in Greycoat Square, too. Which side?’
‘Here, let me show you.’ We stopped at the corner of the Square. Ben said, ‘Number sixty-one, just on the left there. It’s hardly a chore to slip along and use the church organ when I need to practise, but it’s even easier on my own piano.’
‘Of course,’ I said, wondering which of the long row of Victorian terraced houses it could be.
‘Don’t laugh,’ he went on, ‘but sometimes I can’t sleep in the mornings after about five o’clock and there’s something very comforting about playing church music.’
‘I think I understand,’ I said. I imagined the subtle chord changes slipping through his long fingers in the silvery light of dawn and felt a delicious shiver. ‘But does that mean the neighbours don’t sleep either?’
‘Fortunately the walls on one side are thick. And the elderly lady on the other is very deaf. So which place is yours?’
‘Can you see the black and silver shop right over in the opposite corner, next to the orange café sign? That’s Minster Glass. I live in the flat above. When I’m staying with my father, that is.’
He followed the line of my finger and frowned. ‘Ah yes, of course, that’s you. Minster Glass,’ he said. ‘Jeremy’s told me about that window he’s found. What do you make of it?’
‘Not a great deal yet, though we do know it’s an angel. We really need a picture of some sort to guide us.’
‘I can imagine the difficulty,’ he said. ‘It’s a wild-goose chase, if you ask me.’
‘Oh really?’ I was puzzled by the bitterness in his voice.
‘It’s forty years since the organ had its last overhaul,’ he said, ‘but they–Jeremy and the Parish Church Council, I mean–keep putting it off. And now he’s talking about repairing old windows. How do they expect me to produce wonderful music when the organ creaks and groans like a stuck pig?’
‘I can understand that it must be frustrating. It’s an either/or, is it? The window or the organ?’
‘I wouldn’t put it as starkly as that. It’s certainly a nuisance that a pile of old glass that we never knew existed seems suddenly to have leaped onto the agenda. Jeremy loves music but he loves his stained glass more.’
‘I’m sorry,’ I said, dismayed. ‘I guess I’m in the stained-glass camp, but as a fellow musician, I know how you must feel.’
He gave a broad smile, pushed his hand through his thick hair and studied me once more with that searching look of his. ‘Look,’ he said warmly, ‘I must sound rude, as though I’m criticising your work, and I don’t mean to. I appreciate pretty glass with the best of ’em. Since we’re such close neighbours, you must come round to supper some time.’
‘Thank you, I’d love to,’ I told him, pleased.
‘Good, we’ll fix it then, Fran. Are you a Frances or a Francesca?’
‘Frances, but no one calls me that. Not if they want to live.’
‘I’m the same about my name. Benedict. God.’ He made a face. ‘Fran, then…’
At that moment he glanced down Greycoat Square, then waved energetically. ‘Ah, there’s Nina come for our session. Better go. See you Monday–for choir, I mean?’
‘Yes, absolutely,’ I said. I followed his gaze. Outside what I supposed was number 61, a demure-looking young woman was waiting. She was carrying a violin case. Just a pupil probably, I imagined. But as he drew close she put her free hand to her cheek in a self-conscious gesture and her face lit up with joy. I knew even then that Ben was special to her.
I watched him kiss her cheeks. Then he turned and waved at me. I waved back, feeling left out, then continued down Vincent Street as before and yet not as before. Where a moment ago I’d felt light-hearted, now everything seemed bleak. The shiny black railings reared up oppressively, the blank front doors frowned. What was the matter with me? I was glad to reach the road Jo had named, which led into busy Victoria Street. The tapas bar was on the corner and I went in. There was no sign of Jo.
I was shown to a table by the window and sipped Rioja Arjone while I waited, trying to collect my thoughts. I was just upset about Dad, I concluded, vulnerable and uncertain about everything. I really should get a grip on myself.
‘I’m so sorry,’ Jo sighed, flopping into the chair opposite, twenty minutes later. ‘Yes, please,’ she said when I offered her wine. ‘Shall we order food? You must be simply starving. I am.’
‘Something come up at work?’ I asked, pushing the bread basket towards her.
‘A meeting running on.’
She signalled to the waiter. Food came quickly and we helped ourselves hungrily to stuffed olives, mountain ham and calamares, chattering all the while, trying to make up for twelve lost years. Jo had kept in touch with a number of girls from our school and as she talked about these continuing friendships I regretted that I had cut my ties.
‘You must come along when we next meet up,’ she said kindly. ‘They’d love to see you.’ But I wondered if it would be that easy after such a long gap.
We moved on to talk about her work. ‘I’ve been a warden at St Martin’s for two years,’ she told me. ‘I worked with AIDS patients before, then this job came up and it seemed a marvellous opportunity.’ Her eyes were shining. ‘What I love most is listening to people’s stories and trying to help. You won’t believe what some of those girls have suffered. And they respond so well to having someone to talk to.’
‘I think you’re a perfect angel.’
‘Oh nonsense,’ she said, tossing her head, but she looked pleased all the same.
‘Talking about angels, I met a girl from your hostel yesterday,’ I said, remembering suddenly. ‘Does the name Amber ring a bell?’
‘Gosh, yes,’ said Jo. ‘Amber Hardwick.’
‘She wandered into the shop yesterday. Seemed very fascinated by everything, especially the angel in the window display.’
‘That sounds like Amber–always on about angels. She’s having a difficult time. A couple of the hard cases keep picking on her–you know, stealing her things, calling her names.’ She sighed. ‘It’s really unkind. The worst you can say of Amber is that she acts young for nineteen. Lisa–she’s the ringleader–can’t resist taking advantage. We had an awful incident a few days ago when some special piece of Amber’s jewellery disappeared, a pendant. She got quite hysterical. We eventually found it in a waste-bin. Everyone knows it was Lisa, but we can’t prove it.’
‘She’s an awfully sweet girl, but you’re right, she’s young for her age. How on earth did she end up at the hostel?’
Jo poured us both more wine.
‘I shouldn’t be telling you this confidential stuff but, heck, who are you going to pass it on to? She’s one of those kids who’s fallen through every net. Her mother was disabled in some way, in a wheelchair, anyway, and Amber kept missing school to look after her. But instead of seeking support for them both, the mother would lie to the truant officer, say Amber was sick. They eventually fell below the social workers’ radar. The mum died when Amber was fourteen and the girl ended up living with her grandmother, who went into a home last year. The council took back the house. Amber was eighteen and wasn’t eligible for such a large place by herself. She missed so much schooling that she’s found it difficult to find a job.’
‘What sort of thing has she tried doing?’
‘Oh, supermarket work, catering. She should be suited to either of those. She’s very practical, but doesn’t cope well under pressure. She’s artistic, too, likes making jewellery from beads and wire. Maybe she should try something like that next. I must suggest it to her caseworker.’
‘She did seem interested in the stained glass,’ I said.
‘Really?’
‘Yes. I was explaining a bit about leadwork and she engaged with it very well.’
‘That’s something to consider.’ I saw a light go on in Jo’s eyes and realised I’d laid myself a trap and fallen right into it.
‘Oh no, sorry, I’m not in a position to train anyone to do anything.’ The last thing I needed at the moment was the responsibility of an apprentice.
‘She could mind the shop for you and Zac, and watch what you do. You wouldn’t have to pay her much and she’s very sweet and willing. She’d be great with the customers.’
‘Jo, look,’ I said, laughing. ‘You’re going too fast.’ I remembered how at school she was the one who wrung your pocket money out of you for the Battersea Dogs’ Home, made you sign the petition against fox-hunting, talked you into doing the charity swim.
‘Think about it, Fran. Just think about it.’
‘Don’t, you’re making me feel guilty. I’ve got enough on my plate at the moment.’
‘Of course. I’m sorry. I was quite wrong to have mentioned it.’
Jo looked so crestfallen that I sighed. ‘OK, I’ll think about it. Is that enough? I’m not promising anything.’
Her face broke into a happy smile. ‘It’s a good idea, I know it is.’
I firmly changed the subject. ‘How are the parents?’
‘Oh, OK. Just the same really. They’re doing up this huge place in the country now, near Tunbridge Wells. Quite mixing in society down there. I’m a bit of a disappointment to them, I sometimes think, working with the underprivileged.’
‘Surely they’re proud of you?’
‘They’re still raving Tories. Dad thinks that because he had to pull himself up by his bootstraps–you remember how he talks about his council estate origins?–why should other people be “mollycoddled” as he puts it?’
I smiled, picturing Jo’s father, a charming, friendly man. He and his wife had always been very welcoming to me. But I suppose being a high-flying company lawyer doesn’t bring out your caring side, and Kevin Pryde had a giant chip on his shoulder, always determined to prove he was ‘as good as the other chap’, as I once heard him put it.
‘And Mum’s worried that I’m not moving in the right circles, where I’ll attract the kind of man who earns enough to “look after” me. But I love my job. I know I’m lucky–living in the flat, I mean–and that my parents will bale me out if I run into serious debt. I really wouldn’t mind if I had to make my own way. I’m not bothered about money, you know.’
I sighed, refraining from answering. Jo must have seen enough desperate cases at the hostel to know what destitution really meant.
‘Oh, will you listen to me rattle on,’ she said now, picking up the bottle and pouring us generous glasses of wine. ‘That silver spoon gets in the way all the time.’
We both laughed and she reached across to touch my arm in that natural, friendly way I had always envied. ‘Oh, it’s so nice to see you again.’
And suddenly it was possible to forget that I had neglected our friendship along with everything else. Twelve years had separated us but we were now our own individual selves with our own paths in life. Perhaps we were ready to start again.
‘Tell me about these unsuitable men,’ I teased her.
‘Oh, you know,’ she answered with a little laugh that didn’t ring true. ‘It’s just that Mum’s got a bit of a wait for that big white wedding.’ I was surprised to see sadness in her eyes.
‘Perhaps you’ll meet someone at work or choir,’ I said, thinking about the way Dominic had looked at her, and I must have touched some tender spot, because she blushed.
‘It’s all women at the hostel,’ she said, ‘except for Ra, and he’s engaged to a nice girl his family found for him.’
‘I thought Dominic at choir seemed lovely,’ I said encouragingly.
‘Oh, he is. Really nice.’
‘But you don’t go for him?’
‘We’re just friends. I don’t think he likes me that way. Ben’s rather gorgeous though, don’t you reckon?’
‘Gorgeous is certainly the word,’ I said, wondering if she was interested in him. ‘Too gorgeous really, for us mortals.’
‘I know what you mean,’ she said, and sighed. ‘Is there anyone special for you at the moment?’
I rolled my eyes theatrically but it had become too natural for me to be secretive. ‘It’s been a disaster area. You don’t want to know. Anyway,’ I changed the subject, ‘there’s too much else on my mind at the moment.’
She nodded, cupped her chin in her hand and gazed at me sympathetically. ‘How are things with your dad?’
I picked at some blobs of wax on the tablecloth. ‘If, and if is the operative word, there is going to be improvement, it will be slow. He is conscious sometimes, but I…I don’t really know if he understands when I talk to him.’
‘Oh Fran, I’m sorry.’ Her voice rose in a sympathetic squeak. ‘But it can’t hurt to talk to him, can it? They say it helps.’
‘I know. I try. It’s just it’s difficult…well, you probably remember we haven’t always been close.’
Jo nodded. Although I’d never talked much about my relationship with my father or my sadness about my mother, she had often witnessed his bearishness when she came to the flat, and had often comforted me when he had made me upset.
‘I haven’t seen much of him since I left home, Jo.’ I picked furiously at the most stubborn piece of wax.
Jo leaned forward, fixed me with her earnest blue eyes and asked, ‘Why did you go away so suddenly, Fran? Was there a particular reason? You seemed just…to disappear, to cut yourself off from everybody.’
‘I know,’ I said. ‘I didn’t really mean to lose touch. The music was such incredibly hard work. I had to concentrate on it, immerse myself. There wasn’t much energy left for anything else.’
‘Was that an excuse? Did something else happen–with your father, I mean? It’s just that in my first Christmas holidays at uni, I visited the shop to see if you were home. When I asked if you’d be back he shrugged, said he didn’t know, was quite offhand with me. I thought then that you must have quarrelled.’
I hadn’t confided in anybody about what happened, but suddenly I wanted to very badly. I knew Jo would understand.
‘Did you? Well, you were right,’ I said quietly. ‘I’d found out he’d lied to me, you see. About something important.’
Jo didn’t say anything, but waited, her eyes large with concern. And now, after twelve years of burying the memory, it all came tumbling out.
‘You might not remember,’ I said, taking a large gulp of wine to sustain me, ‘but in our A-level year I applied to go on a two-week music course in Paris over the summer. I was due to start at the Royal College of Music in the autumn and Paris, my horn teacher said, would be a great chance to play with other students from all over the world.’
‘I think I remember,’ said Jo, frowning. We had been studying such different subjects for A-level that sometimes I didn’t see her that much.
As I told Jo the whole story, the pain and confusion of that time came rushing back as though it were yesterday.
It was 1981 and I had turned eighteen, was an adult, but you wouldn’t think it, talking to Dad. In February he said I could go to Paris and paid the deposit, but by May he seemed to regret the whole thing. It was when I asked him about applying for a passport that it all came to a head. He said he had decided that I wasn’t old enough to go abroad by myself. I said that was rubbish and he sulked for a week. Finally, he seemed to accept that I should go, so I asked him for my birth certificate in order to get the passport. I couldn’t believe it when he said he’d lost it–how could he have lost something as important as that when he had safely squirrelled away all the documents about the business?
In the end I had to go to Somerset House, which was where the Registrar of Births, Deaths and Marriages was back then, and request another copy. I almost expected it to reveal some ghastly secret about my birth, but it didn’t. So what was all the fuss about?
It took some time for the penny to drop–years, in fact. To put it simply, he was frightened of losing me. He didn’t want me growing up and going away. I think he’d hoped that I would stay with him working in the shop, take over the business one day, that the music both of us loved would be a kind of sideline, not a career. But he didn’t know how to express any of this. If he had, we might have talked it all over and cleared the air. Instead, he tried to manipulate me, which was the worst thing he could have done. I stopped trusting him and became desperate to leave home.
I finished my A-levels and went to Paris, where I had a fabulous time, and when I got home at the beginning of August was relieved that Dad seemed to have calmed down. But as September passed his anxiety mounted again. One evening I came home to find him in a semi-coma and he was rushed to hospital. It turned out he’d missed a couple of insulin injections, which was very unlike him. At the time I was merely glad that my college was in nearby Kensington and that I’d be living at home, could keep an eye on him. Later, I saw this medical emergency as a deliberate, manipulative ploy. Now, looking back, I don’t know. Perhaps he was genuinely distracted and muddled. Whichever, he quickly recovered.
When we fell out again, it was about money, or rather, money was the starting point. During September I learned I’d been awarded a local authority grant towards living expenses, but I still needed extra, for music and books. It was then that Dad delivered a real bombshell. He produced a building society passbook with my name on it. There was twelve thousand pounds in the account.
Twelve thousand pounds! At first, I was overcome with gratitude, thinking he must have saved it all up for me over the years, but when I looked more closely at the book I saw that apart from the interest, just one payment had been made into the account–back in 1972. So I confronted him about it. And eventually he told me. My mother’s mother had died when I was nine and left me a lump sum. And Dad hadn’t told me, had just dumped it in this account until I was eighteen.
This in itself was bad enough, that I didn’t ever know about an important legacy. But there was something much, much worse. He hadn’t even told me that my gran had died. Or rather he did, but not until some years later in my mid-teens, when I started asking about her, and then he let me think she’d died when I was quite little. I think he was embarrassed at not having told me at the time of her death, so he lied to me. It took that building society book for me to worm the whole thing out of him.
It was difficult to convey to Jo, whose father always said everything he thought straight out, my shock and confusion about this discovery. It really did feel as though my whole world had turned upside down, that our whole relationship, Dad’s and mine, was built on lies.
I should have confronted him then, demanded that he tell me everything about my mother, that he lay out the whole truth. But in too many ways I was like him. I chose what seemed the easy way. A martyred silence. We hardly spoke to one another for the remaining weeks before college. Then I took my passbook, presented it at the building society and withdrew the deposit for a room in a rented flat.
‘In giving me the money,’ I told Jo, ‘Dad had delivered himself a blow. He’d given me the means and the motive to leave him.’
I drifted to a halt now, drained after telling Jo all this, nervous, too, of how she’d judge me. I shouldn’t have worried.
‘Why didn’t you tell me all this at the time? I’d have helped you,’ she whispered. ‘I would.’
‘I’d hardly seen you over the summer, what with Paris and then you going off on holiday with your parents. And I didn’t know…if I could make you understand. You were always so happy with your family, Jo–I envied you, really. You’d all argue, everyone would say their piece, and then it would be over.’
‘Still, I would have listened and tried to understand.’
‘I know that now,’ I said gently. ‘But back then I was unsure of everything, except about music–I was so glad I could throw myself into my studies. It was the saving of me.’
‘What about your dad? Didn’t you see him at all?’
‘Yes, I did. I couldn’t abandon him entirely. I told him we needed time apart, but I left a lot of my things at home and I visited him regularly. But he changed, became more miserable and silent; made me feel I’d betrayed him. And my anger made me cold. For years, we hardly talked about anything that really mattered, and never referred to our quarrel. It was only recently, before this happened, his stroke, that he seemed to soften. Sometimes, when I spoke to him on the phone, he seemed…vulnerable…didn’t want to end the call. Perhaps he sensed something was going to happen. Perhaps if I’d come home to visit, we could have…’ I swallowed hard and stared down at my bitten nails.
‘Don’t feel it’s all your fault, Fran,’ Jo cried. She reached out and closed both her hands over mine. Again, her tenderness touched me deeply. ‘It might not be too late. Try talking to him now. It could help both of you.’
I gave her a watery smile and nodded. Despite the sadness, a feeling of deep relief was coursing through me. Telling Jo, sharing my burden, made me feel better. I wish I had told her all those years ago.
Chapter 9
Then cherish pity, lest you drive an angel from your door.
William Blake, Songs of Innocence
Looking back now, I can identify that conversation with Jo as a turning point. I’d opened up to my friend, and in the warmth of her response, the shard of ice that had pierced my heart, locking me up in perpetual winter, finally began to melt.
I was thinking about her words when I visited Dad the following lunchtime, leaving a reluctant Zac to serve in the shop. I loved my father. I knew that, even as we quarrelled, even after I left home, determined to lead my own life. Despite everything he was still my dad who, when I was a child, cuddled me when I was sad, encouraged me when I was down, who would smile delightedly and growl ‘That’s my girl!’ whenever I succeeded at something, from passing exams to getting a modest role in a school play.
Today, as I sat by his bed and watched him fight his way to consciousness, I tried hard to forget where we were, and to remember the things he and I had shared together. It was difficult.
Maybe there was something in Jo’s idea, about talking to him. It didn’t feel right at the moment to refer to the dark stuff, the bitterness and secrets, but perhaps I could start by reminding Dad about happy times and reassuring him of my love.
‘Do you remember, Dad?’ I said hesitantly. ‘Do you remember when I had measles, and you played board games with me and I always had to win, and you’d tell me stories about when you were little? You had that dog, didn’t you, who lived in the shop–a whippet, wasn’t he, called Silky? You see, I remember.’
I waited and just then–was it a coincidence?–Dad blinked and looked straight at me. I wondered desperately what else to talk to him about. The angel window…now that really would interest him. So I recounted the story of Jeremy Quentin’s find and how Zac and I were going to try to put the window together again.
‘I wish you were able to help, Dad,’ I said. ‘I bet you would know right away where to look for the original drawing.’
Again I halted. It was odd speaking to someone who didn’t respond. I was never someone to chatter on effortlessly.
I was also aware of the abyss between us. So much needed to be said. I so badly wanted to talk to him about my mother, but how could I? I couldn’t frame words that didn’t sound stilted or cheesy. And, if he could hear and understand me, I was nervous of upsetting him. I might unwittingly say something hurtful or untrue and he wouldn’t be able to respond. It wouldn’t be fair. In the end, I merely said, ‘When you’re well again, Dad, we’ll talk properly. I’ll be around more. Really.’ His eyes were locked on mine now, such pools of anguish that I felt alarmed. Was he in pain? But then his expression grew more peaceful. I whispered, my words half-choked, ‘I’m sorry, Dad. I’m truly sorry.’
When I returned to the shop, Zac was deep in conversation with a youngish, expensive-looking couple. Or rather, with the wife. The man paced the shop looking at price tags and frowning whilst the woman, a lively honey-blonde with large tortoiseshell spectacles, chattered to Zac about a series of photographs she’d laid out on the counter. Zac was studying them, nodding, interrupting her flow with dogged questions. I remembered that he didn’t enjoy negotiating commissions. He preferred doing the work.
I smiled vaguely at them, attempting to slip past them into the workshop, but Zac shot me a desperate look.
‘Fran, Mr and Mrs Armitage here are asking if we can do something based on these. What do you think?’
The photographs were of two glass panels, one of a young boy in an alpine hat fishing in a pool, the other of a girl in a too-short skirt reaching up to catch a butterfly in a net. The borders were decorated with teddies, dolls, flowers and fruit. Very cutesy, but then that was what some people liked.
‘We saw them when we were in New Jersey, didn’t we, sweetheart?’ Mrs Armitage said. ‘Our friends only recently moved into the house and didn’t know who’d made them, so we took some pictures and thought if we could get our own designed they’d go well in the twins’ bedrooms, didn’t we, sweetheart?’
‘Sweetheart’ grunted his assent.
‘We could come up with our own versions, couldn’t we, Zac?’ I asked him.
‘I’ve told them we could get into trouble for producing straight copies, of course. But something similar…’
‘That would be lovely,’ said Mrs Armitage, tapping the counter with her talon-like nails. ‘How much do you think they might be? We were hoping they could be ready for the twins’ birthday in late October.’
Zac showed them photographs from our own portfolios and gave them ball-park prices based on panels of similar size and complexity. I watched the husband carefully but, apart from asking a couple of perceptive questions about the cost of different kinds of glass, he seemed to accept the likely damage to his wallet.
Eventually they left and we drifted through into the workshop. While I made tea, Zac wrote down the job in Dad’s Day Book then studied the photographs again, shaking his head.
‘What?’ I asked him.
‘Oh, nothing. Let’s say these are not my idea of high art.’
I laughed and said teasingly, ‘Come on, you’ll do a beautiful job.’
‘Aye,’ he said, ‘I always try to do that.’
‘What do you like doing most, then?’ I asked, realising again how little I knew about him.
‘The arty stuff, my own designs. And the church work, that means something. It isn’t only decorative, is it? It has a purpose.’
‘What do you mean by your own designs?’ I asked. ‘Like that sunrise?’
‘I drew what the lady described. No, I’ve started doing other stuff but they’re experiments really. We haven’t got the equipment here, so I use my mate David’s studio.’
‘I had no idea you did other work.’
‘I don’t do it on company time,’ he said, misreading me. ‘And I pay for my materials. Though your father lets me have odd pieces from time to time.’
‘That’s fine, Zac. Honestly I wasn’t accusing you.’
‘I know. I wanted to be clear, that’s all.’
‘I’d love to see your other work.’
‘Really?’ he said. ‘I’m putting a portfolio together–in case it’s useful here. One day, when it’s ready, I’ll show you.’ His eyes brightened, bringing his whole face to life, and this made me think just how melancholy he often seemed. I wondered if that was his whole life–working with glass. Didn’t he have family in London, or a social life? But I didn’t ask. After all, I was hardly in a position to advise other people about their lives when mine was always such a muddle.
At that moment, the bell on the shop door tinkled again.
‘Oh, and I forgot,’ called Zac, as I went to investigate. ‘Someone rang for you. Jessica Eldridge? Said will you ring her back.’
‘Oh, Jessica–I meant to ring her,’ I said, feeling guilty. ‘She’s my diary service.’ Seeing his blank expression, I explained, ‘She books my work with orchestras.’ I must at some time have given her the Minster Glass number. ‘Thanks, Zac, I’ll call her later.’
Whilst I helped a young art student choose some cheap off-cuts of glass for a sculpture she was creating, and carefully wrapped the pieces in newspaper, I noticed Amber hovering outside.
I held the door open for the student, who had her hands full, and when she’d gone, waved to Amber and invited her in.
‘Are you busy?’ she asked anxiously.
She sidled into the shop and hovered, looking at everything. After a while I showed her into the workshop and introduced her to Zac, who was engaged in cutting short strips of mirror glass.
‘Amber’s a friend of my friend Jo,’ I said.
Surprise registered on Zac’s face, then he smiled hello.
‘What are you doing?’ asked Amber, her shyness overcome by curiosity.
‘Making a kaleidoscope,’ he replied, and fetched a finished example off the shelf. ‘Have a peep through here,’ he said, offering her the end of the Toblerone-shaped instrument.
She held it up to the light and gasped. ‘Oh!’
‘Here, turn the marble.’ At the far end of the kaleidoscope was a large glass marble cradled in a metal coil. I knew that when you turned the marble, the colours reflected in the mirrors inside, creating magnificent patterns.
‘How do you make them?’ Amber asked. Just then the shop bell jingled again.
When I returned from serving a short queue of customers, Zac and Amber were absorbed in conversation. Zac was demonstrating how to hold a glass-cutter and Amber was attempting to score a piece of greenhouse glass Zac had given her.
‘Don’t be frightened of it,’ he was saying. ‘It’s not going to jump up and bite you. Just treat it with respect. There, now hold it like this between your thumbs and…break it. Well done!’
‘The glass is like it’s made of sugar.’
‘That’s right, it just shatters down the line you made. Not all glass is that easy. With some types it can break in the wrong place and you have to start again.’
‘How do you make the coloured glass? Do you do it here?’
‘Oh no,’ said Zac. ‘It’s practically all imported from abroad now. But you can get all sorts of amazing colours, patterns and textures.’
‘I love this pink and gold one.’ She pointed to the glass Zac had selected for the case of his kaleidoscope.
‘That’s one of the expensive ones. The hot colours like red always are. You need more valuable chemicals–the red often has real gold in it–and complicated processes. The blues and greens are simpler and cheaper.’
Zac sensed me standing there and looked up. ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.
I was leaning in the doorway, arms folded, trying to stop a grin spreading across my face.
‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘Carry on. It’s just I’ve never heard you say so much before.’
That rare smile lit up his eyes. He turned back to Amber.
‘Look, when I’ve cut this last piece here I’ll show you how the grinder works. And maybe we’ll see how you go using copper foil.’
I left them to it, pleased that Zac had made time in his busy schedule to help the girl.
‘Zac,’ I said later, when Amber had left, a suncatcher we’d given her stowed carefully in her bag, ‘what would you say if I told Amber she could come and help out here occasionally?’
‘Work here, you mean? What could she do?’ he answered, wary.
‘Look after the shop when we’re out, unpack stuff, answer the telephone, that sort of thing. It would free us up to do more. And we can show her simple creative tasks. Finding patterns, making easy things.’
‘Train her up a bit, you mean? Aye, it’s important to train new people. Let’s think about it.’
‘Yes. And after all, you’re right, Dad won’t…’
‘I know.’ There was sympathy in his eyes, and I had to look away. It felt like a betrayal to admit that Dad was unlikely to be able to work again.
‘Fran, there’s something we need to talk about. Did your father ever draw up one of those Power of Attorney things? It’s just…there are unpaid bills. And I’m not a signatory for the business.’
‘I don’t know, Zac,’ I said. ‘I’ll have to speak to the bank. And Dad’s lawyer.’
After I’d shut up shop I remembered the message from Jessica. She was usually still in the office at this hour, so I went to find my address book.
‘Fran!’ she exclaimed on hearing my voice. ‘I think I’ve rung all the numbers you ever gave me. I was getting worried–thought you’d been kidnapped or something. How are you?’
I apologised and explained to her about Dad’s illness and how I needed to be here, to keep everything going. It occurred to me, as I talked, that my previous life, touring the world with orchestras, staying in a different hotel every few days, already seemed an age away. All my energies, my priorities, were becoming focused here.
‘So I don’t think I’ll be available for anything for a bit. Except maybe in London,’ I finished lamely.
‘That’s a shame, because I had something exciting lined up for you in New York. The Halliwell are touring, and one of their tuba players has gone down with pleurisy. But I quite understand. If something comes up locally, I’ll call, but otherwise I’ll wait to hear from you.’
‘Thanks, Jess.’
‘Don’t leave it too long, will you?’ she added lightly, but I picked up the veiled warning.
‘No, I’m sure I won’t,’ I said. It was all too easy to be forgotten in the music business.
I put the phone down with a mixture of regret and relief. Regret because I still wanted to be a part of that world. Relief because I was coming to accept that, for the moment, I was a part of this one.
That evening, I was toasting a cheese sandwich for supper, when the vicar rang.
‘My wife Sarah has spent most of the last couple of days going through all the boxes and filing cabinets in the church vestry and the parish office,’ he told me.
‘That’s very good of her,’ I said. ‘Any luck?’
‘She’s found a history of the church dated 1927, but it only describes the windows. There are no photographs, I’m afraid. So I’ve asked a chap I know at the diocesan archives to see if he has anything but, as I thought, he says it might take him a while.’
‘What does the description say?’ I asked.
‘Hang on a moment. Ah. “The Lady Chapel. Fine late-nineteenth-century richly coloured glass by Minster Glass in the Virgin and Child Enthroned, E. window of chapel, donor Mrs Sarah Fotherington…Angel in S. window, also by Minster Glass, donor Reverend Jas. Brownlow, in memory of his daughter Caroline.” That’s it.’
‘OK.’
I must have sighed, because he added, ‘Sorry. Not very helpful, is it?’
‘It doesn’t matter. I’ll have another look through Dad’s stuff later.’
I had been searching for about an hour when I struck lucky. What I found is called in the trade a vidimus, meaning ‘let us look’. It was a small colour sketch for the Virgin and Child window, which the artist would have showed his patron to give an early idea of how the window would look. It was beautifully executed and the colours sang.
Amazingly, there was a note clipped to it that directed me to a large cupboard at the back of the room. In this were folded and filed hundreds of much larger drawings called cartoons. Twenty minutes later, with a cry of satisfaction, I extracted one labelled ‘Virgin and Child in Glory, St Martin’s Church’, unfolded it and spread it onto the floor. It was a larger version of the vidimus I’d found just now, the size of the actual window, but drawn in outline, without the colour. Its purpose was to be a pattern for the window. It showed clearly the shape of each piece of glass to be cut, the details of features and drapery, and where the saddle crossbars to support the whole structure should go. Looking from the coloured vidimus to the huge cartoon, I wondered if they weren’t, most unusually, drawn by the same hand. Most of the time an artist would be commissioned only to create the original colour design and this would then be handed over to craftsmen who would enlarge it and make the window. Unless the artist was sufficiently interested, he might not see what happened to his design until the window was finished.
I studied the faces on the cartoon, the carefully drawn features, the attention paid to details of light and shadow. The joyful light in the Virgin’s eyes was reflected in her child’s, and I marvelled at the artist’s ability to recreate emotion. Carefully I folded up both drawings and replaced them in their respective files. Then I continued my search for the angel. In the foolscap file where I’d found the Virgin and Child vidimus there were several letters, bills and lists of materials relating to that window, but nothing for the angel. It was frustrating. Still, these would help illuminate the artist’s processes with the angel, which we would need to follow.
I took Laura Brownlow’s journal down to the living room. There I foraged in the bureau for Dad’s magnifying glass and sat down to read once more. Laura wrote so vividly it was hard to remember that everything had happened over a hundred years before. I could almost imagine I was there…
Sunday, 15 February 1880
Oh, that you were here, Caroline. We would have shared such confidences, for I have received my first proposal of marriage! But, Caro, I’ve said him nay, for I cannot love him nor indeed feel any affection towards him at all. He is Mr Anthony Bond–Papa’s lawyer, you might remember–a gentleman of distinction and property with, Mama assures me, distant connections to the Dukes of Norfolk! (So distant, it seems I require opera glasses to see them!)
I shall explain exactly how it came about. Such a surprise, for Mr Bond had passed no hint of his intentions towards me. He took luncheon with us on Friday and that same evening Papa told me the man intended to take tea with us on Sunday, that he wished particularly to speak to me and I should think most seriously about his purpose.
It never crossed my mind that his frequent excuses to visit our house should have anything to do with me. His countenance rarely betrays any emotion except embarrassment. Believe me when I say I imagined he merely wished to discuss a book I’d lent him.
After he arrived, Mama excused herself and we were left alone together in the drawing room. He seemed quite agitated, spilling his tea in his saucer. I reached to take the cup from him, but instead he clasped my outstretched hand and growled, ‘Oh, Miss Brownlow, Laura,’ in such a strange, squeaky voice that I was frightened and snatched away my hand. We both sat staring at one another in horror. Then he cleared his throat in that nervous way he has and whispered, ‘Did your father not give you any intimation of my intentions?’ and I shook my head, suddenly realising what he meant.
Blood rushed to his face. ‘I had hoped…’ he said, but I read terror in his features.
‘No, Mr Bond, pray say no more. It cannot be!’ I cried out in my panic. I was furious with Papa and Mama for not preparing me, and so it was worse for poor Mr Bond than it might have been.
I thought I would feel elated to have had my first proposal–do you remember how we talked about how it might be? Instead I feel sad. I have caused Mr Bond misery, though the fault is not mine. I never sought his attentions.
Monday, 16 February
I have finally begun the new tale. The young woman is an orphan and marries a young man for love–he believing, it turns out falsely, that she is independently wealthy. When he learns that her estate is entailed and he may not touch the money, he abandons her and she loses her position in society. I have yet to establish how matters should proceed, but I wish her to fashion her own life in the face of public condemnation.
Wednesday, 18 February
We returned from dinner with George and Harriet last evening to discover a terrible scene. Mrs Jorkins was disputing with a drunken man who, it transpired, was the mysterious Mr Cooper. Do you recall that I told you about the Coopers? It’s so sad. The baby has died and the doctor has despatched poor Molly Cooper to the hospital.
Mr Cooper cursed and shouted, like you never heard, and demanded money. Papa sensibly wouldn’t give him any, determining he’d only spend it on liquor; instead, he hustled us all inside and threatened to fetch a Constable. Fortunately the man went away but we could hear him banging railings and shouting all down the street. Mama was quite shaken, but you may guess how she set her mind then. ‘The children will be all on their own, James,’ she cried, and she wouldn’t go to bed and was all for changing her clothes and setting out to see the abandoned family at once until Papa forbade her. ‘They’ll come to no harm before morning,’ he said. ‘What can you do for them now? You’ll catch your own death if that man doesn’t murder us first.’
So we were up early this morning and visiting the Cooper children. Such distress. No sign of their dissolute papa and, while Ida had done her best with keeping the young ones’ spirits up, they’d not eaten since the doctor came the previous day. Mama made me stay and help while she took Ida with her to the hospital, but tonight the news is as bad as it can be. Molly Cooper died of her fever this evening and, for all the use their father seems to be, the children are in effect orphans, their fate to be decided by the authorities tomorrow.
Friday, 20 February
Another dreadful day, the five youngest Coopers taken to the orphanage and Ida come to be kitchen maid until we can think where else she must go. She can only sit in the kitchen and cry, poor dear. Mrs Jorkins is kindly enough and will take her in hand.
Saturday, 21 February
That rogue Cooper’s been back with his shouting, demanding to see his daughter, cursing Mama and Papa for taking away his family when all they’ve done is make good his negligence. He even accused Mama of killing his wife–the man’s demented. Eventually two Constables came to arrest him and who knows what’ll happen to him now. Ida wouldn’t appear to speak to him, she was so terrified. She’s told Mama he used to hit their mother when he was under the influence of drink. Mama is holding herself together magnificently, as she does in times like these, but she wears the same expression on her face as the Blessed Virgin in the Crucifixion window; one of anguished self-sacrifice. Am I cruel to notice this? I don’t know how long it will be before her health suffers.
After this, there was a gap in the journal of a couple of months. The next entry was 15 April 1880. I read on…
Chapter 10
We should pray to the angels for they are given to us as guardians.
St Ambrose, De Viduis
LAURA’S STORY
The handle turned smoothly, the door swung open with a sigh and Laura stepped into the church. The air, pungent with lilies and incense, was cool after the spring sunshine and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the gloom. She stood, listening to the ringing silence–‘It’s the presence of God,’ her mother had once whispered to her. Sounds from the street, the rhythmic scraping of a broom, the impatient trot and rattle of a passing horse and carriage, the bark of some tethered dog, barely rippled the stillness.
Laura tiptoed down the aisle, her skirt swishing on the flags. She bowed her head to the altar, with its new gold cloth, crossed herself, then knelt down awkwardly in the front pew. Gazing up at the frozen agony of the Crucifixion scene she tried to still her troubled mind enough to pray.
Two months after his first proposal, Mr Bond had again asked to see her on her own, had begged her hand in marriage. This time he’d been more forthright, had declared his love for her with a passion she’d not suspected in him. How had she stirred such hot feeling in this dry, serious man, she who was always plainly, even dowdily dressed, unadorned, lacking Harriet’s pretty flirtatiousness or Caroline’s pale-gold fragility? ‘You’re beautiful,’ her mother always told her beloved eldest daughter, but Laura’s tiny mirror gave a more honest verdict. She had the glow of youth and good health glossy chestnut hair, bright eyes and a mercifully clear complexion. Less happily, her mouth was too wide, her nose had a bump in it, she knew her movements were gawky, without grace.
‘Think carefully, my dear,’ her father had said when he warned her of Mr Bond’s intention to renew his suit. ‘He’s a good man and well situated. Your mama and I would be happy were you to accept him. Hear him out, is all we ask, but we will not press you.’
‘I do not have any feelings for him…’
‘Love can grow, my dear. Love can grow with God’s help. We judge the marriage to be advantageous. He is of sound character. I rely on him in the parish.’ Still, Laura could sense her father’s heavy mood. He put out a hand to pat her shoulder as though comforting her. She felt bewildered.
‘We would miss you, my love,’ said her mother. ‘But you must consider your happiness and we must be thankful that we will have both you and Harriet living nearby.’
Laura considered the face of Mary, glowing ghostly white in the window before her. Mary, who accepted everything that happened to her. Which life should she choose? To marry a man for whom she felt no warmth, and hope love might flow, or stay with her parents, comforting them in their troubles, sharing their work.
‘Is there no one you have ever liked, dear?’ Harriet had asked her, exasperated, the last time Laura visited. Harriet left the house rarely now that the child had dropped in her womb.
‘Not so very much,’ Laura answered. But there had been Papa’s young curate, Gilbert Osborn, who had left two years before. For a short while he had seemed to seek her out, but then suddenly it was announced he was to be married to his second cousin in Hampshire, and was raised to a living in the patronage of the girl’s father. Wasn’t it obvious, Harriet had remarked–being wise in the ways of the world–that the two events were related? Laura supposed her sister was right, but could think no ill of him. She remembered his fine dark eyes, his teasing manner, the way he could make her forget her dragging fears for Caroline. The news of his engagement caused her to weep silently into her pillow every night for a week.
From the shadows of the Lady Chapel she heard a sigh, the creak of wood on stone. Someone was there. She pushed herself to her feet and straightened her skirts, thinking it must be the verger. But the figure outlined in the doorway to the chapel was not stooping old Mr Perkins but someone taller, straighter and much younger.
‘I’m sorry to disturb you. I didn’t realise there was anyone here,’ the man said, his voice gentle, the T-sounds slightly sibilant. He bowed slightly. In one hand he clutched his hat, in the other a large book. He made to walk past her and his hair glinted gold in a sudden shaft of light, like a revelation. She gave a sharp intake of breath and lowered her gaze. The book, she saw now, was a sketchbook.
Curiosity caused her to burst out, ‘Oh no, you’re not disturbing me at all. You have been drawing the church? Do let me see.’
He stopped, turned and looked at her hesitantly, then down at the book, weighing something up. Finally he said, ‘A few ideas for a commission. Only early sketches.’
He stepped fully into the light and she almost gasped at the beauty of him. His skin was pale against his gold-brown hair and moustache. When their eyes met, his were hazel, flecked with green. He opened the book and she peered down at the page he showed her. A pencilled arched window containing the outline of a figure was criss-crossed with scribbled notes.
‘Goodness, you must be Mr…Russell,’ she said, remembering the name her father had mentioned. ‘The artist for our windows.’
‘I am indeed he,’ he said. ‘And you are…?’
‘Reverend Brownlow’s daughter,’ she rushed on. ‘Miss Laura Brownlow.’
‘Well, this is a most felicitous meeting then, Miss Brownlow,’ he said. His hand momentarily enveloped hers. Even through her glove she felt its warmth.
‘It’s my first visit to the church,’ said Mr Russell. ‘I like to wait, to watch and listen, immerse myself in the atmosphere of a building before I begin work.’
She thought of him sitting still as a stone saint in the semi-darkness, unseen, watching and listening.
Since she didn’t speak, he went on, ‘It’s important to view the church at different times of day, I find. To see how the light strikes the windows.’
‘I understand,’ she said.
‘And to gauge the particular tones of the church, to imagine what will suit it best–rich rubies maybe, or silvery whites.’
‘And what do you see here?’
‘The limestone requires soft colour tones. Nothing too hot, too strident.’
‘You must study the other windows, too, I imagine.’
‘Yes, indeed. This is a fine one, this altar light. By Mr Kempe. Do you see his sign, the wheatsheaves, almost hidden in the corner there, to the left of the Magdalen?’
He moved forward and now red light and blue and green fell across him from the window, like a blessing.
Laura too stepped into the shower of colour, followed the line of his pointing finger and nodded. ‘I’d not noticed before.’ The sleeve of his coat, she saw, had slid back slightly, and she was strangely touched by the fact that his shirt cuff was frayed, though the dappled light transformed the threads into something fine.
‘Do you have a sign, Mr Russell?’ she said, looking up at him with a steady gaze.
He smiled at her, then in a flowing movement, flipped up his coat-tails and sat down in the front pew. He was left-handed, she noticed, his fingers curved like a crab’s claw as he drew. A quick flourish and he was done. ‘I like to use this.’ He passed her the book.
Laura studied the intricate knot pattern he’d drawn. She swivelled the drawing round. ‘It’s the same from all sides,’ she said, marvelling.
‘And I can draw it without lifting my pencil from the paper,’ he said. ‘You’ll find them on ancient Celtic crosses, though this one’s of my own invention. I like the idea of the eternal line.’
Lose not the things eternal…Her father’s reading of the old prayer, his voice deep and pure, resounded in her mind.
‘I like it too,’ she told Mr Russell gravely. ‘It makes me think of the important things of this life, the good things that we’ve lost, running on beyond this world into eternity.’
They were both silent for a moment, Laura imagining her brother Ned, a little boy running for ever, laughing, across a sward of green. She wondered of what Mr Russell was thinking. His face wore a tense expression and a fast pulse throbbed in his throat. She glanced away, afraid that he’d notice her looking.
‘I have in my mind’s eye a vision for the Virgin and Child window,’ he said finally. ‘But the angel design–I gather the window is in memory of your sister.’
‘Caroline, yes.’
‘Can you tell me a little about her? If…that’s not too hard for you, of course.’
‘I like to talk about her. It feels as though she’s still with us then. Caroline was four years younger than me, nearly seventeen when she died. There was something about her, I can’t explain. She had a sweetness, a goodness.’
Russell, who was drawing something swiftly on a corner of his page as he listened, nodded encouragingly.
She continued, ‘We were never jealous of her. We always loved her. That’s surprising, isn’t it, for brothers and sisters? It was Harriet I sometimes quarrelled with–she’s the sister between Caroline and me. And there’s Tom, the eldest. He’s at Oxford learning to be a priest like Papa. We had another brother, too. Ned was the youngest, but we lost him to a fever of the brain.’
Mr Russell’s expression was full of tender sympathy. Her breath caught in her throat.
‘Mama says you wouldn’t know it now because he’s so grey, but Papa once had hair of pale gold. Caroline’s was like that, too, before it all began to fall out. Her illness left her so thin, you know, her skin was transparent. You could see the blood moving in her veins.’
‘Is there a photograph, or a painting of her I might see?’
‘There were photographs, but my mother has hidden them away. She cannot bear to look at them. I will ask her, if you like.’
‘Do you think she would like the angel to recall the image of your sister?’ He seemed anxious now. ‘Or maybe…it would be too painful.’
Laura didn’t know what her mother would want. What did she herself think? The face of Caroline in the window would be too strange. ‘I don’t know,’ she said. ‘Perhaps you should visit and ask her yourself.’
‘I will do that,’ he said. He closed his sketchbook.
Laura stood up to go, drawing her shawl around her. He stood, too, and when she grasped the pew end for balance, caught her arm to steady her. For a moment he was so close she felt dizzy.
‘You’ll come soon?’ she asked him.
‘Of course. Tuesday morning, perhaps, if that’s convenient.’ Bowing slightly, he stepped back to let her pass.
‘Oh, Baby has the hiccoughs again. Look!’
Harriet was stretched out on a sofa, where Nurse Stephens had left her to rest with pillows under her feet and head. Laura stared with fascination at the mound of her sister’s great belly, clearly visible beneath her voluminous skirts. After a moment the mound twitched slightly and they both laughed.
‘Oh Laura, it’s so tedious lying here. I see hardly anyone. And George’s mother sends advice by every post. If she writes me once more about what a marvellous baby George was because she refused rich food or took fresh air or…I don’t know, fed him nothing but blancmange, I swear I’ll scream. Oh, help me up, will you? I’ve pain, just here, down my back. I’ve had it all day. So odd. Oh, that’s better, Baby’s moved. Put your hand here, dear, you’ll feel his little foot.’
Laura tentatively laid her fingers on Harriet’s stomach. It’s so hard, she thought in wonder. ‘Oh!’ The baby kicked under her hand. ‘Harriet!’
They pressed each other’s hands in excitement.
‘Do you think it will hurt very much? When the baby comes, I mean?’ Laura asked.
‘Nurse Stephens says it will, but that it is woman’s lot and I must be brave. I don’t feel very brave, Laura.’ Harriet’s once-pretty complexion, lately as blotchy as porridge, now turned the colour of whey.
‘I don’t think I could ever do it,’ whispered Laura, more to herself than to her sister. ‘But if Mama is there, perhaps it will be all right.’
‘I hope she can be, but Nurse says the doctor may not allow it. Laura, I’m so scared.’
‘You must send for Mama as soon as you need her. It’ll help you to know she’s near, at least.’
‘I think it will be soon. I feel so strange today. My nerves twitch like you wouldn’t believe.’
‘Poor you. I’ll sit and talk then, to take your mind off the strangeness.’
‘Thank you, dear, I’d like that. Laura, I’ve been longing to ask. Mama said Mr Bond proposed again. What did you say to him?’
‘I haven’t given him my answer yet. I think my head tells me yes, but my heart says no.’
‘I wish you would say yes. Then I could help you with your wedding clothes and arrange your house and you would live nearby and, oh, we’d have such fun.’
‘But I live nearby already, and I don’t think I want to have fun, Harriet. Not the kind you mean–going to people’s houses and having them come to yours. I want time to myself, to read and write and to think. Anyway, I don’t love Mr Bond. I don’t think I even like him much. I couldn’t call him “my dear heart”, like you do George, and share his bed.’
Harriet laughed. ‘I didn’t love George when he asked me, but I do now.’ She smiled a secret smile, then winced and put her hand to her belly.
George was pompous and too sure he was right, but Laura had seen a spark between him and Harriet from the start. Harriet managed to play him skilfully, Laura always thought, bewitching him with her teasing but never flouting him, at least, not in public. The spark between them had caught, and now the sudden fire of their love had settled to a warm steady flame.
There was no spark between her and Mr Bond, decided Laura, none at all. She was simply not interested in drawing him to her. But nobody seemed to think this mattered, except her.
‘You might stay at home for ever then,’ said Harriet, pouting. ‘Soothing Mama’s headaches and arguing with Mrs Jorkins about how best to cook veal, and visiting all the Coopers of the parish.’
‘Mr Bond or the Coopers,’ she said lightly now. ‘Mmm, that’s no choice at all.’ But she felt uncomfortable as she said this. The Coopers of this world needed people like the Brownlows. Papa was right. To do God’s work one must be selfless.
But she’d had enough of being selfless. She wanted to live.
And so, suddenly, did her sister’s child, for Harriet let out a sharp gasp of pain.
‘Is it happening? Shall I send for Mama?’ asked Laura, helping her sister to sit up more comfortably as Nurse Stephens bustled in tut-tutting.
The little boy was born as first light touched the morning sky. After the doctor left, Laura and Mama were admitted to the room to find Harriet lying exhausted but demanding bread-and-milk. Portly George hovered anxiously, staring into the cradle, hands in pockets. Laura gazed at tiny Arthur (named for George’s dead father), sweetly swaddled, asleep, and felt her world turn on its axis. In one stroke her sister had become a mother, her mother a grandmother, she herself an aunt. The Brownlow family had taken a step into the future.
‘Five minutes, that’s all,’ snapped Nurse Stephens, standing sentinel by the bed. ‘Mother needs to rest.’
I read Laura’s journal until the neat italics began to swim before my eyes. It was rich material, anyway; I was glad to stop and contemplate everything I’d read. I could still hear her voice in my head, almost feel her presence in the gloomy room.
How lonely Laura must have been, shut up in a house with two grieving parents, her daily task to assist in their work. Perhaps the only activity through which she could escape was her writing.
She had a natural writer’s style, Laura, an ability to make a scene come alive with emotive observations and touches of humour. All this, and yet her account was imbued with deep sadness; hers was a family in mourning, divided not only by death but by other natural processes of life–the surviving children leaving home, marrying, pursuing careers–and by silence. And Laura had been left behind, perhaps destined to look after her parents–though it seemed she had had at least one chance at marriage.
As I laid the journal on the desk, by the Day Books, I wondered again what it was doing here in Minster Glass. And whether Dad knew about it; that was an important question. Its position in the drawer suggested no, as did his scribbled note Who was Laura Brownlow? Yet all the files in the cabinet had been neatly labelled in his black script, making it difficult to believe that he hadn’t come across it. Perhaps he had, but didn’t realise its significance to his account.
Chapter 11
‘Every time you hear a bell ring, it means that some angel’s just got his wings.’
It’s a Wonderful Life
On Friday morning I was exasperated to find I was to be left alone in the shop again for most of the day. At eight-thirty Zac arrived, only to go straight out again in the van to take some sketches he’d done over to a house in Clapham. Later, he said, he would head further south to install Dad’s Celtic window. Jo’s idea of employing Amber was beginning to seem more and more attractive.
My mind still on Laura’s extraordinary journal, I found the letter Jeremy Quentin had sent Dad and rang the vicarage number. There was only an answerphone message delivered in a gentle female voice. As I left my name and number, I noticed the address at the top of the letter. It was 44 Vincent Street. How puzzling. I was sure Laura had described the Victorian rectory as being in Greycoat Square.
It was a busy morning. I longed for a moment to fetch the diary from upstairs and read some more, but evening classes must have been starting in earnest because hobbyists kept arriving in a steady trickle with printed lists, wanting tools and glass and advice. It was while I was serving that our wholesaler left a large order that, when I found a moment to check it, proved to be wrong.
I was sitting in an unflattering position, legs splayed on the shop floor, surrounded by open boxes and polystyrene packaging, and talking on the phone, when a shadow fell across the window. I looked up to see Ben. I clambered to my feet and motioned to him to come in, while still trying to explain to the idiot of a boy at the other end of the telephone line that they’d given us the wrong opalescent glass, and that a Tiffany-style wisteria lampshade was not by any stretch of the imagination the same as a poppy one.
Ben walked around the shop, looking at everything before pulling up an old wooden chair and sitting astride it, watching me with a slight smile playing on his lips. I found it hard to concentrate on what I was saying.
‘So I’ll see you back here first thing Tuesday without fail,’ I said sternly down the receiver, and ended the call.
‘Wouldn’t want to get the wrong side of you on a bad day,’ Ben said with a grin.
‘They’re usually very good.’ I shrugged, starting to pack up the boxes. ‘Seems there’s someone new getting it all wrong. Lovely to see you. Have you come for a reason or is this a social call?’
‘Half and half,’ Ben said, his gaze sliding to the workshop door. ‘I wondered if I could see the famous exploding window.’
‘Didn’t the vicar show you?’ I said.
‘Only the box it was in. The whole thing looked a mess, frankly.’
‘It still is,’ I said bleakly.
The bits of angel were carefully laid out on the lining paper where we’d left them. Ben regarded them critically, one finger hooking his cord jacket over his shoulder. He was wearing a linen shirt today of a soft pale blue. I kept glancing out of the corner of my eye to see the effect of it against his hair. Like ripe corn against a summer sky.
‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ he said, bringing me back to earth, ‘but it does look like a lost cause. I mean, it’s not just a matter of sticking all the bits together, is it? For a start, how do you know where everything goes and what’s missing?’
‘I know it seems like that,’ I explained, defensive. ‘But if we can get hold of a photograph or find the original drawing, we could have a good try…’
‘And there’s a perfectly decent stained-glass scene already in the window. Has anyone thought of what would happen to that?’
‘I don’t know. That’s for your council to decide, isn’t it?’ I imagined that he was annoyed because of wanting the organ repaired, but I wished he wouldn’t take it out on me.
‘The PCC? I suppose.’
I watched him wander round the workshop, pulling open the doors of the kiln to look inside, prodding little tins of paint and bags of cement, asking what things were. I held one of Zac’s kaleidoscopes up to the light and he muttered his amazement as he squinted through it, turning the marble.
A man came into the shop to pick up a screen I’d mended for his wife, and when I returned to the workshop, Ben was studying a row of beautiful little lozenges of multicoloured glass Zac had left on a shelf. This fusing glass was very popular with people who made their own jewellery, and it was fun to make up pieces and to fire them in a little microwave kiln, though tricky to get the temperatures and firing times exactly right.
Ben was particularly taken with a piece that glinted blue-green, as iridescent as a butterfly’s wing, and, on an impulse, I gave it to him.
‘Are you sure?’ he said. ‘Thanks ever so much.’ He tucked it safely in his jacket and turned on one of his soul-searching looks. I was getting used to these by now.
I followed him out to the door, half-expecting him to mention dinner again. Instead he merely said, ‘Thank you,’ adding, ‘see you at choir.’ And he was gone. I was puzzled as to why he’d really come.
I watched him cross the road, but when he reached the path across the garden he turned to see me still watching and gave me a little wave.
When Zac returned, mid-afternoon, I showed him Laura Brownlow’s journal and told him about the artist being Philip Russell.
‘I haven’t heard of him,’ he said, frowning. He took the book from me and tried to make sense of the handwriting, but soon gave up and passed it back.
‘You must tell me anything else you discover about the windows,’ he said.
‘I will, and I really must let the vicar look at it.’ I rang the vicarage again, but this time the line was engaged. Since someone was in, perhaps I’d call round. After all, I’d been cooped up here all day. Zac agreed to keep an eye on the shop while I walked over to the vicarage, carrying the journal in a bag. Number 44 Vincent Street turned out to be a smallish Edwardian-style terraced house in red brick. Definitely not Laura’s father’s rectory then.
Jeremy was out, but Sarah Quentin invited me in, assuring me she was expecting him back any moment.
‘He was using the photocopier in the parish office,’ she said. She was a small round woman in her fifties who had a kind of stillness about her.
The moment stretched to twenty minutes. I drank tea at the big table in her messy kitchen and when I commented on a pile of paperwork she was sorting, she told me about the parish appeal for expanding facilities for the homeless.
‘We’re waiting for a decision about our government grant application,’ she said. ‘The paperwork is endless. Jeremy’s at meetings about it the whole time.’
Her eyes occasionally rested on me curiously. Suddenly she said something that almost made me choke on my tea.
‘You know, you are very like your mother.’
‘My mother!’ I cried. ‘You knew my…?’
‘No,’ she said hastily. ‘I never met her. But your father showed us a photograph of her once.’
‘A photograph?’ I repeated. Of course, my father might have photographs somewhere that he’d never shown me. But he had shown these…strangers.
Mrs Quentin saw immediately that she’d upset me and said gently, ‘Perhaps you didn’t know that Jeremy and your father have become quite close. I’ve no idea what they talked about, of course, because Jeremy rarely shares anything very confidential, even with me. But one day when your father came, he brought a picture of your mother, and I saw it on the desk when I took the men tea. I noticed it immediately, because she looked so striking–dark hair and eyes like yours, very lovely and vital. You are like her, you know. The shape of your face–and there’s something about your expression. Oh, I don’t know. I’ve always admired beauty. I’ve never been much to look at myself. And now, well, nothing to lose, growing old.’ She laughed as she touched her creased, unmade-up face. No, she wasn’t beautiful in the classical sense, but she had an inner beauty, a soft humility that would draw people to her more surely than looks.
‘Beauty can be a curse as well, can’t it?’ I murmured, still wrestling with the idea that my father had probably confided in a stranger things that I, his daughter, needed to know. Especially about my mother. It comforted me that I looked like her and I remembered that my father once said that, too. Yet, despite this, I couldn’t claim to have the startling beauty Sarah talked of. My hair might be dark but it was fine and flyaway, and I hated my mouth, though full lips were great for playing the tuba.
‘And some they call beautiful are hard and empty,’ Sarah agreed. ‘Some of those Supermodels you read about–I don’t know why the men go for them when there are such lovely girls around like your friend Jo.’
She’d know Jo from the hostel, of course. I smiled to myself. Mrs Quentin obviously shared Jo’s mother’s anxiety to see a nice girl happily married off.
There came the sound of the front door opening, then a voice urged, ‘Well, are you going in or not? I haven’t got all day.’ A large white cat slipped into the kitchen. It regarded me with wide green eyes full of dismay and shot off through the cat flap.
‘Oh, Lucifer!’ Sarah scolded. ‘He’s wary of strangers, I’m afraid.’
Jeremy came in with a brisk, ‘Hello, hello,’ dropping a large brown envelope on the table. ‘Wretched animal doesn’t like anybody,’ he remarked.
‘I thought a Lucifer would be black.’
‘Not at all. “Oh, Lucifer, bright Morningstar”,’ he intoned, then added sadly, ‘No one knows their Old Testament any more. In the Book of Isaiah, the devil is portrayed as a rebellious angel, Fran, and his name means light-bearer. Our little feline Lucifer is certainly rebellious. Comes and goes as he pleases. Any tea left in the pot, dearest? Sorry I’ve been so long. Mrs Taylor wanted to pass the time of day.’ He sat down at the table and started sorting through his post while Sarah fetched a cup. ‘Anyway, Fran, it’s good to see you.’
‘I won’t take up much of your time,’ I said. ‘You’re obviously busy. I came to show you the journal I told you about.’ I pulled out the leather-covered book and passed it to him.
‘I found it in a filing cabinet,’ I went on. ‘Laura must be the Reverend Brownlow’s daughter, and she’s written the journal to her dead sister Caroline, you see, and she’s the one the angel was meant to remember. So the whole story behind the window might be here, though I haven’t read all of it yet.’
Jeremy turned the pages, stopping to read bits from time to time. Finally he closed the book and handed it back. ‘It looks really interesting,’ he said, ‘and I’d love to look at it properly when you’ve finished. I’ve read a bit about Brownlow. He was vicar here in the 1870s and 1880s.’
‘Do you mean actually here?’ I said doubtfully. ‘This house is more recent than that, isn’t it?’
‘You’re right, of course. The old place in Greycoat Square came to be considered too big. It’s divided into maisonettes now. One’s kept for the curate, but we don’t have one at the moment, so our organist lives there.’
‘Ben, you mean?’
‘Ben’s been there since he joined us in June. But yes, the Brownlow family lived there at one time. He was rather a troubled man, from what I’ve heard. Deeply concerned with his mission to the poor, but things went badly wrong.’
‘Oh? What sort of things?’
‘St Martin’s has always been High Church. Emphasising the mystery of God, the importance of the Sacraments–the mystical side, really.’
I nodded. ‘Yes, I see.’
‘Well, Brownlow took all this very seriously, as you’d hope, but he was also attracted to the idea of church tradition and doctrine. I once found a rather dry book he’d written on church history. Although he was Anglican, there was much about the Roman Catholic Church that appealed to him and he read extensively the writings of figures from the High Church Victorian Oxford Movement, especially John Newman who, as you probably know, eventually became a Catholic Cardinal. Later in his ministry, Brownlow felt led to do things in St Martin’s that some of his parishioners thought were beyond the pale, setting up statues of Mary and the saints, employing what some of them saw as excessive ritual. “Idol worship”, certain less sophisticated members of the congregation called it. Brownlow saw it all as being to the glory of God.’ Jeremy paused. ‘There was confrontation, I believe.’
‘Didn’t they care about all the good things he’d done?’ Having read Laura’s viewpoint, I immediately took her father’s side.
‘I think they forgot these in the upset, unfortunately. It’s always important for clergy to remember that they are serving their congregation. If a priest starts acting off his own bat and fails to take his parishioners with him, he’s asking for trouble.’
Poor Mr Brownlow. I looked down at his daughter’s journal, wondering how it had all turned out. Slowly I said, ‘One of the puzzles is, of course, how on earth did this book end up at Minster Glass?’
‘I simply can’t guess,’ said Jeremy Quentin. ‘Perhaps it’s something to do with the making of the window.’
‘I suppose so.’
‘I must tell you, while I remember. I had a little chat with one of my ladies in the almshouse,’ he said. ‘Mrs Muriel Trask, her name is. She’s lived in the parish all her life, so I always go to her if I need any local background. She’s especially useful when I’m giving funeral orations, I can tell you. Memory like the proverbial elephant. Anyway, she remembers the angel window blowing in. A bomb destroyed one of the houses behind the church in 1940 and our angel got caught in the blast.’
‘That’s amazing. Did you ask her what the window looked like?’
‘Yes, of course, but she was a bit vague. She tends to remember details about people–you know, who quarrelled with whom, whose son stepped out with whose daughter in 1957, that sort of thing. But she did say that it was very lovely, all gold and white and glowing. Made her feel very peaceful and loved. And something about being a child and believing that it was a real angel, not just a picture. Apparently she wept when it got broken.’
I knew the vicar must be busy, so I stood up to go. But there was something I was still bursting to ask, and as I looked from Jeremy to his wife, Sarah Quentin discerned that I wished to speak to him alone.
‘Will you excuse me?’ she said graciously. ‘It’s lovely to see you, but I must bring in the washing.’ She unbolted the back door and we both watched her through the window, walking across the tiny garden, calm and graceful in her movements, despite her round figure.
‘It’s nice for her to see you,’ said the vicar. ‘She misses our girls terribly.’
‘How many do you have?’
‘Two. Fenella’s twenty-five. She works in Manchester now. Engaged to a very nice young man she met up there. And Miranda. She’s at college in Bristol. Well, she should be, but she’s taking a year out. Miranda’s given us a lot of problems, I’m sorry to say.’ He trailed off sadly. ‘It’s been immensely upsetting. But I mustn’t run on. I think you wanted to ask me something.’
‘Yes, I do, though I’m sorry about your daughter.’ I paused and took a breath. ‘Jeremy, how well would you say you know my father?’ I wanted the truth, but at the same time was frightened of it.
He was silent for a moment, folding his glasses and pushing them into his top pocket.
‘I’m glad you asked that, Fran. Before last year we’d met once or twice in a professional capacity. He was interested in the windows. But then he came to see me a year ago to ask my advice as a priest. We met several times to talk. And I feel, yes, that we became friends. We’re the same age, practically, and, as I’ve said, he’s a very interesting man. Has a detailed knowledge of the history of his craft–quite fascinating. Did you know—’
‘Yes, yes,’ I broke in, and he must have caught my desperation, because he suddenly gave me his full attention.
‘You see,’ I went on, ‘my father has always been something of an enigma to me and we’ve grown somewhat…estranged. I cannot truly say I know him.’
‘Which of us can ever truly say we know another?’ Jeremy said quietly.
‘No. But he has hidden a lot from me, especially about my mother. Things I think I have a right to know.’
‘You’re asking me to divulge what he told me in complete confidence,’ he said heavily. ‘I was afraid you might. Well I’m sorry to say that I can’t. You must realise—’
‘I do, I do. But you’ve seen how he is. He may not recover.’
‘Though, God willing, he might,’ said Jeremy with unmistakable feeling. ‘I’m deeply sympathetic, really I am. But the guidelines of my calling are clear on this matter. I would be betraying his trust.’
‘But what about me? Do I need to suffer because of this principle?’
‘Fran, my dear. We are all hoping that your father will be restored to us, and it seems wrong to believe otherwise whilst medical opinion is unclear. What if he gets better, then learns that I have divulged his deepest secrets? It might change his relationship with you for ever–and he would certainly never trust me again. I know this is incredibly difficult for you…’ He sounded genuinely upset.
I was furious when I eventually stumbled out on the street, absolutely furious. I knew Jeremy was right, he couldn’t break his promise of confidentiality, but in this particular situation it all seemed unfair. And how could Dad have confided in Jeremy when he never had in me? What on earth had my father done that he couldn’t tell his only child? Another thought occurred to me and I tasted bitterness. I might only know Dad better after he died. But I didn’t want him to die. And what about the alternative? Maybe he’d stay alive for years and years and I’d be stuck in some limbo with him, intimate with his bodily needs but never getting any closer to him as a person, never learning about my mother. Never coming to terms with who I was.
Zac had locked the door and was totting up the day’s takings when I got back. He let me into the shop, and I must have looked black as thunder, because he gave me a wide berth and went off home shortly afterwards.
I locked all the doors then mounted the stairs. I couldn’t face going to see Dad tonight and felt wicked for my resentment. But a sort of weary numbness was creeping over me. In the end I opened a dusty bottle of Bordeaux I found in a cupboard and curled up in the armchair by the window to weep a little. Then I went to find Laura Brownlow’s journal and began to read once more.
Chapter 12
The more materialistic science becomes, the more angels shall I paint. Their wings are my protest in favour of the immortality of the soul.
Sir Edward Burne-Jones
LAURA’S STORY
April 1880
Mr Russell called on the Brownlows on the Tuesday morning after he met Laura and little Arthur was born. He was told that the Reverend Brownlow was out on urgent business but that Mrs Brownlow and Laura would see him in the morning room. Both ladies were weary after a late night, Mrs Brownlow explaining that they had been with the family of a parishioner who was killed in an accident at the tanning factory the day before.
At Russell’s tentative request, Mrs Brownlow brought out two framed photographs of Caroline from a locked drawer in her writing bureau. One was a portrait from before her illness, the other, unfortunately slightly blurred, had been taken in the garden only weeks before she died. Mr Russell studied them for some minutes and his expression softened.
He said, very gently, ‘In the first she is a child, and in the second–nay, it’s extraordinary–almost a fragile spirit.’ He shook his head as though further words failed him, then passed the photographs back to Mrs Brownlow.
‘My husband asked for you specifically to design the windows, Mr Russell.’ Theodora Brownlow’s eyes were huge in her tired face.
Mr Russell inclined his head in grave acknowledgement. Laura had as yet said little, but glanced at him where he sat, his expressive hands resting on his thighs. He conveyed such a feeling of lightness, she thought, as though his body wasn’t subject to the usual rules of gravity. His back was straight, his head dipped forward, his concentration full upon Mrs Brownlow. When he stroked his cropped beard, reddish-gold against the pale skin, the slight rasping noise caused the back of Laura’s neck to prickle.
Mrs Brownlow sat back in her chair. She looked exhausted, and from the way she frequently touched her temple, Laura guessed one of her headaches was developing. She vowed to coax her mother back to bed as soon as Mr Russell departed, but for the moment, the over-bright expression in Theodora’s eyes told of some deep source of energy tapped, now that she was talking about Caroline.
She went on, ‘Mr Brownlow and I have seen your designs for St Aloysius.’
‘Ah, the Mary windows,’ he said.
‘Yes. We admired them, Mr Russell. Greatly. They, too, were made by Minster Glass, I gather.’
‘It was I who made them, in their workshop, Mrs Brownlow. If you’d allow me to explain how I like to work.’
She nodded. ‘Please do.’
‘You see, I believe that craft only reaches the state of true art when the whole artefact is not only designed but fashioned by the same man. I wish to avoid the frustrations of the artist whose inspired vision is thwarted by the inability of mere drudges to put that vision into practice. I often used to feel angry and frustrated when the facial detail or precise colour or the spiritual energy I tried to convey in my drawings was not apparent in the final work. So I set myself to learn the craft and create windows myself.’
‘Indeed,’ said Mrs Brownlow absently.
Laura could see her attention had wandered to the pictures of Caroline in her lap. ‘Then you are like Mr William Morris in this matter,’ she broke in, and felt the warmth of his gaze on her.
‘My wife is distantly related to Mr Morris. I have enjoyed many discussions with him on just this subject,’ he said. ‘I take commissions from his firm from time to time.’
She heard the words ‘my wife’ with surprise, though why she had assumed he was a bachelor she couldn’t say. Something to do with the frayed shirt-cuffs, perhaps.
‘Do you seek no assistance at all in making the windows?’ she asked.
‘I have not the skill to make the glass, of course. But I like to consult regarding the precise colours, to draw up the cartoon myself, cut the glass, paint it and fire the result. Another craftsman will help me assemble the window and install it, but these are ordinary manual tasks, and I still supervise.’
‘Do you have a studio?’
‘Indeed I do, Miss Brownlow. I paint in the attic of my lodgings in Lupus Street, but my labours take me frequently to Minster Glass, which has the tools and materials I need.’
‘Your angels,’ said Mrs Brownlow, looking up from her photographs. ‘They are vibrant creatures, not feeble spirits of air. I like to think of Caroline…’ She drew to a halt, as though unable to frame the right words.
‘How do you like to think of Caroline, Mama?’ whispered Laura, leaning forward to touch her mother’s hand.
‘As being somewhere more beautiful than here. Grown into the woman she should have become. Warm and full of life…not as a fleshless spirit.’
There was silence for a moment, then Mr Russell inclined his head and said, ‘I think I can see her in my mind’s eye, ma’am. But do you and your husband wish the angel’s features to be in any way, ah, reminiscent of your daughter? The face in the second photograph, you see, is indistinct, and anyway you might not feel it appropriate…’ he broke off.
Mrs Brownlow’s head was bowed. By a slight shudder of her shoulders Laura was alarmed to see that she was crying. She stood up quickly.
‘My mother is tired after our disturbed night. You will understand, I’m sure…’
Mr Russell rose immediately and said, ‘Of course. I must take my leave for another appointment anyway. Mrs Brownlow–my sympathies for you in your grief. I assure you that this memorial will represent the best of me, for your daughter’s sake.’
And, with a bow and a murmured goodbye, he followed Laura out into the hall, where Polly fortunately appeared straight away with his hat and his coat. He took Laura’s hands in both of his and she lowered her eyes. A button on his coat hung by a thread. Perhaps his wife hadn’t noticed it.
‘Thank you for understanding,’ she said quietly. ‘I think Mama meant also to ask you about the design for the other window. And Papa, I know, wished to meet you.’
‘Please reassure your parents that I shall channel my all into these commissions. As for the Virgin and Child, as agreed, I am to see the nephew of the benefactress, Mr Jeffrey—’
‘Jefferies.’
‘Mr Jefferies, indeed–tomorrow afternoon. In the morning I intend to visit the church once more to take further measurements. I wonder, Miss Brownlow, if it would not be an imposition, whether one of your family might be on hand for advice.’
‘I am sure that can be arranged. Father always says morning prayer there at eight but is finished by half-past. Why don’t you come then?’
‘I will perhaps come in time for morning prayer. I should pay more regular attention to matters of the soul.’ His eyes twinkled with humour. ‘Good day, Miss Brownlow.’
With that he was gone. Once Polly vanished downstairs, Laura hurried into the drawing room to peep through the window, but the baker’s cart halting outside robbed her of a last sight of him.
Chapter 13
Behold I send an angel before you, to guard you on the way and to bring you to the place which I have prepared.
Exodus XXIII. 20.
On Saturday I had been home a whole week, though it seemed much longer. After some discussion, Zac and I decided to offer Amber a part-time job. We definitely needed help. If Zac was out on his travels, I was tied to the shop. This was sometimes lonely, and it meant that I couldn’t get on with anything else, such as dealing with paperwork or visiting Dad. So Jo and I talked on the phone a couple of times over the weekend, and Amber came to see me on the Sunday–and started work with us the very next day. She was to do eighteen hours a week on a temporary basis, with part of that being on-the-job training.
Amber was a shy scrap of a girl, but she had a natural friendliness and sensitivity, and I knew she would charm the customers. From the start, though, I worried about her trusting nature.
‘How do you get on with the other women in the hostel?’ I asked, expecting her to complain about the bullying.
‘They’re all right,’ she answered, shrugging. ‘They’re a laugh really.’ Whether she felt some misplaced loyalty towards them or the situation had improved, I didn’t know, but as she spoke her hand flew to her collarbone where a curiously-shaped pendant rested above the dip of her T-shirt.
‘I like your necklace, Amber. What’s it got on it?’
She showed me. It was a tiny silver angel, its head bowed and its wings folded in a point above its head. ‘Gran gave it to me. I wear it nearly all the time. It keeps me safe.’
Zac was amused and bemused by Amber in equal part. He was flattered by her interest in his work. During a quiet period I watched him teach her how to edge the glass with thin copper foil and to make a simple suncatcher by soldering the pieces together. She chattered away in her excitement. ‘Have I done this right? Is this how you hold the–oh! I’m really sorry! I’ve messed up, haven’t I?’ He made her try again until she got it right, exercising the patience and gentleness that a caring father might show towards a young daughter.
‘You love your job, don’t you?’ I heard her say to him at one point. ‘Your face sort of lights up when you’re doing it.’
I watched Zac carefully after that whenever I passed through the workshop. Amber was right. When he was concentrating on drawing patterns or painting glass, his habitual moroseness was gone.
Late in the morning the post brought an electricity bill with an ominous red Final Demand slashed across it, and this was enough to galvanise me into sorting out the finances. It seemed safe enough to leave Amber alone in the shop for a few minutes whilst I scurried upstairs.
Zac’s suggestion had been that I phone Dad’s solicitor, but it had occurred to me to look through Dad’s personal document case first. I dragged it out from under his bed, brushed off the dust and tried the catch. It was locked, but a search in the drawer of his bedside cabinet turned up a small bent key. After jiggling this in the elderly lock for a moment I managed to wrestle the case open.
It was an odd feeling, looking down at the neat row of files inside, the dividers tagged Building Society, Health, Wills etc, Certificates and a tantalising Miscellaneous at the back. I had a strong suspicion that they might contain valuable clues about Dad, and maybe my mother, and yet Jeremy Quentin’s little speech about integrity the day before must have had an effect on me. I knew it would represent a betrayal of my father to rake over his life while he lay helpless in a hospital bed. I wouldn’t be able to look him in the face if I did that. Another reason for holding back was more primal: simply that I was afraid of what I would find. So I did the decent thing and flipped straight to the papers behind the plastic tag labelled Wills etc. And here I found what Zac and I needed.
The file contained a long thin brown envelope and a couple of big white ones. On the brown one was typed Last Will and Testament of Edward James Morrison. One of the white ones bore Pwr of Attorney scribbled on it in Biro. On the third I read with an odd, prickly feeling Living Will.
I put the Will back in the case unopened and read the other two documents quickly. The Power of Attorney gave me the ability to act on Dad’s behalf when he was incapacitated. That was good.
Reading the Living Will left me breathless and indignant for a moment. In it, he’d ticked all the boxes about not being revived when in extremis–and named Jeremy Quentin as the person to decide. Jeremy, not me! My resentment ebbed when I remembered that it could be problematic to give a beneficiary of one’s Will power of life and death. And presumably Dad would leave his property to me.
Retaining the two documents, I locked the case, replaced it under the bed and went downstairs to make the necessary phone calls to set the Power of Attorney in motion. The Living Will I would take with me to the hospital that evening.
I spent the afternoon in the shop with Amber, showing her, in between serving customers, all the different types of glass and their prices, some of the tools we sold, kept in cupboards in the shop. She was fascinated by all the different colour effects that could be achieved with the glass, repeating the different makes and types like a mantra.
She was also fascinated by the broken angel window. ‘It’s so sad,’ she whispered, when Zac showed her the pieces laid out on the table pushed out of the way in the corner. ‘Can you really make it again?’
‘We don’t know,’ he said. ‘We desperately need further clues about what it looked like.’
It was nearly five o’clock and I was fetching the keys from the office in order to lock up the shop. When I returned, Amber was still studying the broken angel. I watched her pick up a piece of golden glass and try, unsuccessfully, to match it with another.
‘Come on,’ I told her. ‘It’s time you went now. You’ve done really well today.’
‘Thanks,’ she said, giving me a shy smile. ‘It’s been great.’
‘See you tomorrow,’ said Zac.
‘Have a nice evening,’ she said, as I showed her out of the back door.
‘I hope to,’ I replied, remembering that it was choir practice at six-thirty.
Just time to visit my father briefly first.
When I reached the hospital I was alarmed to find that Dad had a plastic mask over his face. The nurse, who took away the Living Will to photocopy for Dad’s file, told me his breathing had grown shallow and his oxygen levels had dropped, though now they were recovering.
He was awake though and he looked at me fiercely over the mask as I took the seat beside the bed. I told him about Amber and my visit to the vicar’s house, but didn’t allude to the fact that I knew of his conversations with Jeremy Quentin. This time I was reluctant to leave. The feeling stole up on me, more strongly than ever before, that each time I saw him now was precious.
I walked back home in the twilight, feeling curiously sapped of energy. My enthusiasm of earlier had quite gone. I nearly didn’t go to choir after all, but forced myself. I’d only droop around the flat and get miserable and guilty. Anyway, singing always cheers me up. Our Junior Choir teacher always used to say that, and many times I have proved her right.
Once I got there, a little late, I was glad I went. This time Ben fast-forwarded to the Devils’ Chorus–in which demons, assembling at the judgement court ‘hungry and wild to claim their property’, mock the newly dead soul. When sung properly, it is chilling, but tonight many of the basses were sight-reading and the rest of the choir subsided into helpless laughter every time the men attempted their deep jeering ‘Ha-has’.
‘You sound more like dismal Father Christmases than devils,’ Ben exploded at one point. ‘Put some welly into it, for goodness sake.’
There was a tone of genuine exasperation in his voice, and I overheard someone near me whisper, ‘He’s taking it a bit seriously, isn’t he?’
Jo coaxed me into going to the pub later, and it turned out to be the right decision, for everyone seemed determined to enjoy themselves after such a hard rehearsal. I found myself laughing at some of Dominic’s anecdotes till the tears ran down my cheeks.
He was in the Home Office and, without actually divulging anything that could get him into trouble, he had some marvellous stories of personal encounters with well-known politicians and of bureaucratic incompetence. I couldn’t help noticing how often he looked at Jo. She would smile back at him, but otherwise just didn’t seem to notice.
Ben lounged in his usual place at the bar, nursing a pint and talking to one of the tenors, a tall lean man in a sharply tailored dark suit. He was about Ben’s age, with cropped, prematurely silvering black hair and a clever, mobile face.
‘Have you met Michael?’ asked Ben, after I’d bought my round of drinks at the bar and passed them to Dominic.
‘No. Hello,’ I said, and we shook hands.
‘Michael’s on the choir committee,’ Ben said. ‘He’s yet another civil servant in real life, I’m afraid.’
‘Can’t get away from us here in Westminster,’ added Michael. He had an urbane air, but I thought it masked a sensitive nature, for there was a tautness about his mouth.
‘Foreign Office, can’t you guess,’ Ben drawled. ‘Doesn’t he look the type? Actually, Michael went to school with me. Knows all my deepest secrets. Where the bodies are buried, eh, Michael?’ They were sparring with one another in a way that left me feeling uncomfortable. There was something deeper, darker, going on beneath the banter.
‘I used to spend school holidays at his parents’ place,’ Michael explained. ‘Mine were abroad, you see, and Ben’s wonderful mother took pity on me. So we all got to know each other quite well. His folks had this marvellous great pile in Herefordshire. Antiques and statues everywhere. I always felt like Charles Ryder visiting Brideshead.’ There was a sneer in his voice.
Ben burst out laughing. ‘He makes it sound much grander than it really was,’ he told me. ‘And sadly, my parents had to sell it in the end. Cashflow was always the problem. My grandfather had to stump up the school fees.’
I didn’t immediately warm to Michael. He was friendly enough, but he was very bitter about something and I didn’t understand why he was trying to make Ben sound like a spoiled rich kid. It seemed bad manners, especially if Michael had benefited from Ben’s family’s hospitality. I wondered what the real story was behind it all.
‘It’s good to meet you, but I ought to get back to Jo,’ I said politely, and left the men to themselves again.
By half-past ten, I was weary and said my goodbyes, promising Jo I’d meet her for a drink on Wednesday. I was faintly surprised when Ben left with me. Michael was nowhere to be seen.
‘Did he join the choir because of you?’ I asked, as we sauntered back towards Greycoat Square.
‘He was already a member. Actually, when the previous organist resigned, it was Michael who suggested my name for the job,’ said Ben.
That seemed strange to me. If Michael was envious of Ben, why would he go out of his way to see so much of him? But I didn’t know Ben well enough to ask him that. And Ben changed the subject then anyway.
‘How did you think the rehearsal went?’
‘Fine,’ I said, not liking to offer my honest opinion. ‘Early days still, isn’t it?’
‘I suppose so,’ he growled. ‘But we didn’t cover everything I wanted to this evening. Second rehearsal and we’re already behind schedule.’
‘I expect we’ll catch up,’ I said soothingly.
As we parted, at the gate of Greycoat Square gardens, Ben said, ‘Look, I wonder if you’re free on Friday. I’ve been given tickets for a concert at St John’s Smith Square. Do you like Berlioz? It’s his Symphonie Fantastique. There’s a Rossini Overture, La gazza ladra, I think. And some Mozart.’
‘I do like Berlioz, very much. And Rossini’s Thieving Magpie,’ I said, though I’m sure I’d have said yes even if I hadn’t. ‘I’d love to come.’
‘Great. It starts at seven-thirty. I have a church choir rehearsal first but that’s usually over by seven. Why don’t you come along to the church, and we’ll go on together?’
As I made myself ready for bed, I reflected on the invitation. It seemed a good sign that I’d hardly thought about Nick for the past week, but a little voice warned me to be careful, not just drift into some new relationship. Still, I was looking forward to going to a concert. How quickly I was sliding into this new London life, I thought as I plumped up the pillows and picked up Laura’s journal. Yet, beneath the surface, I was aware, my fear and uncertainty about the future still swirled.
Chapter 14
Angels are spirits…They become angels when they are sent, for the name angel refers to their office…which is a messenger.
St Augustine, The City of God
LAURA’S STORY
Customarily, the Rector did not expect his family to accompany him to morning prayer. After all, there were household prayers at home at nine. But the morning after Mr Russell’s visit, Laura took breakfast with her father early and went with him to church. She left Polly with strict instructions to take Mrs Brownlow breakfast in her room only when she awoke, and to persuade her to stay in bed and rest. Her mother’s headache had been so bad last evening that Laura didn’t think she’d need much persuasion.
They were met at the church door by Mr Perkins, the verger, his thin, stooping body trembling with distress.
‘It’s thieves and robbers, Reverend, robbers and thieves,’ he quavered. ‘No one has respect for God’s House any more.’
‘What’s happened, man?’ asked Mr Brownlow. ‘Take your time now.’
Perkins finally calmed down sufficiently to explain that he’d arrived a moment ago to discover that several small clear-glass panes of the square-hatched windows in the north wall had been smashed during the night.
With considerable alarm, Laura and her father followed him inside, picking their way across the spray of broken glass to view the damage.
‘They did not gain entry, did they? Has anything actually been stolen, Mr Perkins?’ the Rector asked with anxiety, but the verger shook his head.
‘The door was locked as usual, Rector, and they couldn’t have got in through holes that small, could they?’
‘I suppose not.’ James Brownlow sighed and thought a moment. ‘We’ll send for a Constable after the service,’ he said finally. ‘I will not allow base vandals to interfere with daily worship. Light the candles in the Lady Chapel, will you, Mr Perkins. We’ll be well away from any broken glass in there.’ And he disappeared into the vestry.
Laura waited alone in the chapel, trying to calm her thoughts. Flickering candlelight reflected off the shiny new-painted figure of the Virgin on the altar. Outside, Mr Perkins clattered about, sweeping up glass and complaining loudly about ‘robbers and thieves’ to someone who had entered the church.
A moment later Mr Bond walked into the chapel. Seeing Laura, he immediately stiffened with embarrassment and made to retreat with a muttered apology. She summoned him back, her face burning despite the coolness of the air. They sat together self-consciously, not speaking, his marriage proposal still lying unanswered between them.
A party could be heard approaching and shortly there entered Mrs Fotherington’s cousin Miss Badcoe, as severe as her angular, black-clad appearance suggested, Miss Pilkington the schoolteacher, Mr Perkins, and finally Mr Russell, somewhat out of breath. Laura’s father, now wearing his robes, shepherded them in and closed the door.
‘Rend thy heart and not thy garments…’ he began to read, in a voice too loud for the small chapel.
Laura, constantly aware of Mr Bond shuffling in his chair to her right and Mr Russell thumbing the pages of his prayerbook to her left, hardly pondered a word of the service.
Afterwards, the older women ambled off chattering. Mr Bond stood up, nodded to Laura, and glanced hesitantly at Mr Russell, who acknowledged him politely. Laura introduced the two men and explained the purpose of Mr Russell’s visit.
‘You’ll have need of a ladder,’ said Mr Bond. ‘I’ll ask Mr Perkins to bring one.’ Then, with a meaningful glance at Laura, he excused himself. She listened to the echo of his retreating footsteps.
Her father called out from somewhere, ‘Did you read those letters I gave you, Mr Bond?’
Bond’s deep tones came in reply. ‘I did. It’s a serious matter, Rector, very serious indeed. And now all this broken glass…’ The voices drifted off into the distance and the church door clicked shut.
She was alone with Mr Russell.
He put down his hat, picked up his sketchbook and began to pace around the chapel, staring up at the windows. The sunlight bleached the colour from his skin, glinted off his hair, making an ethereal creature of him.
‘See how the light shines through the south side?’ he said. ‘It’s a bright glow rather than direct sunlight. The really strong light, you see, will come through the Virgin and Child pane here, from the east. But the angel will be softer. I see the light of his face radiating white and gold, don’t you think? Down here will be richer, darker, more mysterious–jewel colours, ruby and deep emerald.’
Laura nodded, seeing the picture vividly in her mind’s eye.
Presently Mr Perkins arrived with the ladder, then her father reappeared, looking distracted. He said, ‘Mr Bond has gone to fetch a Constable about the glass and it seems I have, ah, another urgent matter to attend to. Mr Russell, my apologies, but I’m unable to speak with you now after all. Would you call on me at the vicarage later this morning if you have questions?’
‘Father,’ Laura broke in, ‘if it helps, I am happy to stay while Mr Russell takes his measurements.’
‘As you will, my dear. I am sure Mr Russell and I are most grateful. Now I must go.’
Laura held one end of the tape measure and wrote down figures while Mr Perkins steadied the ladder. When they’d finished, the verger staggered off with his burden.
Russell sat executing a series of quick sketches with that curious cramped hand movement he had.
‘Do you come from a family of artists, Mr Russell?’
‘Mmm? No, far from it. My father was a travelling minister for the Baptists, but recently retired from his mission because of ill-health.’
‘You’re a Baptist, then?’ Laura wondered what her father would think if he knew that his church’s windows were to be designed by a dissenter.
‘Shortly before I married I was received into the Church of England,’ he said–then, as though anticipating her thoughts, ‘No, not merely because of Marie. I was seduced by the beauty of traditional Anglican worship, you see. I felt humbled to be able to contribute to that beauty through my work. Do you know, the Early Christian mystics believed God’s light cascades through all the ranks of angels into the minds of all creatures, and as optical light into gemstones and other translucent objects. Think what this means–that the light passing through coloured glass comes directly from His angels and ultimately from God.’
‘Don’t the Baptists believe in angels, too?’ she asked abruptly. The sun had gone behind a cloud and she pulled her shawl around her against the sudden chilliness.
‘Well, yes, of course. They are the messengers of God. The Bible is full of…Miss Brownlow, you mock me.’
‘No, no, I am completely serious. It’s the idea of your religion being decided by the beauty of its trappings that I find mocking. Is that what your belief is to you, a matter of seduction?’
‘Not at all. I am stung. My soul responds to beauty, yes, how can anyone help that? The plainness of the religion of my birth might emanate from a sincere wish to concentrate on matters spiritual, but it has starved me of so much. One can worship God through beauty, I find.’
‘And what if there is no beauty? Where is God then?’ An image of the Cooper family in their slum flashed into Laura’s mind, another of her mother sitting with bowed head, tears falling into her lap. ‘Where is God when there is only poverty and pain and death?’
They stood together without speaking, he studying her, his eyes full of concern. ‘I know something about suffering, Miss Brownlow,’ he said in a low voice. ‘Come.’ Taking her arm he led her out of the chapel and over to the Crucifixion window.
He said, ‘You must ask the man who created this. There, he is telling us–there, in the midst of pain and death–that is where God is.’
‘I…I know. That is what Papa says. But I…I don’t always see Him,’ whispered Laura. ‘And it makes me afraid.’
Behind them, the vestry door opened and closed again as Mr Perkins came and went.
The church seemed to settle with a sigh. Outside, a cart clattered, metal on stone, and a woman began to laugh, a harsh maniacal laugh that went on and on, fading into the distance.
‘My parents give their lives to God’s work, Mr Russell. They pour out their lifeblood to the destitute, to those with no hope. Yet they have received little thanks, little reward. Instead God takes their children from them. My mother…my mother, Mr Russell…is sick with grief. She finds no healing in her work.’
‘But think of the people they help. Only one of the ten lepers came back to thank Our Lord for healing him, but that didn’t mean His deed was worthless.’
‘I sometimes think the poor and godless like being poor and godless,’ Laura said quietly. She knew that was uncharitable. Yet some showed no gratitude; indeed, they plainly resented what they saw as interference and moralising. She thought bitterly of Mr Cooper, recently sprung, unrepentant, from his cell, at her father’s pleading.
Her attention was caught by something on a pew below the broken window. It was a pebble. She picked it up and showed him. ‘Some have hearts of stone.’
‘Even stone wears away over time.’
‘Do you know, Mr Russell, my father receives letters complaining about his ministry. Rude, hateful letters, decrying incense and statuary and decoration in the church, all of them unsigned. Whoever this ignorant person is, he does not see that these things are symbols of my father’s piety. My father does not worship the statues. He does not spend money on himself, but to glorify God.’
‘I am sorry to hear this. Anyone who knows your father can see that he is a man of God.’
‘He is the last man in the world to deserve the blows that life has dealt him. My mother, too. They have always done their duty. I cannot bear to see their sorrow. Do you and your wife have children, Mr Russell?’
‘Yes, indeed. We have a son, five years old, named John. He lives with his mother.’
‘With his mother?’
‘My wife and I live apart. It is a great sadness.’
‘I am sorry, I intrude.’
‘You don’t, Miss Brownlow. I wanted you to know about this. The decision was not mine. I would have it otherwise.’
‘And do you see your son?’
‘I try to see him, but do not find it easy. He is too young to understand. If his mother is not near, or his nursemaid, he cries for them. I am practically a stranger to him, it seems.’
‘Perhaps it will be easier when he is older.’
‘I have to hope so.’
‘Or maybe you will become reconciled with your wife.’
‘Miss Brownlow, I have loved unwisely and too well. I adored Marie with every fibre of my being. I still adore her. If I weren’t standing here in a house of prayer and if it weren’t a blasphemy, I would say I worship her. Yet she is possessed of a wild beauty and a passionate temperament. Other, baser men have not been able to resist what is mine. And so I have lost her.’
‘You mean…’
‘That she left me for a lover, yes. Though she presently lodges with her parents for the fellow is penniless. He too left a wife, so there are two families brought to ruin. If I had not my work I do not know what I would do with myself. Go mad, I suppose. I have been driven to hell, Miss Brownlow. Perhaps I shock you. If so, I am sorry. But we talk of suffering.’ He spoke gently and his face was expressionless.
‘No, I am not shocked. Just sorry, very sorry for all your pain.’ Laura could only whisper for fear her voice would break. She felt such a sudden tenderness for him.
‘Thank you. Your sympathy means something to me. There are some too ready to cast blame. My parents are ashamed. They objected to my marriage in the first place, blamed me for aspiring to a life beyond their narrow horizons. The fault is therefore all mine, they say. Their friends will not receive me, not that this is of great moment. I grieve more for John, passing beyond my reach.’
‘Is there nothing more to be done?’
‘Nothing that will not hurt him more. I will not try to wrest him from his mother, though the law might take my side on this, seeing as I am the wronged party.’
There were footsteps in the porch and the door opened. They turned to see Mr Bond enter, followed by a policeman.
‘You are still here then,’ said Mr Bond, a little abruptly, glaring at Mr Russell, who merely inclined his head.
‘See, I have found one of the missiles,’ Laura said quickly. Mr Bond held out his hand and Laura tipped the pebble into his palm. Their eyes met but their fingers did not touch.
A line from the story she was writing ran through her mind. I asked for your heart and you gave me a stone. It was as though she had spoken the words aloud, for sudden despair flared in his face.
She would have to tell him her decision, soon.
Chapter 15
Every visible thing in this world is put in the charge of an angel.
St Augustine, The City of God
On Tuesday Jeremy rang.
‘I’m putting together an agenda for next Sunday’s PCC meeting,’ he said, ‘and I want to raise the matter of our angel window. Have you made any progress?’
‘I had another quick look at Dad’s papers on Sunday, Jeremy,’ I said. ‘I need more time–I’m sorry. I’ll let you know the minute I find anything new.’
‘Thank you, Fran.’ He cleared his throat and went on hesitantly, ‘I could see that you were upset on Friday, and I feel bad about it. It must be hard for you at the moment. I wanted you to know that you are in my thoughts.’
‘Thank you,’ I said, slightly stiffly. I was still very upset that Dad had confided in him and not me, though I kept telling myself it was wrong to blame Jeremy.
‘Sarah and I are here for you, you know,’ he went on. ‘If you need us in any way.’
‘Thank you,’ I said again, but this time more warmly. They were doing their best to help.
Later that morning, the redelivery from the wholesaler arrived. Amber and I spent a couple of hours checking the order was correct, unpacking the boxes, stacking new glass and hanging the lampshades, whilst Zac settled down in the workshop, surrounded by books and papers, to draw a church window design he’d been invited to submit.
‘That’s beautiful,’ I remarked, as I studied his drawing, the rainbow halo-ing Noah’s Ark from which animals were streaming.
‘They want something fairly simple in antique glass,’ he told me. ‘It’s to complement a medieval Adam and Eve in the same wall. I’ll have to use David’s studio to do the finer cutting and sandblasting, if my design’s chosen.’ He gazed around the workshop as he said this and I suddenly saw what he meant. We couldn’t offer any of the technical sophistication many modern pieces demanded. I realised then how loyal Zac had been to my father, staying here, using the old methods. I wondered if David had ever offered him a job. I felt a surge of gratitude.
‘I’m so glad you’re here, Zac,’ I said.
He must have felt my sincerity for he replied, ‘He’s been so good to me, your dad.’
‘Yes, you said.’ I waited for him to go on.
After a moment, he told me, ‘There was a time I was rock bottom–no money, no place to go–and he took me on, gave me a chance. I wouldn’t ever want to let him down.’
‘What happened?’ I asked him, puzzled. Zac had never made reference to this period before, but then the phone rang and we listened to Amber answer it in the shop. After a moment she came in and said, ‘It’s a Mrs Armitage, wants to know how long her designs will be.’
‘Mrs Armitage.’ Zac and I looked at one another. I got there first.
‘Oh goodness–the children’s panels. We haven’t done anything about them. OK, I’ll speak to her, Amber.’
Mrs Armitage was naturally anxious that she hadn’t heard from us, the children’s birthday being only weeks away. Could they see the designs as soon as possible? I made the right soothing noises, assuring her there was plenty of time.
‘I’ll do them when I’ve finished this,’ promised Zac, but he was still working up his Ark and there wasn’t much enthusiasm in his voice.
‘What do the people want?’ Amber asked tentatively. I showed her the Armitages’ photographs of the boy with the fishing rod and the girl with the butterfly.
‘They’re lovely,’ she breathed. ‘Could I try and draw a design?’
I was so surprised that I said, ‘OK. They understand they can’t have exactly the same thing–I’ve explained to them about copyright. Fortunately, they say they want to be different from their American friends.’ I showed her a pile of pattern books where she might look for further ideas and she laid them out on the counter and worked on them for most of the afternoon.
I was pleased that she did a very creditable job. The little girl she drew was feeding a bird and surrounded by greenery. The boy was wearing Chelsea strip and dribbling a ball.
‘I’m not sure they’ll go for that one,’ I said. ‘I got the impression they wanted something a little more…’ the word ‘twee’ came into my mind but I chose ‘unworldly’.
Amber didn’t seem to mind me rejecting her design. She immediately started thumbing through some of the books again and, after a while, she showed me a drawing of a boy sailing a boat on a pond.
‘That’s great!’ I cried. ‘Look, Zac, they’ll go for this, won’t they?’
Zac studied the drawings and nodded. ‘They’re very good, Amber. After I’ve finished this I’ll teach you to work up your designs into a proper pattern. Then we can look at some glass samples and try to cost the project.’
Amber looked so happy I thought she’d burst with pride.
After she’d gone, Zac called through from the workshop, ‘Fran, have you touched the angel?’
‘No.’
‘I expect Amber’s been messing with it then.’
‘Why, what’s the matter?’
‘Come and look.’
Zac was straightening the lining paper on the table, and I saw with a little shock that the carefully arranged pieces of glass and lead were skewed.
‘I expect someone’s knocked it,’ I said, wondering if I could have done it while moving that screen the other day. I didn’t think so. I’d tried to be so careful.
Zac grunted and started rearranging all the bits with quick fingers.
‘OK,’ he said, stopping suddenly. ‘Where’s the rest of the face?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘There are some bits missing. The eyes. The eyes have gone.’
‘Are you sure? Are they on the floor?’
We looked. Nothing.
‘In the box then.’
Zac took the box down from the shelf. Together we picked out the remaining glass fragments. No luck.
‘That’s weird. I might have jogged the paper by accident, Zac, but I haven’t done anything else, I promise.’
‘Well someone has, that’s for certain.’
‘Does it matter very much? The face was so battered anyway, it would have been difficult to reconstruct it.’
‘We would have tried. Damn it, Fran, we should have taken more care.’
‘Amber swept the workshop yesterday,’ I remembered suddenly. ‘Oh, don’t say we’ve got to go through the dustbin! That’s horrible.’
Zac gave me his dourest look of grim determination.
‘Zac, no!’
‘Aye, it’s got to be done.’
There were three black bin bags to go through. One by one, Zac shook their contents onto newspaper in the back yard. There were dozens of glass chippings to go through. We turned them all over, every one. Zac made sure of that. But none of them were the missing pieces. Eventually even Zac gave up.
‘We’ll just have to manage, Zac. I’m sorry. I’m sure we can’t use those pieces properly again anyway. Who’d want an angel with a bashed-up face?’
‘That’s not the point, Fran. We’d be expected to try. Fill in the gaps with resin.’
‘Well, it’s not as though we’re getting anywhere with the thing anyway,’ I said. We were both despondent now.
Apart from a couple of hours on Sunday I’d had no opportunity to go through more files upstairs. I wouldn’t say I’d given up, just that I’d had other things to distract me. Zac had done his bit, visiting one or two libraries in the hope of finding a picture. But he, too, had drawn a blank.
‘The mysterious disappearing angel,’ I said, with a sigh.
‘Aye, and now even the bits are disappearing,’ he grunted, hunched up, hands in his pockets.
He mooned about all the next day. Occasionally I caught him breaking off from some other task to stand staring down at the angel, a preoccupied look on his face. When we asked her, Amber swore blind that she hadn’t been near it, and there was no reason not to believe her.
Wednesday slipped by. At six o’clock I remembered that I’d agreed to meet Jo but I hadn’t heard any more from her about it. I dialled her number.
‘Oh Fran, I’m sorry. I’ve just heard I’ve got to work this evening, after all.’
‘What a shame.’ I was disappointed.
‘Are you free on Friday?’ she asked.
‘No, as Ben’s asked me to go to a concert with him.’
‘Ben?’ Jo squealed. ‘That’s wonderful!’
‘Don’t get excited,’ I said. ‘It’s only because he had a spare ticket. What about the weekend. Saturday?’
‘I think I’m likely to be busy,’ she said hesitantly, but she didn’t say doing what. ‘Sunday’s no good either. Look, can we talk next week? I’m really sorry. Oh, I forgot to ask,’ she rushed on. ‘How do you think Amber’s doing? She really loves the work, you know.’
‘We’re very happy with her,’ I said. ‘She’s a fast learner.’
I came off the phone feeling disturbed and not a little hurt. Jo had been so evasive about meeting up–or was this my imagination? She had at least offered Friday, I remembered, and her excited reaction heightened the pleasurable feeling running through me at the thought of seeing Ben.
Chapter 16
Music is well said to be the speech of angels.
Thomas Carlyle
On Friday evening I left at seven-fifteen to meet Ben in the church just as heavy drops of rain started to dash onto the dusty pavements. I wished now I hadn’t chosen open-toed sandals, but they were the only shoes that went with my favourite red skirt and denim jacket, and it was too late to change now.
I could hear the distant notes of the organ grow louder as I turned the corner into Vincent Street, and when I opened the door of the church, they rolled over me in a swell of sound that vibrated through my whole body. It was a Bach Fugue–in F, I worked out after a moment. The soaring scales expressed ecstatic worship in a way words never could.
From where I stood in the doorway, the organ loft rose above my head. I tiptoed down the aisle and slid into a choir stall to watch and listen, the grey evening light coming through the windows and the heavy scent of incense and lilies adding to the mystical atmosphere. Had it been just like this when Laura sat here, more than a hundred years ago?
All I could see of Ben was his bright hair as he played so I sat back and closed my eyes, letting the music course through me. When he paused at the end of a movement, I clapped.
‘Hello,’ he called down, his voice echoey. ‘Sorry, got carried away. Didn’t realise you were here. Just a moment.’
He vanished and I heard papers scuffling and footsteps on wood before he reappeared through the wooden gate below, straightening the collar of his silvery-grey sports jacket.
‘That was magnificent,’ I said. ‘I’m no good on the subject of church organs, but it really doesn’t sound too bad.’
‘It’s awful. Couldn’t you hear the wheezing? The stops badly need renewing. It’s the original Willis. Not going to be cheap to restore.’ But he was smiling, exhilarated, as I was, by the music and the atmosphere. A man in his element.
His fingers brushed my arm lightly. ‘Come on, we ought to go.’
We shared a red tartan umbrella, which he liberated from the vestry, and forged our way out through the lashing rain.
‘You women are so daft,’ he cried, as he held my arm, guiding me between puddles. ‘Why do you never dress properly?’
‘What–in sensible shoes? Be elegant or die has always been my motto,’ I retorted and he laughed. He was close; the heady scent of lilies and incense from the church still clung about him.
We ran through the thickening downpour, madly dodging puddles and shrieking with laughter. When we reached Smith Square, our red tartan joined the sober-looking queue of black umbrellas edging its way inside St John’s Church. Several people shot us looks of alarm, probably fearing we were drunk, so we did our best to calm down.
‘Do you know anyone who’s playing?’ I asked him as we took our seats–good seats near the front–and we watched as the small orchestra assembled.
‘Actually, Nina’s given me the tickets. You’ve met her, haven’t you? Well, seen her. Here she comes now.’
We clapped the leader of the orchestra as she entered and with a small stab of unease I recognised the slim brown-haired girl I’d seen gazing up at Ben in Greycoat Square. She bowed, sat down, checked the tuning of her violin, then waited serenely for the conductor to come on, her instrument held resting on her lap. Her eyes searched out Ben and she nodded at him, her expression gravely joyful. She didn’t notice me.
It was a wonderful concert, or at least I think it was. I missed a lot of it because my mind kept drifting to Ben, sitting beside me. I was trying to observe out of the corner of my eye whether he was watching Nina or looking at me, but he always seemed to be absorbed in the music, sometimes with eyes closed and a frown of concentration, sometimes staring unseeing into the dark recesses of the church roof.
During the interval we queued for refreshments and several people came up to talk to Ben. As he introduced them to me, one by one, I gradually realised that he was at the heart of a musical community. I myself only recognised a fellow soprano from the choir, here with her husband, but Ben knew them better than I did, too–apparently taught their son at school–and this heightened my feelings of isolation. It was a relief to be able to wave hello to someone Ben didn’t know–another brassist I’d played with in London once or twice. But before I could go across and speak to him, a voice behind me said, ‘Well, this is a surprise. Twice in one week. How delightful.’ I turned to see Ben’s sardonic schoolfriend Michael, his tight lips curved into a smile that didn’t quite reach his eyes. He gave me a little mock bow.
‘Hello, Michael!’ cried Ben. ‘Where are you sitting? I couldn’t see you.’
‘Same row as you but on the other side,’ Michael replied. ‘I tried to catch your eye. They’re rather good, aren’t they? Nina’s going great guns. If I had one criticism I’d say that the last movement of the Mozart was played at a gallop.’
I hadn’t noticed this myself, and thought Michael pernickety. But I didn’t have time to respond as Ben took my empty glass. It was time we returned to our seats.
After an enjoyable second half in which I was finally swept up in Berlioz’s wonderful Symphonie Fantastique, I hoped Ben would suggest we went off by ourselves for a cosy drink. Instead he said, ‘You’ll come and say hello to Nina?’
‘Of course,’ I replied, whilst heartily wishing I could do the opposite. For some reason, I didn’t want to meet her. But it was only polite, since she had given him the tickets, so I followed him over to the green room door. Michael got there first, and it wasn’t long before my hopes of a quiet drink were dashed and it had somehow been arranged that we should all go back to Ben’s.
‘Nina, darling, that was simply wonderful.’
Ben embraced her warmly, while Michael planted a rather formal kiss on her cheek. Finally, she gave me a limp handshake.
‘Oh, you’re in Ben’s choir,’ she said. ‘I love The Dream but I’m so busy already this term with the violin, I simply haven’t got time to sing.’
She still held herself very upright and I noticed now that it was her natural posture, for she had a long, graceful back and a slim waist that would have made her perfect to wear one of those low-waisted fifteenth-century dresses. This elegance, her long fine hair and pale ethereal prettiness gave her a languid, feminine charm.
We all walked back in the direction of Greycoat Square. The rain had stopped now, though the streets shone wet. As often happens in mixed company, the men walked in front, Michael carrying Nina’s violin, leaving the women to hurry along behind.
‘Did I seem at all nervous?’ Nina said anxiously when I congratulated her on her performance. I was surprised that she revealed her vulnerability to a stranger.
‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘You seemed very confident.’ Which was true. She had seemed completely involved in the music.
‘It was my first time as leader of the orchestra. A bit nerve-racking with Ben and Michael sitting there. They know so much about music, you see.’
‘You didn’t have any family you could invite?’ I was interested to know if her situation was similar to mine.
‘I’m from Jersey,’ she said. ‘It’s a long journey for my mother now. My dad died a few years ago.’ She sounded a little choked and despite everything I warmed to her. She seemed a gentle person, one of deep feeling.
‘When did you leave Jersey?’ I asked her, and she told me about her studies in Paris and London.
‘I go back to the island as often as I can,’ she said. ‘They’re very supportive. I try to speak to my mum and my sister every night. Lily’s just had her second baby, a little boy, and I’ve hardly seen him.’ This family portrait touched a tender place in me.
‘How did you come to meet Ben and Michael?’ I asked. We were in Page Street now, where the black-and-white checked apartment blocks gleamed wet through the darkness, like nightmare chessboards, a threatening world through which the men marched confidently half a block ahead.
‘Michael’s a friend of someone in my quartet,’ she said, ‘and when I mentioned that I was looking for a piano accompanist, he suggested Ben. So that’s how it all happened really.’
It seemed that Michael was always helping Ben. It had been Michael who’d recommended Ben as organist and choirmaster, too. They were much closer friends than one might think. I wondered what Nina meant by ‘that’s how it all happened’. What happened? Everything about these three was so confusing.
Perhaps it was this sense of exclusion or the mocking chessboards, or watching Ben and Michael stride further and further away, but for a moment I felt an awful howling loneliness. ‘Come on,’ I said to Nina, fighting the mood, ‘let’s catch them up.’
By the time we reached Ben’s flat, my shoes and the hem of my skirt were wet through. He ushered us up the steps and in through the front door of the large Victorian house that had once been Laura Brownlow’s. Now it was divided in two, vertically, so that it was difficult to imagine how it had been originally. Through one doorway I glimpsed a shiny black grand piano, but Ben led us into the living room behind, where a pair of big padded striped armchairs and a matching sofa were arranged round a small fireplace. Books lined the walls and the room still had its original decorated ceiling. By now I couldn’t disguise the fact that I was freezing.
‘Fran,’ said Ben sternly, ‘for heaven’s sake, you’re shivering. Look, the bathroom’s at the top of the stairs. Go and dry yourself–there’ll be a clean towel in the cupboard–and I’ll light the fire.’
I found the bathroom and peeled off my shoes, then opened the cupboard to search for a towel to dry my feet and the bottom of my skirt. After rejecting a couple of large bath-towels, I pulled at what I thought was a smaller pink one. When it unfurled onto the floor I saw it wasn’t a towel at all, but a woman’s bathrobe. Whose was it, I wondered. Nina’s? Or something he kept in case of an unexpected overnight guest? I stuffed it back in the cupboard and located an innocuous beige hand-towel.
When I padded barefoot back into the living room, Ben laid my shoes by the fire then pointed me to one of the armchairs, opposite Nina. Perching on the edge of the sofa he uncorked a bottle of red wine, while Michael, who seemed to be thoroughly at home, set out glasses on the coffee-table.
‘Thanks,’ I said, when Ben passed me my drink. ‘It’s a lovely place. The ceiling is Victorian, isn’t it?’ I wondered if he knew the building’s history.
‘I think so, yes. The flat comes with the job. I’ve lived here since June, when I became church organist. It belongs to St Martin’s, you see. Here you go, Michael.’
‘Thanks. Falls on his feet, does Ben,’ said Michael, with his twisted smile. ‘A grace and favour home, while the rest of us have stonking great mortgages.’
‘Or rents,’ sighed Nina, sipping her wine and screwing up her face, whether at the wine or the idea of rent, I couldn’t tell.
Ben frowned at Michael’s sneering. ‘Makes up for the very modest pay and the unsociable hours,’ was all he said.
‘Do you know,’ I asked them, ‘that this used to be the rectory? The vicar was telling me.’
‘Yes, I did know. Back in Victorian times, wasn’t it?’ said Ben. He addressed the others. ‘Then after the last war the diocese bought a smaller Edwardian place, where the Quentins live now, and turned this one into maisonettes. The other was sold but the vicar said they kept this on for the curate. Except the bishop can’t afford to give us a curate at the moment. Long may we be without one, I say, or I’ll be have to come and live with you in your bedsit, Nina.’ His eyes twinkled.
Nina giggled, her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, you’d hate it,’ she said. ‘I do.’
I stared up at the cornices on the ceiling, trying to imagine the room as it must have been 120 years ago, but it was difficult. Possibly, facing east as it did, this had been the morning room. In which case, perhaps it was where poor Mr Bond had proposed and been rejected–or had that been in the drawing room? That would have been the room where I’d glimpsed the piano.
I decided to explain to them about Laura. ‘During my research into the window…’ I stopped and glanced at Ben, slouching languorously on the sofa. ‘Has he told you about the angel window?’ I asked the others.
‘The one that means the organ won’t get repaired? Oh, golly yes,’ said Michael. ‘He’s moaned about it endlessly, hasn’t he, Nina?’ Michael had been prowling the bookcases, occasionally selecting a volume and flipping through it. Now he came to lean against the back of Nina’s chair, looking down on her in a faintly proprietorial fashion. Nina hardly seemed to notice him.
‘It sounds simply fascinating,’ she gushed to me. ‘Putting together a shattered window. Like recovering a piece of history.’
‘It’s going to remain a piece of history unless we can find out more about what it looked like,’ I said. ‘But what I have found is the journal of a woman who must have lived here. It was her family who commissioned the window.’
‘Really? Who was she?’ asked Nina, and soon I was telling them all about Laura and the unfortunate dead Caroline.
‘It’s rather spooky, if you think about it,’ Nina said, looking round the room with a shiver, as though Laura might appear in a shimmer of ectoplasm.
‘Ever see ghosts here, Ben?’ Michael asked.
Ben shook his head. He was the only one who didn’t seem to be interested in Laura’s journal. After a moment he got up and fiddled about with a stereo system. Soon we were silenced by the passionate swell of Gershwin’s ‘Rhapsody in Blue’ filling the room.
‘That’s chased the spooks away,’ he said as he turned it down again. ‘Michael, can you pour more wine? I’ll get some snacks. I’m famished.’
The conversation moved on. Michael told a complicated story about one of his and Ben’s schoolfriends, nicknamed Boko, who had got himself caught up in some financial fraud and looked set to go to prison. Nina listened wide-eyed, as though this tale was way beyond her cosy cottonwool-wrapped world.
I was just happy to sit in a warm room, drinking wine, eating cheese and biscuits and watching Ben, who listened gravely to Michael’s sorry narrative, occasionally putting in the odd comment. They shared a kind of shorthand, these two, bound by their common background. I felt envious. I didn’t have that with anyone, except possibly Jo.
At the end of the story, silence fell. Nina yawned and asked, ‘So how’s the Gerontius going?’
‘All right,’ said Ben, offering everyone more wine. ‘But I’m appalled at how little preparation anyone does. So many people seemed to be sight-reading on Monday. It’s not good enough, really.’
Michael waved away the wine bottle and said, ‘It’s not that sort of choir, Ben. Most people belong for the pleasure of singing, not for polished performance.’
‘But we need to bring in bigger audiences to cover costs, Michael. And you can’t ask an audience to pay to hear something less than polished these days. There’s so much else for them to go to in London. Anyway, think of the pleasure to be had from making something the best it can be.’
‘True enough,’ answered Michael, taking a well-bred bite from a cheese cracker. ‘But go carefully, is my advice. You don’t want to alienate people.’ The clock on the mantelpiece gave out a soft ‘chng’ as the hands moved to eleven. ‘Christ!’ he said, checking his watch. ‘I’m catching an early train to Gloucestershire tomorrow. Haven’t even packed. Nina, shall we share a cab?’
‘Oh, yes,’ she said, glancing from Ben to Michael to me and looking slightly helpless. ‘I suppose I’d better go home now. There aren’t many Wimbledon trains at this hour.’
‘And you mustn’t travel alone, anyway,’ said Ben, standing up, yawning. ‘I’ll ring for a cab.’
She was going, and something relaxed inside me. But when the taxi arrived the uncertainty was back, for Ben took Nina’s hands, pulled her lightly to her feet and kissed her soundly on both cheeks.
‘Goodbye, darling,’ he said.
‘I suppose I’d better go myself,’ I said, after Michael gave me a stiff little bow.
Nina hugged me in a brief, distracted fashion. ‘Simply lovely to have met you,’ she murmured. ‘Are you sure I wasn’t nervous?’ She smelled of something light and flowery.
‘You were wonderful,’ I said gravely, and she looked pleased.
When Ben came back from waving them off, I was examining my shoes. They were still damp, but I had no choice but to put them back on.
‘You’re not going yet?’ he said.
We stood looking at one another, his obvious tiredness lending him a soft, vulnerable look. At some point during the evening he’d pulled off his tie. His shirt was coming untucked. He looked tousled and scruffy, yet somehow inviting. I hesitated, then decided he was merely being polite.
‘Saturday’s a working day for me. I really ought to get to bed,’ I said.
He gave a charming disappointed pout, then shrugged and opened the front door.
‘Thanks very much for the concert,’ I said. ‘I so enjoyed it.’
‘We must do it again. Sure you don’t need me to see you home?’
‘You can stand just where you are and watch me get there safely if you like,’ I said, laughing.
‘I will then.’
When I reached Minster Glass I turned to see him slouched in his arched doorway on the other side of the Square, haloed by the hall light, like some dissolute stone angel come to life in his niche. I waved, and the angel gave me a thumbs-up sign.
Chapter 17
See that you do not despise one of these little ones; for I tell you that in heaven their angels always behold the face of my Father, who is in heaven.
Matthew XVIII. 10.
On Saturday afternoon, I caught Zac rearranging the pieces of our broken angel once more. He had been unusually silent all day, even for him, but now he looked downright miserable. I wondered if it was merely because of the missing eyes.
‘No one else knows exactly which pieces were in the box,’ I said hopefully. ‘They won’t be missed.’
‘It’s enough that we know, Fran. It’ll be on our conscience.’
‘I suppose you’re right. Zac, cheer up. Is there anything else the matter?’
‘There’s nothing wrong, Fran.’ He shot me his most glowering of looks and tramped off to start some new task. Cutting my losses, I retreated into the shop.
Apart from Zac’s stormy mood it was proving a quiet Saturday. Eventually, at about three, I said, ‘Why don’t we close early? We could both do with some time off.’
Zac seemed unable to forget about the angel. Earlier I caught him searching the box again, though we’d already done so twice in the last few days and shaken it out in case we’d missed something. For a while this afternoon he’d tried to sketch how he thought the angel should look. Finally he’d given up and gone back to making candle-holders. These always sold well in the run up to Christmas. He’d made a dozen by early afternoon and, when I found him once more, he was back looking at the angel, hands in his pockets.
‘I’d like to visit your dad,’ he said, looking up. ‘Or were you going?’
‘We could go together if you like,’ I said, and he looked pleased.
‘Let’s do that.’
The leaves on the trees in the Square were tinged with red and gold now. Whenever a cloud masked the sun, the air was chilly. Down Horseferry Road, the front of the flower shop was a glorious array of dahlias and chrysanthemums, which always made me think of autumn and decay. Actually chrysanthemums are symbols of life and happiness, and Dad had always admired their complex structure, so I asked Zac to wait while I bought a bunch.
When we arrived at the ward it was to find Dad still wearing his oxygen mask. Zac sat down by the bed while I went off to find a vase. When I asked at the nurses’ station what they knew about Dad’s condition, they shook their heads and told me to ring tomorrow, explaining that the doctor was unavailable. I turned away, frustrated. Why was everyone so reluctant to comment?
I returned with the jug to find Zac leaning forward, talking to Dad in a low voice, apparently explaining something quite involved and complicated. It seemed that Dad, not a man who had sought out anyone’s confidences when well, had become the perfect repository for their secrets, though with what anguish he might receive them in his semi-conscious state, who could say. I crept away again, to find somewhere nearby to arrange my flowers.
‘Why don’t you come and sit here for a bit,’ Zac said when I returned a few minutes later. ‘I’ll wait for you in the café downstairs.’
Today all I could do was sit and be with Dad as he slept. I thought of Gerontius, the old man pleading, terrified, as death drew near. Did Dad, with what was left of his damaged mind, have any concept of his condition or was he merely drifting? I felt helpless. Yet he seemed peaceful.
Twenty minutes passed before I remembered poor Zac waiting downstairs. ‘Goodbye, Dad. I’ll come tomorrow.’ When I kissed him, his forehead felt cool and dry against my lips.
Zac was deep in a fat paperback book when I spotted him across the crowded café, oblivious to the admiring glances of two young nurses at the next table.
‘Like another coffee, Zac?’
He stuffed the book into a sagging pocket of his jacket. ‘I’ll fetch them,’ he said, getting up.
I watched him weave his way between the tables to the counter, a graceful lean figure with his own private brooding air. His hair needs cutting, I thought maternally, and a new jacket wouldn’t be out of place.
‘What were you reading?’ I asked when he returned with coffee and a couple of Danish pastries.
‘Trollope,’ he said.
‘Anthony or Joanna?’
He smiled, eased the book out of his jacket and passed it to me. It was a volume of The Pallisers. I opened it and an envelope he was using as a bookmark slid out and would have fallen to the floor. His hand collided with mine to catch it and our heads bumped together.
‘Sorry,’ he said, picking up the envelope. ‘Are you all right?’ But it was he who looked wounded.
‘I’m fine. What’s the matter?’ I whispered. ‘Tell me.’
After a moment he sighed and passed me the envelope. I turned it over. It was inscribed to a Miss Olivia Donaldson in Melbourne, Australia, but the address was struck through, with not known, return to sender scribbled above.
‘Olivia’s my daughter,’ Zac said, his voice dull.
‘Your daughter? Zac, I had no idea…’
‘That’s surprised you then.’ He caught my eye and tried to smile, but his eyes were sad.
I sighed. ‘You are a dark horse. For goodness sake, Zac, why haven’t you told me anything about it before?’
‘Subject’s never come up.’
‘No, I suppose not.’ It showed how little we communicated. ‘How old is she?’
‘She’ll be twelve. This was a card for her birthday.’
Zac had a girl of twelve called Olivia. A pretty name, a name I’d have chosen for a daughter. Now I remembered his gentleness with Amber. He’d be a good, caring father.
‘I haven’t seen her since she was three months old.’
‘Oh, Zac…’
‘I’ve sent her a card every year but I’ve never heard back till now. And then this.’
We both stared at the envelope.
‘I don’t even know how long ago they moved.’ He looked miserable.
I passed him back the card. ‘How can you bear it, not seeing her?’
‘Most of the time, to be honest, I try not to think about it. But I like to acknowledge her birthday. No idea if her mother ever shows her the cards. I’ve never had any response. That’s the worst thing–not knowing if Olivia even knows about me.’
‘Wouldn’t her mother have told her?’ It was hard finding the right questions to ask. We were too used to keeping our private lives at a respectful distance.
He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. We were once so close, Shona and me, but by the end she cut herself off. I couldn’t say any more what she would or wouldn’t do. She’d changed, Fran.’ He sat, locked in his own thoughts, a faraway expression on his face. I picked at my pastry. Zac hadn’t touched his. Finally he said, hesitantly, ‘I was telling your dad upstairs, you know. About the card. I expect that sounds stupid.’
‘No. No, it doesn’t.’ I was rather moved by this. A thought came to me. ‘Did he know all about Olivia?’
‘Yes. It was he who helped after I lost her.’
‘Is this when you were rock bottom?’
‘Yes. He gave me the job. After Shona took Olivia and went back to Australia I got a bit desperate. Had nowhere to live and no proper work. Your dad rescued me, Fran.’
Twelve years ago. I’d started college. I remember coming back to visit Dad one day and seeing with a shock the notice he’d put in the window advertising for an assistant. Not long afterwards I’d called in to find Dad was out. There was only this quiet, sad-looking young man working in the shop.
‘I remember meeting you for the first time,’ I told him. ‘You hardly said a word to me.’
‘No.’ He smiled. ‘You looked like a scared rabbit yourself.’
‘I didn’t.’
‘Did.’
In truth I probably had seemed nervous. I’d found Zac surly–rude, even. And I was appalled when Dad told me Zac was sleeping in the spare room.
‘It was the surprise, that’s all. And Dad had given you a room in the flat. It was odd after there being the two of us for so long. I know I’d moved out. It took some getting used to, that’s all.’
‘I wasn’t there long. It’s funny, I’ve been thinking, I was like Amber at the time. Had nowhere to go. When I told your dad everything that had happened he said I could stay with him until I got myself sorted out. So I did.’
‘Where had you been living before?’
‘It’s a long story, as they say. And this isn’t the place.’
I looked around. The café was getting crowded. The young nurses had gone but a middle-aged couple had taken their seats. Other people with trays were roaming around looking for free tables. A vast, weary-looking woman with a clutch of dark-eyed children indicated one of the spare chairs at our table and asked in broken English, ‘OK to sit here?’
‘Sure,’ Zac said. We piled up our crockery to make room for them. Then he picked up his book and whispered, ‘Shall we go?’
When we got outside he asked, ‘Are you busy now? We could walk along to the South Bank, get a proper drink.’
‘Good idea.’ I hadn’t anything planned that evening and was curious to learn more about Zac’s story.
It was early evening and still surprisingly sunny, though a cold breeze blew up from the river. We bought a couple of beers at the National Film Theatre bar and found stools by the window, where we could see the cruisers on the river. On the esplanade, a young juggler performed some pathetic antics.
‘Even I could do better than that,’ said Zac, sipping his beer, and I smiled. He brought out his wallet and extracted a piece of card which he passed to me. It was a colour photograph, somewhat faded, of a fair-haired baby in a sunhat.
‘Olivia?’ I asked. He nodded and I saw the flash of pride in his eyes. She was pretty, this baby, a smile lighting up her face.
‘She’s gorgeous, Zac,’ I said, and I meant it.
‘It was her first birthday. Shona sent me it from Australia. That was the last time I heard from her.’
I passed the photograph back to him and watched as he returned it to the wallet.
‘You and Shona,’ I probed carefully, hoping I wasn’t intruding, ‘were you…married or anything?’
He shook his head. ‘No. Though I asked her once.’
‘Is she Australian by birth? Is that where you met?’
He laughed. ‘I’ve never been further than France. She’s from Melbourne and we met in Glasgow when we were both twenty. I’d been in work a couple of years then, got an apprenticeship at a stained-glass workshop up there. Shona was a barmaid in a pub I used to go to. Supporting herself through university. She was so pretty and bubbly, easy to talk to.’ I imagined her drawing Zac out of himself. He must have been even shyer in those days.
‘Don’t know what she saw in me.’ His face was suddenly alive with the memory of her. I remembered the two nurses trying to catch his attention in the hospital café and I could see. With his dark eyes, that white skin, shadowy beard and his brooding presence, many women would find Zac attractive. I suppose I hadn’t noticed before, but then Zac had never made any effort to make me notice. He became aware of me staring and I said hastily, ‘So you got together?’
‘Yes. I told you about my mam having passed away? She had started to get sick then, was having lots of hospital tests, and it turned out Shona’s dad was ill, too, so we sort of helped each other, her and me. Our worries were a bond between us. We understood what the other was going through, you see. I didn’t get on too well with my dad and I had no brothers or sisters. It was great having someone to talk to.’
I thought about my own father. How difficult it could be, coming to terms with a parent’s illness. Zac took a long draught of his beer. Outside, the juggler had given up and was packing to go home.
‘We were together most of her last year at uni,’ he went on. ‘She was the first really serious girlfriend I’d had and I fell for her completely. When she talked about moving to London I couldn’t accept it. Mam’s motor neurone disease had been diagnosed by then and I needed Shona so much. Looking back, I should have recognised the signs, let her go. She was restless, wanted to move on. But I thought there was a future for us.’
‘What about her father?’
‘He had heart problems, poor guy, but he’d just had an operation, seemed better, so she didn’t feel she had to rush off home. She badly wanted to live in London for a bit, for the experience of it. In the end I jacked in my job and went with her. Felt bad about leaving my mam, but I told myself I’d go back and see her often. I didn’t think about what might happen long-term–whether Shona would go back to Australia and what I’d do then. You just live for the moment when you’re young, don’t you?’
I nodded. I’d been doing precisely that for years. Living for the moment, not knowing what else to hope for. And now time seemed precious. Time with Dad, time to think about my own future. I mused about this as Zac went up to the bar for more drinks.
When he came back I prompted, ‘You were saying you moved to London.’
‘Yes. We found a small flat in Cricklewood. Shona got a job in a travel agency somewhere off Oxford Street, but I didn’t have any luck. I hadn’t finished my apprenticeship, you see, and it was the early 1980s. There was a recession, so people were being laid off rather than taken on. It was difficult. And Shona and me, it started to fall apart. I was still crazy about her, but I could tell she wasn’t so keen. She hated me hanging round the house all day. Didn’t think I did enough to help. I probably didn’t, but my mam had done everything at home. I didn’t notice whether the bin was full or whether the washing-up was done. I thought she was fussing.’
I laughed. ‘Remind me not to come and live with you then.’
‘Don’t worry, I’m fully housetrained now. Anyway, what happened next was, Shona announced she was pregnant. I was stunned. We hadn’t planned it, you see. Once I’d picked myself up off the floor I was quite pleased. I thought it meant Shona and I would stay together. But it didn’t turn out like that.’
‘Did she want the baby?’
‘Yes. Her dad had had another heart-attack and she was worrying about whether she would go home. The baby decided her. So in the end you could say that Olivia didn’t keep us together–she pulled us apart. Shona left when Olivia was three months old. I’d got a job in a local supermarket, and one day when I came in from work, it was to find they’d gone.’
‘Without telling you?’ I was appalled.
‘She’d left a note with her address in Melbourne but asked me not to follow her. She couldn’t face telling me what she was doing, she said, because she’d be too upset. She’d be too upset.’ His fist was clenched and I saw in his face that even now, twelve years later, the pain of that day had never left him.
‘What on earth did you do?’ I whispered. ‘I’d have gone crazy.’
‘I think I must have done. The next few months are a blur. I missed them so much, Fran–Shona and Olivia. And then I wasn’t earning enough to pay the rent and had trouble with my benefits, and the landlord’s patience ran out.’
‘Why didn’t you go back to Glasgow?’
‘I nearly did, but by now Mam was dead–she died a few weeks before Olivia was born. I knew Dad wouldn’t want me living at home, and anyway, I hadn’t seen him since the funeral. My job in Glasgow would have been filled and it would have been like admitting failure to go back to do nothing.
‘Looking back now, I can see I was grieving–for Mam and for Shona and Olivia, and I couldn’t cope with it all, couldn’t concentrate on anything. I made mistakes on the till in the supermarket, then couldn’t be bothered to turn up at all. Finally, the landlord locked me out of the flat with virtually nothing. That night, I went to the Sally Army hostel in Westminster. The next morning, I decided I’d give London one more week, then I’d ring Dad and ask him to send me the train fare home. It was the day after that when I saw the ad on the door of Minster Glass. Your father offered me the job on the spot.’
‘That’s amazing,’ I said quietly. No wonder he was so loyal to Dad.
‘For a while he let me kip in the flat, but I could see he didn’t take to having a lodger. A customer heard I was looking for somewhere. She had a friend in Lambeth who wanted to sublet her flat while she went to live in Spain. I grabbed at it. The area’s a bit rundown but the flat’s been perfect for me.’
‘And you haven’t seen Olivia or Shona since?’
‘No,’ he said quietly. ‘I wrote to tell Shona my new address and after a couple of weeks I had a long letter back saying all the things she should have said to my face. That she was sorry but she knew it wasn’t going to work out and there was no point in us seeing each other any more. Her dad’s latest operation had been successful, but he was still very unwell. They were going to stay in Melbourne and she said again, I shouldn’t come to find her. The only other time I’ve heard from her was when Olivia was one. That’s when Shona sent me the photograph.’
He eased it out of his wallet again and we looked at it together. ‘Shona wrote that Olivia looked like she did at that age. No trace of me, then.’ He sounded bitter.
I stared down at this little lost angel. Of course, Olivia wouldn’t look like this any more–eleven years had passed–and yet the photo of this gorgeous little girl represented something eternal. Loss. The faded nature of the print distanced her further in place and time, like one of those children lost to us on earth who never grow up, but exist in some happy limbo of our imaginations, out of our reach.
As I passed the photo back to Zac his expression was lifeless.
‘Have you never tried to see her?’
‘No. I was broke, though if Shona hadn’t been so definite that I shouldn’t go, I’d have got the money from somewhere. But she didn’t want me to come. I kept having bad dreams about turning up on her doorstep like a mad person and Shona’s family chasing me away. I have my pride.’
‘You shouldn’t allow pride to get in the way of you seeing your daughter, Zac,’ I said stoutly.
He thought for a moment. ‘Maybe not, but it’s hard to go where I’m not wanted. And Shona may be married now. That could be awkward, me turning up and eyeballing another bloke.’
‘Do you still…love her, Zac?’
He shook his head. ‘I don’t know how I’d feel though, if I saw her again. Not that there’s much question of that. I don’t know where they are.’
‘It should be possible to track them down.’ I felt angry on his behalf. I didn’t see why Zac shouldn’t be allowed to see his daughter. ‘Did you never write to Shona and actually demand to see Olivia? Surely you have legal rights.’
‘I don’t think I do. It’s probably easier for everybody, this way.’ He sounded defeated and that made me sad. As he drank the last of his beer, I noted his strong fingers around the bottle were scarred, the nails cut short. And yet I’d seen them handle fragile shards of sparkling glass, paint delicate details of lips and eyes and flower petals, could imagine him holding the hand of a small child.
Chapter 18
And he dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth and the top of it reached to heaven; and behold, the angels of God were ascending and descending on it!
Genesis XXVIII. 12.
I slept fitfully that night, haunted by dreams of a lost child. I remember the first drear lightening of the sky and, next, the ringing phone dragging me out of a deep sleep to bright sunlight. I saw with horror that it was ten o’clock.
‘I’m so sorry about cancelling Wednesday,’ Jo’s voice said, when I picked up the phone. ‘I wondered if you were free today? I thought I’d be busy this weekend, but my arrangements fell through. Then when I rang Mum this morning, thinking I’d go down there for lunch, she said I couldn’t, that they were going out!’
I had to laugh at Jo’s indignant tone. I had vaguely thought of spending my Sunday sorting through more Minster Glass papers until it was time to go to the hospital, but now I heard myself say, ‘I haven’t been to the Tate for years. Would you like to do that?’ I had a hankering to see my beloved King Cophetua painting once more.
‘That’s a great idea,’ she said. ‘How was Friday, by the way, with Ben?’
‘Interesting,’ I replied, explaining about going back to his flat. ‘There was another couple there. Michael, from the choir, and a violinist called Nina.’
‘But you liked him?’ she pursued.
‘Yes,’ I told her, adding firmly, ‘but he’s just a friend.’
I felt such relief to see that King Cophetua was hanging in its usual place. I’d have felt indignant if they’d lent it out to some exhibition. We gazed at Burne-Jones’s lovely beggar maid, regal, untouchable, the King worshipping unheeded at her feet, and I puzzled again why my father hadn’t been able to bear the poster hanging in my room.
Jo was more attracted to The Golden Stairs, an enigmatic painting of eighteen lovely women descending a gold staircase. ‘They’re like enchanted spirits in a dream,’ she said with a sigh.
‘Burne-Jones only used one model for the bodies,’ I said. ‘Isn’t that funny? She was an Italian named Antonia Caiva.’ Many of the faces though were of different women Burne-Jones knew. ‘It’s as though he’s raising them to the status of angels, isn’t it? Look, this one at the top is Burne-Jones’s daughter Margaret, whom he adored. Here is Frances Graham, whom he was devoted to at the time, and this is May Morris, William Morris’s daughter, with whom Ruskin and George Bernard Shaw and Stanley Baldwin all fell in love.’
‘How wonderful to be beautiful and to inspire that kind of love,’ Jo sighed as we left. I was about to make some light reply when I saw that she meant it.
‘Jo, you must know that’s nonsense. You’d be in danger of becoming a “thing”, an object of desire instead of a person. I should think May Morris came to find all the worship very irritating. She was said to be a discontented person.’
‘Still, being worshipped sounds all right to me.’
Jo seemed so miserable that I asked her, ‘Is something wrong?’
‘Oh, nothing,’ she said, shrugging. ‘Don’t listen to me. I’m just having an off-day. I don’t even matter to my parents today.’ We both laughed.
I squeezed her arm. ‘You’re nice exactly the way you are,’ I said.
‘Thanks,’ she said, ‘and I suppose I’m…I don’t know, a useful person. But I’d rather be pretty. Like you.’ Her smile was sad.
‘Now you’re making me cross,’ I said. ‘You’re lovely. And I don’t think I’m pretty as you call it, at all.’
She laughed. ‘Will you come and have some lunch?’ she asked me. ‘Effie rang from work after I got off the phone to you. She hasn’t got anyone to help this afternoon so I said I’d go in at three, but…’
‘I ought to see Dad then, anyway,’ I said quickly, ‘but lunch would be great.’ We stopped at a little supermarket to buy a few things.
Jo’s parents’ flat was on the first floor of an immensely solid Edwardian mansion block with a wide, carpeted communal staircase. The flat itself was much the same as I remembered it, opulently decorated with Sanderson-print wallpaper and formal brocade curtains tied back to let in what light could be gleaned from the gloomy street.
We ate in the kitchen, overlooking a communal garden where two women in full Islamic dress sat on a bench, talking animatedly. Three tiny dark-eyed children, the girls in white dresses, played on the grass nearby.
‘It’s funny,’ said Jo, passing me the bowl of green salad, ‘I always planned that by the time I was thirty I’d have children of my own. And there’s not even the remotest possibility on the horizon. Do you ever want kids, Fran?’
I grimaced. ‘The idea terrifies me. Think of my weird upbringing. Suppose I messed up too?’
Jo put down her fork and knotted her fingers together, frowning. ‘Your dad did his best though, Fran. It’s not his fault that your mum died.’
‘I suppose not. But it was his fault that he erased all memory of her, leaving me with…a void.’ I remembered my conversation with Zac yesterday. His girlfriend Shona had done the same thing with their daughter. Deprived her of a father.
‘Did your parents ever say anything about my mother?’ I wondered suddenly. ‘I mean, Dad must have spoken to other grown-ups about her sometimes. I once heard one of the teachers ask about her.’
Jo, mouth full, shook her head slowly. It had always amazed me as a child how much power grown-ups had in situations where I felt quite helpless. I remembered how swiftly Dad dismissed my first piano teacher when I told him how the wretched woman struck my hand with a ruler if I played a wrong note. I had worried about the matter for weeks, frightened that he would belittle my suffering if I told him. But parents would keep things from you too, as I well knew, and secrets they thought small came to assume giant proportions. Mrs Pryde had intimated she knew exactly why a quiet, studious girl called Kathy hadn’t returned to school after half-term one hot summer–but ‘it wouldn’t be fair to her mother to spread it about, darlings,’ was all she’d say when Jo begged to be told.
‘What about the Kathy Maybury thing?’ I asked Jo, who looked understandably puzzled at the sudden change of subject. ‘Do you remember, we imagined she must be pregnant, or messed up on drugs, or that she had murdered somebody?’
‘Oh, Kathy. It was ridiculous how secretive everyone was. It sounds so normal now. The poor girl had just been working too hard, made herself ill. But everybody thought it was terrible back then, a nervous breakdown. It marked you as a failure. In fact, she just switched schools after the summer holidays. Mum heard she did really well in the end.’
The phrase ‘ill with grief’ floated through my mind. It was from Laura Brownlow’s journal and Laura had been speaking about her mother. ‘Have I told you about this diary I found?’ I asked Jo now. She shook her head, pushing her plate away with half her food uneaten. I explained.
‘Laura’s mother, Theodora, lost two children to disease. Clearly something broke inside her, but no one knew how to deal with that then.’
‘It must have been unimaginably awful,’ said Jo, her eyes huge with concern. ‘Yet people in those days said losing their children must be the will of God.’
‘It does sound callous to us today, doesn’t it? But how else could they deal with it when there was no cure for common childhood diseases? Laura’s parents’ faith was what kept them going. Think of those gravestones referring to children “fallen asleep” or graves with statues of children resting in the arms of angels. It seems sentimental to us now, but it must have helped parents express their grief.’
A cry came up from the little party in the garden below. The tiny boy had fallen and lay weeping. One of the women scooped him up and stood rocking him in her arms as though he were the most precious thing in the world. I glanced at Jo. Her expression was troubled. She looked down at her watch, said, ‘We’ve got another hour,’ then stood up and started clearing away plates with what seemed unnecessary haste.
At her request I made us a pot of tea. ‘Have you practised for choir tomorrow at all?’ I asked. ‘Ben’s sure to notice. He’s grumbling about people sight-reading at rehearsals.’
‘Haven’t had time,’ she said crossly. ‘Anyway, we don’t have a piano like you. I should have ordered one of those tapes Val was offering, but I didn’t realise it was all going to be so serious.’
‘Was the last conductor like this?’ I said.
‘No, much more easygoing. We thought Ben would be, too. He took us for a trial rehearsal back in June and he seemed very relaxed.’
‘But now he seems more serious about it?’
‘Yes, he’s definitely more ambitious than we imagined. The thing is, a lot of people only come because they enjoy singing. Most of us aren’t musicians or anything. We don’t want to spend all our spare time practising. People won’t like the conductor pushing them too hard.’
‘And you think Ben’s doing that?’
‘Possibly. We’ll see how he is tomorrow. But if he carries on like this, I don’t think I’ll enjoy going.’
‘That’s a shame,’ I said. On a wicked impulse I added, ‘Dominic will miss you.’
‘Don’t be silly.’
‘He will. He can’t take his eyes off you.’
‘Rubbish. He’s just friendly. He’s never given the slightest—’
‘Trust me, I notice these things. Not with regard to myself, unfortunately, but with other people.’
She smiled sadly and started to pull at a hang-nail on her thumb. ‘He’s a very nice man. But I think you’re wrong and, anyway, I’m not interested.’
I thought of Dominic, one of those instantly likeable men, who shone with goodness and honesty. He was nice-looking, too. Not classically handsome or, it struck me now, sexy, like Ben. He wasn’t aware of his attractiveness in the way Ben was. He was just someone you warmed to instantly. A lovely person, who’d suit Jo down to the ground.
‘Why aren’t you interested?’ I insisted, but found I’d gone too far.
She ripped at the hang-nail and it tore off. Blood welled up. ‘Oh, whoever knows why someone is or isn’t attracted to someone! I can’t explain it.’
‘Sorry,’ I said, but instead of apologising profusely as she usually did if she feared she had caused offence, she merely sucked at her thumb while pouring the tea, a self-absorbed expression on her face.
She plonked a mug in front of me.
‘So how’s Amber getting on?’ she asked, sitting down.
‘Oh, she’s going great guns,’ I replied. ‘Got Zac twisted around her little finger. He’s really impressed with her progress. Do you know, she created designs for two children’s nursery windows, and they’re beautiful.’
‘I’m so glad,’ Jo said, and it was the old, upbeat Jo again, eyes shining. ‘I can see it’s made a real difference to her. I don’t think life at the hostel is much easier for her, but she seems to be taking it better. She was going shopping for some clothes yesterday. I wonder what she’s got for herself.’
‘Not a great deal, on what I can pay her,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t she have to pay the hostel rent if she’s earning?’
‘Only something small,’ Jo said. ‘Tell you what, have you seen the hostel? If you’ve got time now, you could come in with me, before you go to see your dad.’
‘I’d like that,’ I said.
Just as we were leaving the flat the telephone rang. Jo snatched it up, but when she said, ‘Mum,’ a look of exasperation crossed her face. ‘I’m fine, really. Fran’s here but we’re going out now. I’ve got to work.’
She put the phone down. ‘She was ringing from the party they’ve gone to, worried at the idea of me being here on my own. Honestly.’
I remembered Jo’s tone of indignation, that her parents should have their own lives, and forbore to comment.
The modern brick building that was St Martin’s women’s hostel must have replaced the rather grim 1930s offices I remembered, sometime since I left home. For some reason I had a preconception of bare school-like dormitories or an old-fashioned youth hostel with sets of bunks. It was a pleasant surprise to be shown single rooms that were cheerfully decorated and strewn with female possessions, often with en-suite bathrooms. On the ground floor there was a kitchen and a café which was open for snacks at certain hours, and a big living room with the inevitable TV blaring away in one corner.
‘It’s really lovely,’ I told Jo.
‘It is a temporary home,’ she said. ‘Somewhere the girls can live until they’re set up and ready to move on. We can take about thirty at a time, and, as you might imagine, there’s a waiting list. If they break the rules, they’re out though. We can’t put up with illegal drug use or drunkenness or violence, anything like that.’
Being a Sunday afternoon, there were not many people around. Just a small huddle of girls in a corner of the café drinking fizzy drinks from out of the machine. One of them, dressed in a T-shirt and what looked like pyjama bottoms, leaned against the whitewashed wall smoking a cigarette, her black bobbed hair framing a face the colour of whey but for a slash of scarlet lipstick. She had small pretty features, but a hard twist to her mouth and cavernous dark shadows under her eyes. The look she fastened upon Jo and me showed such disdain that it hurt. The other girls lounging, feet up on the chairs around us, glanced up briefly as Jo said hello.
‘This is my friend Fran. I’m showing her round. Lisa, you know you can’t smoke in here. Take it outside, please.’
There was a tense silence that seemed to go on and on. Then, slowly, Lisa took a last long drag on her cigarette and dropped the butt into a Coke can. She walked off in the direction of the stairs, all eyes on her. Nobody spoke.
‘Well,’ said Jo, to no one in particular, and the tension relaxed.
‘You on tonight, Jo?’ asked one of the other girls, a plump, unhappy-looking blonde with a little girl’s voice, wearing caked make-up that failed to disguise bad acne.
‘That’s right, Cassie,’ replied Jo. ‘Anyone know if Amber’s about? Fran here, her dad owns the shop Amber’s working at.’
The girls glanced at me with more interest. After a moment Cassie said, ‘She and Lisa had a row. Amber went out in a strop. Dunno where.’
‘Ah,’ said Jo. ‘What were they fighting about now?’
‘Oh, same as ever. Lisa calls Amber a runt or something and Amber starts whingeing. She’s such a baby.’
‘Oh, Cassie…’ Jo started to say.
‘She’d be OK if she stood up for herself,’ said a skinny girl who was searching her hair for split ends. ‘That’s what Lisa hates–that Amber doesn’t fight back.’
Jo and I moved on through to the entrance hall. ‘It doesn’t stop at name-calling, that’s what worries me,’ Jo said in a low voice. ‘Lisa can be vicious and the others are scared of her. They’re not bad girls but they’re cowed by her and will do what she says. Still, we get by.’
I hugged Jo goodbye, and thanked her, then set off to see my father.
Dad wasn’t wearing the oxygen mask today and a nurse explained that his breathing was much better. He lay against a pile of pillows, watching me with anxious eyes. Once he opened his mouth and I thought he was trying to speak, but it turned into a yawn.
‘I’ve told you about Amber, haven’t I?’ I asked him. ‘She’s the girl who’s come to help in the shop. She lives in the church hostel. I went to see it this afternoon. It’s nothing like you’d expect, you know.’ I sat down. ‘Jo was right about employing Amber,’ I went on. ‘She’s got something of a flair for the glasswork. She’s even working on some designs with Zac. He’ll do all the difficult stuff, but she’s helping choose the glass.’
Dad’s eyes gleamed with interest, or was I imagining it? Anyway, it motivated me to go on. ‘It’s making life easier, having Amber. Gives us a bit more flexibility. And the customers like her.’ She was good at small talk about people’s health and the weather, at which neither Dad nor Zac excelled.
I remembered Zac confiding about Olivia. ‘Zac told me how you originally came to employ him,’ I said to Dad. ‘You never said at the time. I think it’s wonderful, the way you helped him.’
I waited, as though I expected him to respond. What would he have said? ‘He was obviously the man for the job.’ Or, ‘It seemed the sensible thing to do.’ Something matter-of-fact, anyway, that allowed no room for emotion.
Ben rang early that evening.
When I picked up the phone I wandered over to the living-room window and peered across the Square, wondering if I would be able to see him. But the evening light dazzled off his windows.
‘Coming to choir tomorrow?’ he asked.
‘The wildest of horses wouldn’t keep me away,’ I quipped.
‘Good. I was ringing to ask your advice as a fellow musician. What do you think about singing exercises?’
‘Singing exercises?’
‘Yes, for the choir. If we spent, say, the first half-hour practising breathing, relaxation, scales, that sort of thing.’
‘Mmm.’ I tried to envisage Jo enjoying this.
‘It could make all the difference to their performance.’
‘Why are you asking me? I’m new. I hardly know anyone.’
‘That’s exactly why–you’ve still got some sort of objectivity about the whole thing. And, as I said, you’re a musician.’
‘Oh, OK. Since you ask, I suppose they wouldn’t mind a few minutes, but any more than that, they might see as hard work and a bit boring. Half an hour would be too much.’
Ben gave a sharp intake of breath and said, ‘That’s what Michael thinks. I suppose you’re both right. OK, I’ll try ten minutes.’ Then he said softly, ‘I’m so sorry about Friday night, by the way.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘It must have been tiresome, listening to stories about people you don’t know. Nina’s used to us now, of course…’
‘No, it was fine, honestly. Though it’s nice of you to say.’ I was touched by his concern.
‘Good,’ he said. There was a brief silence, and I wondered if he had some other motive in ringing, but then he said, ‘Ought to go. PCC meeting in twenty minutes. See you tomorrow. Maybe we can fix up something.’
‘Yes, let’s,’ I said, hoping he’d do so right away. But he’d rung off.
I put the phone down, unsure whether to feel happy or exasperated; whether to believe there was something between us or not. He was attractive, I couldn’t deny that. We had a shared interest in music and, I could be wrong, but I thought there was some spark between us.
Looking back now, I realise that I’d got over Nick very quickly. It hadn’t been a deep thing at all. But it had left me tender. What with that and my anguish about Dad, my guard was down.
I couldn’t settle to anything that evening. I tried playing through some Gerontius on the old piano, but it was horribly out of tune. I contemplated my tuba case, squatting in a corner, but didn’t have the will to take the instrument out. The flat looked wretched with its faded furnishings, its sense of absence. Shreds of memories from my childhood rushed in. In the end I trudged gloomily up to the attic. It turned out to be the best possible thing, for I quickly got absorbed in searching the remaining files in the cabinet where I’d found Laura’s journal.
By the time I surfaced my watch said eleven o’clock, but I’d found nothing. I’d hauled files dated 1880, 1881 and even 1882 out of the drawers, trawling through them not once but several times, turning over every letter and receipt, unfurling endless drawings in my search for a cartoon for the angel window.
I’d found sketches for saints and disciples, crucifixions, Holy Families; for creations and apocalypses, and for angels, yes, dozens of angels. The Angel of the Lord–believed to be the personification of God Himself–saving Shadrach, Meshach and Abed-nego from their Babylonian furnace, messenger angels visiting Virgins and shepherds; whole choirs of angels praising God in Heaven–but not my angel.
I carefully refolded a torn sketch for a roundel of cherubs and returned it to its place, filed under June 1882. Apart from that letter from the Reverend Brownlow, Laura’s angel seemed to have vanished from official record. Every reference to its construction had disappeared. Why?
Where else could I look? There must be a picture in an old book somewhere. Or maybe…I suddenly remembered the Museum of Stained Glass at Ely in Cambridgeshire. Perhaps they could help me.
Telling myself that I’d ring them the next day, I went downstairs to read a page or two of Laura’s journal.
Chapter 19
Four angels to my bed,
Four angels round my head,
One to watch and one to pray,
And two to bear my soul away.
Thomas Ady, Candle in the Dark
LAURA’S STORY
The first letter from Mr Russell arrived at the end of April and was brought by Polly to the breakfast-table. Laura recognised the curious spindly handwriting on the envelope instantly and some tension eased inside her. It was as though some deep part of her mind had been waiting. Murmuring some excuse to her mother, she took the missive up to her room, where she opened it carefully and gasped with pleasure. The margins of the thick cream paper were dotted with humorous little sketches of angels and animals.
I pray you will forgive my corresponding with you, Miss Brownlow, Mr Russell had written, but I badly need your advice. It is the age-old problem of trying to please two masters, and since you know both parties in the case, perhaps you might graciously agree to be Solomon.
It regards my design for the Mother and Child window. I sent it to the benefactress’s nephew, Mr Jefferies, and am pained to learn today that it does not find favour. If it is to be the Virgin and Child in Glory, his letter informs me, he wishes to see more of the Glory. Harps, cherubs and pink clouds, and all manner of sentimental pish were his late aunt’s taste, it seems, but this I will not do. Your father saw my design last week and approved it, so now I am caught on the horns of a dilemma. How should I proceed?
Laura reread the letter with surprise. Mr Russell valued her advice! She’d seen the design in question, an early colour sketch which the Rector passed to Laura and her mother. They’d admired its simplicity, its naturalness. She felt confident of her answer. Sitting at her escritoire, she took up her pen.
Sir, she wrote, your Mary is already bedecked in rich blue and gold as befits her royal status. Perhaps a simple crown to indicate her position as Queen of Heaven would satisfy Mr Jefferies without compromising your artistic sensibilities? Two cherubs, such as the pretty ones you drew at the bottom of your letter, might hold the crown above her head. Nothing else need alter a jot.
But Russell wasn’t so easily soothed. On my life, cherubs and crowns speak of the worst excesses of the Baroque, came his reply that afternoon. Perhaps we should meet to see how the matter might be settled. If the weather is clement, we might walk in the park. Will tomorrow at two o’clock suit?
With the faintest feeling that she was being underhand, she wrote back naming a time the next day when she knew her father would be out and her mother at some meeting. Laura couldn’t say why, but she wanted to see Philip Russell by himself.
The next day he arrived promptly at two and she took him into her father’s study. Remarkably, his irritation about the window had vanished like the morning’s last puffs of grey cloud. He’d even brought a new sketch that incorporated Laura’s suggestions, though in a different way to how she’d imagined, the angels like androgynous youths rather than small children. ‘Leave it for my father to see,’ she suggested, and Russell readily agreed.
‘Now, shall we walk?’ he said. ‘It’s breezy, but quite pleasant out.’ She fetched her bonnet and a Paisley shawl and they set off.
As they wandered through St James’s Park, watching children playing tag on the grass and a giggling group of young women throwing a ball, Laura thought she’d never felt so happy.
They talked easily, she and Russell, of pictures and books they loved. Tentatively, she told him about her own endeavours. ‘I don’t know if what I write has any merit,’ she confessed. ‘I sent one of my tales to a magazine once, but it came back with a letter to say that they had no room for it.’
‘I’ll read your stories, if you’d permit me,’ he said. ‘I read occasionally for a publisher friend of mine so I know the form.’
‘That’s very kind of you,’ she said, ‘if you’re sure it’s no trouble.’ She felt such a sympathy with him and instinctively trusted that he’d treat her writing seriously. Their milieux were so different, he moving amongst artists and writers, encountering wealthy patrons like his wife Marie’s family, and yet there was much they had in common. They shared their experiences of being the children of church ministers.
‘We moved around more frequently than you,’ he said. ‘My father was a travelling minister and rarely at home. Every two or three years he’d be directed to a different region and my poor mother would be beside herself with worry, altering curtains and measuring up the furniture for the next house, complaining about the aspect of the rooms or the run-down nature of the neighbourhood and the difficulty of finding a new cook. When I turned eight, I was sent away to school and so avoided the turbulence of these moves, but ever after it seemed that nowhere was home.’ He, too, was from a family of five children, but the only son. ‘My parents are most dismayed at my choice of profession, never mind my choice of wife.’
‘What is the nature of their objection to her?’
‘To them she seems strange, exotic, beyond their narrow experience. Her mother is Italian and although Marie was brought up in the Church of England, you’d have thought she was the Pope himself for the way my father speaks of her.’
Laura felt his anger then, his bitterness. He still spoke of his wife with deep loyalty, despite the wound she had inflicted on him. Marie’s father was a wealthy shipping magnate, he told Laura, and she’d inherited her mother’s passionate, unstable nature.
‘Sometimes I think she can’t help herself,’ he said sadly. ‘There’s something about her that draws men to her.’
After their meeting Laura looked for another letter from him. It came the next day, once again inviting her to show him her stories. She parcelled up her notebook and dispatched it to him with a little whispered prayer that he’d like them. He did, and several days later, wrote back, asking if he could show them to his friend the publisher. ‘It might take some time,’ he warned. ‘My friend is often inundated with work.’ She was satisfied to wait and even more satisfied with his postscript suggestion to meet for another walk in two days’ time.
On this next occasion, they encountered in the street two women from the church, who greeted Laura and looked at Mr Russell most curiously, so that for the entire outing Laura was anxious that they were being watched. In Greycoat Square, as they said goodbye, she was sure she glimpsed Mr Bond cross the road behind them and she hurried indoors to avoid meeting him.
Not that she was doing anything wrong in walking with Mr Russell, she assured herself, as she slipped upstairs to change her dress, which was splashed with mud. Discoursing in a public place with a married man of forty, who was a friend known to the family, hardly constituted a scandal. But something made her unsure that her parents would regard the matter in the same way. Yes, he was a friend and only a friend. She accepted that, but she was aware of a growing warmth between them, a closeness that both comforted and disturbed her.
As she tidied her hair, she told herself that by listening to his outpourings of grief about Marie, offering words of consolation, she was helping him. In return she found herself opening up to him, confiding her own grief about the loss of Caroline, something her parents rarely discussed. Mr Russell listened tenderly, and this made her realise how much she missed good friends, especially now that Harriet was absorbed in motherhood. As she stared at her flushed face in the mirror she had to acknowledge that she already longed to see him again.
After Mr Russell redrew the Mother and Child sketch, the work on the windows stalled. Mr Brownlow approved the changes, but Mr Jefferies disappeared abroad on business before seeing them. By the time he returned, it was Mr Russell’s turn to go away. He and Laura had arranged to meet again one afternoon, but during the morning before she received a hastily written note from him.
I have bad news from home, it ran, and I’m afraid I must break our appointment. My father is dangerously ill and I’m leaving for Manchester at once.
Laura felt disappointed and had to remind herself to pray for Russell Senior.
The tone of his next missive, five days later, was irate. My journey was to little purpose. My father, thank God, has fashioned a remarkable recovery from his seizure. That his strength returns is evident in his constant tirades against me. He blames me, me, for Marie’s desertion, saying I should never have made the marriage. I can take no more of this and shall be returning to London as soon as filial duty permits.
Please tell your father, he finished, that I’m determined to resume work on the windows immediately.
Chapter 20
Holy, holy, holy
Lord God of Hosts
Heaven and earth are full of Your glory.
The Angel Prayer from the Communion Service
‘Are angels girls or boys?’ I asked the vicar when he came into the shop early Monday morning. ‘It’s been plaguing me.’
‘Ah,’ he said, frowning. ‘Religious texts usually say “he” but it’s traditionally supposed that they’re without gender. It is further confused by the fact that many artistic representations look feminine. I fear I’m not being very helpful. It’s our angel, in fact, that I’ve come to see you about. Bad news, I’m afraid. We had our PCC meeting last night, as you know, and…well, I’ve been outvoted.’
‘Meaning?’
‘They don’t see the point of restoring the window.’
‘Oh no!’
‘Quite. I suppose they have a case. There is the War Memorial window in its place now. The Mothers Union ladies would be most offended if that was taken out. But the main thing is money. We’ve got an ongoing appeal to expand our homeless projects, and in addition it’s been brought to my attention that the organ needs restoring. It’s difficult under these circumstances to argue that mending the angel window is really a necessity. Though we have to honour our maintenance obligations, beautifying the church building at the expense of helping people in need is not a popular option these days. There was a clear majority against it, I regret to say.’
He stared at the floor, glum.
‘So I suppose I must ask for him–or her or it…’ he laughed suddenly ‘…back from you. We’re unable to pay you for the work, you see, except for what you’ve done so far, and for the repair work on the other windows.’
‘That’s a shame,’ I said. As this news sank in I was dismayed to find how downcast I felt about giving up the quest. ‘An awful shame. I don’t know what to say.’
‘So I’ll bring the car over to fetch the box sometime, unless Zac is likely to be passing in his van?’
‘Right,’ I said vaguely. I was thinking furiously, trying to find some solution.
The vicar was staring unhappily at Dad’s angel hanging in the window. I thought about Laura’s journal. I felt I was on a sort of journey myself, finding out the history of the angel, becoming caught up in the search for what it looked like, learning about Minster Glass. I’d an idea of continuing Dad’s book for him.
And I would have enjoyed reassembling the window. Zac would, too. The money would have been useful, but since I’d discovered that Dad’s bank balance was healthy, that didn’t really matter.
‘Jeremy?’
‘Hmm?’
‘We can still do something, you know. I’d like to. Restore the window, I mean. We wouldn’t need payment. It’s just the whole thing intrigues me. I feel involved in its story somehow, especially reading Laura’s journal.’
‘I understand, but I couldn’t ask you to do it,’ he said. ‘It would be such a lot of work, and there’s the cost of materials.’
It would take up time, I couldn’t disagree with that. There would be the research into the design of the window, never mind into the methods we would need to use, the sourcing of the right glass and lead. And that’s before we actually assembled it. But suppose we achieved all that?
‘It would be a labour of love,’ I said. ‘The sort of thing Dad would have done gladly, the sort of job he’d have enjoyed, if he were well. He’d be pleased if we did it, I know he would.’
‘I think he would. Fran, it’s a lovely suggestion. I’m rather overwhelmed. As you know, it’s become rather a pet project of mine, too. If I can’t persuade the PCC to spend parish money on it, well, maybe Sarah and I could contribute something privately.’
‘That’s something we can talk about, but I’d just be glad if you would agree to us doing it. I’d need to ask Zac, of course.’ I laughed. ‘After all, he’d be doing most of the work.’
‘And I’d need to ask the churchwardens, the window being church property. But I can’t see that anyone would disagree, really, can you?’
‘There is one thing,’ I said. ‘If we do this, I’d like to think that there would be somewhere for the angel to go. I can understand if you don’t want to dismantle the War Memorial window, but I would feel immensely disappointed if the angel had no home at all, just lay unseen in some museum basement somewhere.’
‘I see your point. Mmm. I can immediately think of one or two possibilities, but I’d need to study them to see if they’d work. There’s actually another window next to the Mothers’ Union one that’s currently hidden by a cupboard. It might be the right size, I’d have to check–and think about where we could put the cupboard instead. Then we’d have to ask permission, of course. But, well, my dear, I’m very pleased at your reaction. A generous offer. I feel very cheered.’
When he’d gone, setting off across the garden at a brisk pace, I smiled to see him suddenly skip to one side with the vigour of a man thirty years younger, to kick a stray ball back to a toddler.
I switched on the lights in the workshop and, energised by my offer to Jeremy, resolved to carry out straight away my promise of last night. I went into the office to find the phone number of the Museum of Stained Glass. When the phone was answered, I asked to speak to a member of staff. I told her the whole story and she asked me to spell various names and clarify dates. ‘I’ll call you back as soon as I can,’ she said, and I put the phone down thinking that perhaps, now, I would make some progress.
‘Of course we must do it,’ was Zac’s immediate response to the news that we wouldn’t get paid for reconstructing the angel.
‘We’d have to do it on top of all the regular commissions,’ I said. ‘You’re already fairly overloaded.’
‘There are some jobs that are worth doing,’ he said with finality. ‘I’ll enjoy it.’
Good old Zac. Not that I’d really expected him to say anything else.
It was choir that night, and Ben was in full fighting mode.
‘Can we take it from the tutti on page forty-one. “Go, In the name of Angels and Archangels”.’ And it’s fortissimo. We’re sending this soul from the world with a great fanfare of sound. I want to be blown away. Ready…three, four.’
‘Go…’ we all wobbled, having trouble pitching the note.
‘No, no, no. I said blown away. You need to sound as though you mean it. Graham, play that A, please. Once again now–three, four.’
‘GO!’ we all shrieked. Ben rolled his eyes but let us stagger on.
‘Watch your timing, tenors!’
The rehearsal had been going reasonably well. Many people looked surprised at the idea of singing exercises, but had valiantly joined in. But after ten minutes a group of altos I’d once heard Michael refer to unkindly as the ‘knitting circle’ started talking at the back and I noticed one of the basses looking pointedly at his watch. Sensing unrest, Ben turned swiftly to the Gerontius score.
‘That’s really not too bad,’ he said, once we’d despatched old Gerontius to his death. ‘Some of you have more obviously prepared than others, however.’ I saw the front line of first sopranos sit up straighter. They were the keen ones, their ringleader being Val, who organised the orchestra. Jo and I felt more comfortable at the back, out of the firing line.
I was faintly surprised that Jo wasn’t here, given that she hadn’t rung to tell me. Perhaps I was unreasonable to have expected her to, it’s only that it was the sort of thing she did. You always knew where you were with Jo.
Later, I walked to the pub with Dominic.
‘A shame Jo couldn’t make it,’ he said, so sadly that I wondered once again whether she was special to him.
‘Perhaps something came up at work,’ I hazarded.
‘Unusual for her to miss a rehearsal though,’ he said. Then, ‘I can’t stay long tonight myself. I promised my sister I’d take over before eleven.’
‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Take over what?’
‘Babysitting my mother,’ he said, making a rueful face. ‘She’s very disabled now, I’m afraid. It’s a real worry. After the carer goes home my sister and I share responsibility. Monday night’s usually my night off, but tonight my sister can’t stay as they’re going on holiday tomorrow so I must get back at a reasonable hour.’
‘I’m sorry to hear about all that,’ I said gently, rather moved by his story. ‘I had no idea.’
‘Quite honestly, Fran, I don’t like to complain, but we’re getting to breaking point. My sister and her husband are expecting their first, so what we’re going to do when the baby’s born I don’t know. We’ve got to start thinking of a home for Mum, though it’ll be distressing for all of us. I’ve applied for some time off work to try to sort everything out. The trouble is, the timing is really not great. I’d been hoping for a promotion to come through. But what can you do? You have to take what life deals you. She’s been a wonderful mother to us, and we won’t abandon her in her hour of need.’
I glanced up at him, walking beside me, expecting him to be cast in gloom, but instead he smiled at me wickedly.
‘Perhaps I should bring her to work in a wheelchair. That would be fun on the Tube,’ he said. ‘And she’d probably sort them all out at work, too. Never stood much nonsense, did Mum! She’s still got a lot of spirit.’
She’d clearly brought her children up with a strong sense of duty, too. I couldn’t think of many men who would give up a chance of promotion to look after an ailing parent.
‘I don’t have much time for anything else though.’ And so he sighed. ‘Monday is my one night out. It is a shame not to see Jo.’
At that point we reached the pub. Since Ben hadn’t yet arrived, we were immediately drawn into a conversation about the rehearsal. Of the dozen or so choir members thronged around the table, about half thought the singing exercises a great idea. ‘Ben’s right, we need to be more professional,’ said Crispin, our earnest Gerontius, who was so grateful to have been given the solo part in rehearsals that he would never hear a word against Ben. But some of the ‘knitting circle’ thought it was a shame. ‘It’s too much like hard work, the whole thing.’ Dominic, a tactful man, didn’t say much, merely listened to the others.
When Ben hurried in shortly afterwards, agitated and short of breath, I saw two or three of the complainers go up and engage him in animated conversation. At one point he raised both hands in a calming gesture.
While this was going on, I noticed Michael was standing on his own, so I went over to say hello.
‘I wouldn’t say the choir are completely happy,’ he said, nodding towards the group gathered around Ben. ‘Well, I did warn him.’
‘I expect it’s a storm in a teacup,’ I said, feeling defensive of Ben. I still couldn’t understand the relationship between these two. On one level they seemed as inextricably linked as brothers, yet here was Michael almost taking pleasure in Ben’s difficulties. It made me wary.
‘I enjoyed the other evening,’ I said, to change the subject. ‘I hope you got your train home in the morning all right.’
‘I didn’t go in the end,’ he said, offhand.
‘Oh.’
‘Nina asked me to spend the day with her.’
‘I see,’ I said, not understanding at all.
‘It must seem confusing to you,’ he went on, finally looking at me, unhappiness in his eyes. ‘It is to me, too.’
‘Are you a couple, you and Nina?’
He shrugged. ‘Yes. Or rather, we were,’ he said. ‘Until she met Ben. It was silly of me introducing her to him.’
‘She’s…going out with Ben, then?’ I was alarmed to feel a flood of dismay.
‘I don’t think Ben thinks of her that way,’ said Michael. ‘She’s besotted, I can tell, but she won’t admit it. I suppose I shouldn’t hang around, but I…care for her, you see.’ Michael’s expression was suddenly so hurt, so vulnerable, that for the first time I warmed to him.
We stood in silence, a stew of emotions simmering inside me. Ben wasn’t with Nina. But Nina wanted him to be. And poor old Michael was miserable. It was like a Shakespearian comedy and not at all funny. And here was I, for the moment on the outside looking in. For how long? I could feel myself being sucked in.
I went and talked to Dominic until he had to go, and then I myself left soon after. When I called, ‘Goodbye,’ to Ben and Michael, now in deep conversation together, Ben followed me to the door.
‘Sorry I haven’t had a chance to talk to you this evening,’ he said. ‘Are you free to come round for supper later in the week–Thursday, or Friday after church choir practice, perhaps? It would be fantastic to see you.’
‘Thursday would be less rushed for you, wouldn’t it?’ I said, so we agreed to Thursday.
I was already looking forward to it. In my good mood I even managed to smile at the catcalls from a group of workmen who were gathered round a throbbing generator at the edge of the Square.
I let myself in through the shop door, then turned on the lights and went over to look at our angel. Zac had moved her table to a corner of the studio out of the way, and I could see he’d polished some of the larger pieces. Golds and greens glowed in the overhead light. From the box nearby, the piece of old newspaper peeped up. I pulled it out to study the faded picture of the bombsite.
I wondered who might have lived at Minster Glass in September 1940. My father would have been a boy of around ten. My grandfather would be the one the church contacted, though I knew nothing much about him. Where would the family have been on the night of the raid? We had no garden for an Anderson shelter and were some way from a Tube station. Perhaps the family had gone to one of the trench shelters or merely huddled under a table in the workshop until the all-clear sounded.
That night, I fell asleep and the distant hum of the workmen’s generator must have got into my head because my dreams were filled with the whir of plane engines, but then there were wailing sirens, explosions and smashing glass and then a woman screaming. I woke in darkness, bathed in sweat and shouting for my mother, sure I’d dreamed of some dreadful calamity.
Outside, even the generator had stopped and there was only the distant growl of night traffic.
I lay in the darkness, which in a city is never proper darkness, listening to the quiet that is never complete silence, trying to remember my dream. Shreds came back. Something to do with bombs and the angel window breaking.
I imagined someone, maybe the vicar, picking their way through the damage next day, tenderly gathering up the clumps of glass and twisted lead. Had the window got boarded up as it was or had the remaining glass been knocked out first? Would they even have bothered to seek professional advice?
Let’s suppose they did. Suddenly I had a strong sense of where to search next.
I was haunted by my strange dream all the following day, but I was so busy at work that there was no opportunity to follow up my revelation about the window.
Part of the explanation for my troubled night presented itself when I went next door to the café. Anita repeated to me something her tenant upstairs had told her.
‘He saw a fight last night in the Square. Police cars an’ all. Mr What’s-his-name from the bookshop come in earlier an’ said there was blood on the pavement. Probably something to do with that homeless place.’
‘But that’s for women! Surely that’s not likely?’
‘There’s another place for blokes round the corner, isn’t there?’
‘Could as easily have been drunken City types, Anita. Though, granted, a Monday night would be unusual.’
‘All I know is that decent folks are not safe in their beds. Now tell me how your dad is, the poor man.’
I always liked chatting to the gossipy Anita, but felt uncomfortable about these cut and dried remarks. It was too easy to blame Jo’s flock for any problems, especially given that Anita knew nothing about the incident. I, it seemed, had slept through it, though perhaps the commotion, like the workmen’s generator, had contributed to my dreams.
Later, as I watched a large lorry pull up outside Minster Glass, the shop phone rang. It was Jo.
‘Jo! I can’t talk for long. Our wholesale order’s just arriving. Missed you last night at choir.’
‘That’s what I rang about. Something came up,’ she said mysteriously. ‘How did it go?’
‘It was a tough rehearsal, but we got through,’ I said.
‘Shall we meet later in the week? Have you an evening free?’
‘Where are we–Tuesday. How about tomorrow?’
‘Possibly. I’m not sure. Shall I ring you?’
‘Of course,’ I replied, feeling a bit puzzled and hurt by her uncertainty. ‘Oh, Jo…?’ I’d suddenly thought to ask her if the disturbance in the Square had been anything to do with the hostel. But she’d already hung up.
It wasn’t until the evening, after I’d visited Dad, that I got the chance to do what I’d been wanting to all day. I climbed up to the attic and carefully packed away most of the Victorian documents in their cabinets, to make room for what I had to do next.
Dad had been awake when I’d seen him earlier, and I’d told him all about my dream. I was certain that he understood. His mouth opened slightly and he made a sound, a sort of ‘Ah.’ Had he been trying to tell me something he knew? We stared at each other and I had whispered, ‘Do you think I’m on the right track, Dad?’ But he didn’t try to say anything more.
I opened a drawer labelled 1940, flipped through the files until I came to September, and laid the folder open on the desk. My idea was simple: if Minster Glass had been contacted by St Martin’s after the bombing, they might have found the paperwork and refiled it as a new commission.
Near the front of the folder was a thick manila envelope with Re. broken light at St Martin’s scribbled on it. I pulled out the wadge of paper inside and flicked through the pile with increasing excitement. The yellowed letter on the top bore the date June 1880. I took in lists of figures relating to materials. Finally, when I unfolded a large, thick piece of cartridge paper and saw the illustration inside, I knew I’d found exactly what I’d been searching for.
Laura’s angel.
Later, I sat by the living-room window. It had been raining and the Square sparkled wet in the darkness. Somewhere along the row of lights on the far side was Laura’s old home. The past seemed all about me as I picked up her journal and began to read once more.
Chapter 21
Unless you can love, as the angels may, With the breath of heavens betwixt you…
Oh, never call it loving!
Elizabeth Barrett Browning, A Woman’s Shortcomings
LAURA’S STORY
June, 1880
‘Oh, the darling!’ Baby Arthur was definitely smiling at his Aunt Laura from his nest of white lace in her arms, first uncertainly, then wider and wider.
‘He knows me, I’m sure he does.’
‘Of course he does, silly, he’s seen you ever so many times now. Say Happy Birthday to your aunt, Arthur.’ Harriet, having installed herself in the largest armchair, signalled imperiously to Arthur’s new nursemaid, little Ida Cooper, to sit out of the way on the footstool beneath the window.
Laura gazed down in wonder at her six-week-old nephew. His eyes, navy at birth, were changing to a translucent sea-blue. When she stroked his flawless skin–well, flawless if you discounted the tiny milk spots across his nose–it felt even smoother than Mr Russell’s gift for her twenty-third birthday, a silk-covered writing case, which he had sent round earlier. He had decorated the accompanying note with an ink-drawn border of birds and plants.
I trust this will encourage you to write to me often, dear Laura. Your friendship is precious to me, the letter said. In the privacy of her room she had penned a few careful words to thank him, then hidden the gift in a drawer and taken the note down to the post herself.
‘Let his grandmother have a turn with him now, Laura,’ said Harriet, and Ida hurried over to transfer Arthur in his bundle of white lace to Theodora’s outstretched arms.
Laura felt her throat contract with emotion as she watched her mother’s expression of naked adoration for the baby. Theodora’s tired face glowed with pleasure as she returned his smiles and chuckled back. Perhaps with regular doses of Arthur, Mama’s spirits would improve.
‘Open your present, Laura, do,’ commanded Harriet. How was it that Harriet suddenly seemed older than Laura? Marriage and motherhood gave her new status. Next to her, Laura felt faded, diminished.
Even her gifts were now extravagant, compared with the modest penwipes and needlecases the maiden Harriet used to sew. Laura picked up the huge box Harriet had placed near her, unknotted the ribbon and opened the lid. She peeled back the tissue paper and shook out a beautiful golden tea dress.
‘Oh, Harriet!’ Laura cried. ‘How wonderful!’
‘Go and put it on, Laura,’ ordered her sister. ‘We must see how it looks. Mama gave me your old work dress so I would know the fit.’
The dress was perfect. Laura stood before the long cheval mirror in her father’s dressing room, fastening the front buttons, admiring the ruched sides and the pleated layers that fell flatteringly from the hips to finish, daringly, a few inches off the ground. The gold colour exactly complemented her complexion, she was pleased to notice, and reflected the chestnut lights in her hair. She’d never had such a costume.
‘Well, I never,’ said her mother, frowning with amazement as Laura slipped shyly back into the room several minutes later.
Her father said, ‘Laura, my goodness, child.’
Two gentlemen had entered the room. One knelt to admire Arthur, the other sat stiffly with his back to her. Both turned to look at her. She gazed in horror from Mr Russell, now rising from the floor, to Mr Bond, and almost fled. Mr Bond’s eyes swept over her, his mouth a round O of surprise; Mr Russell studied her, smiling slightly. Her face flamed and for a moment she couldn’t move her limbs. No one had ever made her the centre of attention before.
‘Darling, you look simply beautiful.’ Harriet rose and came to take her hand. ‘Come and sit here, near Mama. Ida, take Arthur now. Mr Russell is going to show us his drawings, Laura.’
Mr Russell cleared his throat and foraged in a leather portfolio. Laura perched upright on the sofa, her mind working furiously. Why was that man Bond here? On her birthday, too. How could her father be so insensitive?
‘This is so fine. Harriet, look.’ Theodora held out the drawing for her younger daughter to see.
‘Oh!’ cried Harriet.
Forgetting her embarrassment, Laura leaned forwards to see over Mama’s shoulder.
It was the design for the light over the altar; a more detailed draft executed in ink and a colour wash. Mary sat gently cradling the infant standing in her lap. The two gazed into one another’s eyes in mutual adoration. Hovering above Mary’s head, two sublime-looking angels held her crown.
‘The morning light will strike the window thus,’ Mr Russell explained. ‘Her cope will be pale gold–less yellow than this; the tracery antique gold and white; her gown the richest of blues. The lead will outline the Christ Child here and Mary’s halo here, framing the faces thus.’
There were murmurs of appreciation.
‘And Jefferies has seen this version?’ asked Bond.
‘Yes,’ Russell replied shortly.
‘He wrote to me yesterday giving his approval,’ the Rector told Bond. ‘Now, may we see the angel?’
Russell unrolled the second sketch and held it up. There was a little silence. Laura stared. It was different to how she had expected it, but she couldn’t say why. The figure was lovely. With its wings folded above its head it filled the tall thin shape of the window perfectly. The face did not look particularly like Caroline’s and she was surprised to feel a quiet relief at this. She would not, after all, have to see her dead sister’s face in church every week. This angel was a solid, powerful-looking, reassuring figure, with one hand raised as though in blessing. She liked it, it made her feel calm and safe; as though she were filled with light, but it was unexpected and she didn’t know how she was supposed to react.
It was her father who broke the silence, and as he spoke she understood that his expectations had been different from hers again. ‘But this is not Gabriel the messenger to Mary, is it? This angel is dressed like a traveller, bears not a lily but a pilgrim’s staff.’
Russell inclined his head. ‘I remember no specific request for Gabriel, sir.’
‘No, I suppose I made none. But in my mind’s eye, it being the Lady Chapel, it was natural to imagine Gabriel, the angel who came to Mary to tell her she was to give birth to the Emmanuel.’
‘Sir, I briefly wrestled with the idea of Gabriel. It was especially difficult, since there is no room for Mary in the window. I discarded several early versions before inspiration came. If I might be so bold with my opinion, I believe that Raphael is appropriate for the Lady Chapel. Raphael is the guardian angel, the special protector of the young, of travellers. It was Raphael in the Old Testament who was the companion of the young Tobias. And, sir, see this banner at the angel’s feet. It’s not easy to read in this sketch but the meaning of Raphael’s name seems so suitable in a memorial to a beloved daughter.’
Laura’s father took the paper and squinted at the scroll by the angel’s feet.
‘Raphael’s name means “God heals”,’ he told the assembled family, his voice unusually reedy. He cleared his throat, passed a hand through his thinning hair. ‘What do you think, my dear?’ He handed the sketch to his wife.
A long minute passed as she studied the sketch, her face a blank mask as though her mind were a long distance away. Then suddenly she smiled and looked up at her husband. Laura was struck to see that her eyes sparkled with happiness.
‘Raphael the guardian angel. I like it, James,’ her mother said. ‘It is right. We are all pilgrims and our angels watch over us. I especially approve of the patterning on the wings, Mr Russell. You have taken such trouble with the detail and I thank you.’
‘It has been no trouble, madam.’ His voice was soft.
Laura glanced at Mr Russell to see his golden eyes upon her. He was waiting. ‘And you, Miss Brownlow? Your good opinion is important to me.’
‘I like your Raphael,’ she said after a moment. ‘Very much.’
Everyone seemed to have forgotten that the angel had been supposed to look like Caroline. Or perhaps they, like Laura, had been relieved that it didn’t.
‘Why did you do it, Papa? Why did you invite him?’ Laura cried, following her father into the study after everybody had gone.
She looked down at the brown paper package she held. As their visitors left the house, Mr Bond had pushed it into her hand ‘…a small token for your anniversary,’ he had said gruffly.
‘You know how uncomfortable he makes me feel. And it must be a torment for him.’
‘Laura, whilst I am sorry, you must see the difficulty for me. He is my churchwarden, after all, my mainstay in these difficult times. He must share in decisions about the fabric of St Martin’s. It is his right to see those drawings. And as for personal torment, he could have offered some excuse not to come.’
‘But to invite him on my birthday? To a family gathering?’
Her father sat down heavily in his chair. ‘Perhaps it was insensitive of me,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, there is too much on my mind. However, whilst we are touching upon one delicate subject, I must raise another. Mr Bond came to me recently with a concern.’
‘A concern?’
‘About you, my dear.’
‘Me? What right has that man to express concerns about me?’
‘He has our family’s best interests at heart. And he still cares for you, Laura. What he had to say alarmed your mother and me.’
‘What he…? What do you mean?’
‘That you keep such open company with Mr Russell. No,’ he raised his hand to stop further interruption, ‘I know you are an innocent in this matter, my dear. However, you must consider your position as a young lady with, ah, hopes and expectations.’
‘Mr Russell is a married man, Papa. There is no possibility of anything else. We are friends only.’
‘Yes, indeed. I know this. But worldly opinion twists that which is pure, preferring to believe the worst. And being a daughter of a Church of England clergyman you must be, like Caesar’s wife, above suspicion. Bond tells me what I did not know previously. The man is the subject of a public scandal. His wife has left him, though I gather he is the wronged party. I feel it my Christian duty to receive him in the house, but it still does not do for you to be seen with him. Laura, I’ve never been able to forbid you to do anything, you know that. And though you are a young woman of forceful opinions, you have never before given us cause for concern.’
‘Papa, I do not now.’
‘Perhaps not. But I counsel you to be careful. He will make our windows and be gone from our lives. And, Laura, I accept your feelings with regard to Mr Bond’s suit, but I must ask you to respect my position. He is a stalwart supporter in the parish and I can’t prevent the two of you meeting from time to time.’
‘I didn’t mean that he should be banished from the church, Papa. Merely that I should not have to simper sweetly at him across our drawing room on my birthday.’
At this her father laughed and squeezed her hand. ‘Ah, my dear, again I’m sorry. And a secret part of me is pleased that you will be with us for a while yet–despite Mr Bond being a most excellent man. Now I must wrestle with Sunday morning’s sermon. A particularly difficult exposition on The Four Last Things.’ And patting her shoulder, he guided her out of the room.
Laura stood in the hall, trying to collect her feelings. From the drawing room came the plaintive tones of Chopin’s Raindrop Prelude played with all the passion her mother could muster.
Why did that man Bond have to interfere, to tarnish something good? She was still holding the package he’d given her. Tearing off the paper, she saw it was a copy of Sesame and Lilies by John Ruskin, a present she’d have welcomed if it had come from anyone else.
‘Oh, confound the man!’ she cried, and slapped the book down on a console table where it caught a metal statue of St Christopher Carrying the Christ Child. The ornament slid to the floor with a crash.
The Chopin foundered. There came a long silence, then the crashing opening chords of Beethoven’s Sonata Pathétique.
Laura listened for a while, allowing the music to fill her. Then she rescued the statue, relieved to see it was not damaged, and climbed the stairs.
As she gazed once more at her reflection in her father’s mirror, her thoughts swirled. The girl who looked back at her could not be called beautiful, but she had strength and spirit. The set of her chin might, however, label her stubborn. Now Laura knew what to do.
As twilight fell, she sat at the table in her room writing a letter to Mr Russell, assuring him of the family’s delight in his drawings. She hesitated for a moment then wrote, It would interest me greatly to view the construction of the window, if you would permit it.
Chapter 22
For He will give His angels charge of you, to guard you in all your ways.
Psalm XCI. 11.
‘Zac! I’ve found it. Look!’ I wouldn’t even let him take his jacket off the following morning. But he was as excited as I was to see the drawings.
‘Fran, it’s exactly what we needed. Isn’t he magnificent?’
‘You think it’s a he?’
Zac considered the matter and shrugged. ‘Could be either. The shape of the face is masculine, isn’t it? Square-jawed, like one of those Renaissance angels. And the hands are too broad for a woman’s.’
‘But the features themselves…’
‘Are delicate, I agree. No, it could be either.’
‘It’s Raphael, Zac. There’s a passage in Laura’s journal about it, too. Look, here is the pilgrim’s staff and the hand raised in blessing. And the motto “God heals”. Gabriel would hold a lily.’ I waved the drawing and did a little dance that made him laugh. ‘Isn’t it fantastic, Zac? Come on now, we must ring Jeremy.’
The vicar promised to come round as soon as he could disentangle himself from a parish finance meeting.
Amber arrived late.
‘Sorry, the police came this morning. Something about a fight last night. Some blokes Lisa knows, but no one’s saying anything.’
‘Was anyone badly hurt?’ I asked and she shrugged.
‘Don’t think so. Ooh, what’s that?’ She admired the picture of Raphael and pronounced the angel a ‘he’.
Jeremy, when he appeared, stuck to his line that angels were androgynous.
‘Well, we can’t call the angel “it”. That doesn’t sound right at all,’ said Amber. In the end we settled for ‘he’ and ‘he’ Raphael remained.
The vicar was on his way somewhere and could only stay a minute, so we agreed to reconvene on Thursday morning to discuss how to proceed.
After he left I remembered that Jo and I had agreed to meet that evening. I hadn’t heard from her, so I dialled her number, thinking I’d leave a message, but she was in. ‘Oh no, that’s awful. I’m really sorry,’ she said, ‘I’d completely forgotten and I’ve double-booked. I’m just getting ready to go out, Fran. Something I can’t cancel.’
‘Oh Jo, that’s a shame.’ I felt crestfallen. There was once a time when I had taken Jo for granted. Now, it seemed, the tables were turning. But as I finished the call I remembered I’d be seeing Ben the following night and that cheered me up.
At five o’clock, when I’d finally finished unpacking the morning’s order and was switching the sign on the door to Closed, the woman from the Museum rang to tell me what she’d discovered about Philip Russell.
‘The main thing that’ll interest you,’ she said, ‘is the link with Minster Glass. Did you know that Philip Russell eventually took over the business?’
I almost dropped the phone in astonishment.
‘I read it in a footnote somewhere. Reuben Ashe, who owned the firm, invited him to become a partner in 1885.’
‘But that means,’ I cried, trying to take this in, ‘that he might be part of my family.’ I explained how Minster Glass had been handed down through the generations, realising as I did so that I didn’t know whether my predecessors had been called Ashe or Russell.
‘That continuity is unusual these days,’ she agreed, ‘but, yes, it certainly sounds like it.’
‘Since we’re rebuilding practically from scratch, it’s going to be challenging to treat this as a strict conservation exercise,’ Zac told the vicar on Thursday. ‘We will use as much of the original glass as possible, of course, and follow ethical guidelines for conservation as often as we can.’
Standing in the workshop of Minster Glass, with the angel on the table before us, we might have been surgeons discussing where to make the first cut on an anaesthetised patient.
‘However, unless what you’re wanting is a pure-Victorian half-made window to lie in some museum vault, I’m going to have to fill in the gaps using new glass. And then we will fit it into a bronze frame which can be installed in front of the present clear-glass window.’
‘Will that matter?’ I asked.
‘Not really. We can record which bits of glass are new, you see. And mark them.’
‘What do we know about the artist?’ asked the vicar, awkwardly hitching his bulk onto a stool.
‘I take it you’re asking whether the window has any historical merit?’
‘Yes. If he was an important figure–I’m not saying of Burne-Jones’s stature, but even someone well known amongst stained-glass experts–would we get ourselves in the soup if we filled in the gaps, so to speak? Have you managed to find anything out about Philip Russell, Fran?’
I’d already explained to Jeremy how Laura Brownlow’s journal might help document the creation of the window, but my contact from the Museum of Stained Glass had been able to tell me very little otherwise about Russell except for the connection to Minster Glass.
‘As well as the Virgin and Child window in St Martin’s, she could tell me about only two or three other surviving windows directly attributable to him.’ A Nativity window at St Helen’s in Brighton was one that she’d mentioned, an Annunciation at St Aloysius in Islington another. ‘But what is more important from our point of view is his connections to the business. He went into partnership with Reuben Ashe, the then owner, and eventually took over the firm, so he was undoubtedly responsible in some way for many more windows.’
‘That’s something your father might have known about…know about, I mean,’ said Zac, blushing at his error.
‘Yes,’ I said softly, smiling at him, ‘though I haven’t found any mention of it amongst his papers upstairs.’
‘What was his reputation as an artist?’ Jeremy asked me.
‘The woman at the Museum says he’s a little-known figure. But given how wonderful the Mary window is, surely he deserves better?’
‘So, would we all agree that his work is worth preserving?’
‘Definitely,’ said Zac and, ‘Oh yes,’ I replied, both at the same moment.
‘Mmm.’ We waited. Jeremy drummed his fingers on the table. Eventually he said, ‘I think we should do what Zac suggests. Restore it using new glass. I want to see that window back in the church. I’m sure we can move that cupboard to free up the other light. It’ll take time to talk everyone round, but we’ll get there.’ His eyes were bright with enthusiasm.
‘Good,’ said Zac. ‘Do you imagine that the light you speak of is the same size as its neighbour?’
‘I think so, but I’ll help you measure it if you come and find me tomorrow. I’ll be in the parish office, round the side of the hall, most of the morning.’
‘Is that OK, Zac?’ I asked anxiously. ‘Of course, if Amber were in, I’d come with you. But we haven’t asked her to come again until Monday.’
‘I’ll be fine,’ he said. ‘Do you think I can’t manage?’ He wasn’t smiling.
‘Of course not,’ I started to say. ‘I just…’ He laughed and I frowned at his teasing.
Zac seemed happier that week. I’m sure the progress with our angel was partly responsible, but perhaps sharing his anxieties about his daughter had helped, too. I hoped so.
When Ben opened the door to me that evening, he was wearing an apron covered in little Hoffnung orchestral cartoons and an air of distraction. His hair was unusually ruffled and his face flushed.
‘You’d better come down to the kitchen, Fran,’ he said, after quickly kissing my cheek. ‘I’m at a crucial stage with supper. Are you any good with béchamel sauce? I can never quite get the hang of it.’
I followed him down to the basement where the kitchen was a scene of havoc. A celebrity cook book spattered with flour and grated parmesan was weighted down with a pepper mill at a recipe for Uncle Pepe’s Famous Vegetable Lasagne. A trail of ratatouille led across the floor from the table to the sink, where vegetable peelings floated amongst the dirty crockery. I stepped over a broken egg lying on the floor and inspected a saucepan of lumpy white goo on the stove.
‘Where do you keep the sieve?’ I asked, prodding at the sauce with a spoon.
Ben scooped up the egg in a tea towel and I watched with horror as he threw it, shell and all, into the washing machine. His only subsequent contribution to proceedings was to splash red wine into two huge glasses and amuse me with stories about his hectic day, while I strained the sauce of lumps and poured layers of vegetable, béchamel, pasta and, finally, parmesan into a waiting dish.
‘Do you always expect your guests to cook their own dinner?’ I asked, closing the oven door.
He laughed. ‘I’m sorry. I am hopeless, aren’t I? You don’t know how grateful I am.’ His repentant small-boy expression was so endearing that it was impossible to mind.
‘Where are we eating? I mean, should we set the table? Is there any salad or anything?’ Ben leaped up and delved in the cutlery drawer. Green salad and bread followed forks and spoons onto the kitchen table.
‘Et, voilà! Now, Fran, why don’t you take your wine upstairs and make yourself comfortable in the sitting room while I clear up a bit. Or have a tinkle on the piano, if you want.’
I protested but he waved me away. ‘No, I insist. You’ve done enough.’
Today, as I wandered up the stairs and down the long thin hall, I found myself assessing the layout of the place, which I’d been too distracted to do on my last visit. I tried to imagine how Laura’s home had originally been.
In converting the old rectory to maisonettes, I guessed that the developers had merely removed the old staircase and built a wall that split the property in half from front to back. Hence Ben had half the old hallway, half the rooms of the original house–all, of course, off one side of the hall, and his own street door. Presumably the other half, next door, was a mirror image. If there were any Victorian ghosts, I mused, they’d likely be seen walking back and forth through the dividing wall, wondering what idiot had put it there.
I peeped round the door of the front room to where the grand piano glinted ebony in the evening light. It was a cheerfully messy room with bare floorboards, the surfaces bestrewn with sheet music. An arrangement of wooden chairs and music stands suggested a recent chamber group rehearsal. On one wall Ben had hung an impressive array of framed degree and masters certificates. There were concert flyers and a couple of posters, too, advertising piano performances at well-known music festivals; the most recent, as far as I could see, from two or three years back.
I walked over to the piano to where a diary lay open on the top, and couldn’t stop myself peeking at it. Nina’s name appeared several times among the scrawled entries and I flipped the book shut, disconsolate.
I put my wine glass on a table and sat down on the long stool. The piano was beautiful, a Bechstein, kept in immaculate condition. I tried a few chords, then sight-read a hymn from the book propped up on the music rest. The descant was fiddly in the final verse–Angels help us to adore Him–but I staggered on until I became aware of Ben standing in the doorway, arms folded, listening.
‘Come on, you play something,’ I said, getting up and pulling some music at random from a huge pile on a little table. ‘Piano’s not really my thing. Look, here’s some Ravel. Do you know this one?’
It was Jeux d’Eau, a sparkling, impossibly difficult piece that’s meant to sound like running water. As I opened it and swapped it for the hymn book, I noticed a name pencilled on the cover. Beatrix Claybourne. It lingered in my mind because of its old-fashioned elegance.
‘Haven’t tried this piece for years,’ said Ben. But he launched himself into it confidently and ignored the occasional wrong note as he plotted his way at speed through the hemi-demi-semi-quavers. By the time he’d finished we were both laughing.
‘OK, so that one needs a little practice. Can I play you something else?’
‘Is there anything you’re rehearsing at the moment?’ I asked him. ‘For performance, maybe.’
‘I’m accompanying Nina,’ he said. ‘It’s an important solo outing. Only a small music festival in Sussex, but it’s well regarded. Schubert and Brahms.’ He started to play from memory a lovely flowing sonata of Schubert’s, the plaintive melody tapping deep emotion. When he came to the end we sat quietly for a moment.
A delicious herby smell was creeping into the room. Shortly afterwards, the oven-timer began to beep rudely.
‘How is your dad?’ Ben asked me as we were eating, and his face showed concern as I told him about my visit that afternoon–that there had been no change. I felt I could confide in Ben.
‘It sounds odd, Ben, but I feel closer to him than I have for years. We’ve not always had an easy relationship, but now I can sit and tell him what I’ve been doing and how I feel about things–and, this time, he can’t change the subject or leave the room. That’s what he used to do, if I said something that made him feel uncomfortable. He has to listen. If that’s what he’s doing–listening. I can’t always be sure. Perhaps he is far away in some other place.’
‘They say it helps the patient though, don’t they? To talk, stimulate them. You don’t mention your mother. Is she…?’
‘She died when I was tiny,’ I told him.
‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ he said, looking dismayed.
I was used to people’s reactions. Sometimes they were embarrassed, didn’t know what to say, and I found myself reassuring them. ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘It was nearly thirty years ago. I can’t remember her at all.’
‘Still, growing up without a mother…that’s a tough call,’ he said.
‘What about your parents?’ I asked.
‘Oh, I don’t get up to Herefordshire to see them very often,’ Ben replied, offering me more salad. ‘My sister Sally lives locally so she keeps an eye. I go a few times a year, for Christmas usually, but I suppose that’ll be more difficult with my organist duties. Sally looks out for them. I’m lucky really.’
‘It’s a shame though, if the job stops you from visiting them.’
‘To be honest, we’re not that close. I was packed off to boarding school at seven and got used to looking out for myself.’ He pushed his plate away, his expression stony-faced.
‘Seven seems awfully young,’ I prompted. A picture arose in my mind of a small cherubic Ben in shorts and blazer, sitting on his suitcase at a railway station, alone, abandoned and I felt a rush of maternal feeling.
‘Was that the school where you met Michael?’ I asked.
‘No, that was later, when we were thirteen. He had it worse. His parents were diplomats–I think he told you. In the summer he’d fly out to wherever they were, but the rest of the time he was bundled between relatives. My mother took to him, so he often stayed at my parents’ place. He still goes to visit them, you know. He’s a better son to them than I am.’
Ben looked so glum that I said quickly, ‘I’m sure that’s not true. He works more regular hours than you, doesn’t he? Don’t forget, I know about being a musician–how it takes over your life.’
‘You’re telling me,’ he agreed. ‘I don’t feel I have any leisure time at all. Mind you, I’m doing what I love and I don’t know that Michael can say that.’
‘Doesn’t he like his job?’
‘Oh, don’t get me wrong, he finds it interesting. But you can hardly say he lives and breathes it in the way I can with music. Music is my entire life, Fran.’ There was a passionate light in his eyes as he said this and even then I could see that, for Ben, music came first, above everything else. But at that moment, the passion, the intensity, made him all the more interesting.
‘I’ve never felt that about my music,’ I told him soberly. ‘I love it, yes, but I could live without it.’
He shook his head. ‘That’s not me at all.’
‘I’m pleased how much I’m enjoying the stained glass again.’
‘That’s two things you’re good at,’ he said, getting up. ‘Don’t they say that the happiest people have two things they can do? Now, how does zabaglione sound to you?’
‘Do I have to make it?’ I asked warily.
‘No, no, only to eat it.’ He opened the fridge door and inspected the contents of a glass bowl. ‘Hope it’s set all right though,’ he said, looking doubtful.
Later, I slipped upstairs to the bathroom, and when I came out I noticed some pictures on the landing floor, propped against the wall, as though waiting to be hung. Aware that I was snooping again, I picked up the one in front. It was a long school photograph labelled Wellingsbury, 1978, and Ben was easy to spot on the back row scowling through a cloud of fair hair. Behind this picture was one I stared at for some moments, a graduation photograph of a breathtakingly beautiful Ben with shorter, spikier hair, perfectly moulded features and dewy skin, and then several more framed concert flyers. The last one was for a programme of Ravel and Debussy at a Northern music festival four years ago. Ben’s name featured, but it was beneath the name of another pianist, Beatrix Claybourne. Here was a dramatically lit photograph of a serious young woman with tied-back dark hair. I studied her intense expression for a moment or two, feeling faintly troubled by it, then replaced the pictures and went downstairs.
Ben had drawn the curtains in the living room, where we sat in chairs either side of the fire like a comfortable old couple, drinking our coffee.
‘So what happened in the pub after the rehearsal on Monday night?’ I said, sliding off my shoes and drawing my legs up under me. ‘You seemed to be under siege.’
‘Ah, the knitting circle,’ he said, draining the rest of his cup in a sudden gulp. ‘The dear ladies who bring cushions to practices and save places for each other.’
I laughed, but remembered something Dominic had told me. ‘Oh Ben, don’t mock, the choir is probably the highlight of their lives.’
‘Maybe, but they’re the kind who like things to stay exactly the same, even if a change would be for the better. They don’t see what’s going on around them–realise that you have to adapt to new circumstances. It’s a dog-eat-dog world out there, Fran. Especially when you’re chasing Lottery grants and booking bigger venues.’
‘But we’re not,’ I said, bewildered. ‘Are we?’
‘We could be. There’s a lot of potential in the choir if you think about it. We’ve a few really good singers and musicians like yourself and Val and Crispin. And plenty of contacts and commitment. I think we should be more ambitious.’
‘What does the choir committee think?’ I wanted to know.
An administrative committee met regularly, I’d discovered. Michael was on it and Dominic and a few others. They organised things like the concerts and the sheet music, and assisted Val’s recruitment of the orchestra.
‘The first meeting of term is tomorrow, in fact, before church choir practice. I’m going to introduce a few ideas then.’
‘Well, the best of luck,’ I said. I stifled a yawn and glanced at the clock. ‘Goodness, I ought to go. It’s a whole new routine running a shop. I have to be up early.’
He laughed. ‘I have to get up for school three days a week. Come on, I’ll get your coat.’
At the door, when I left, he kissed me on both cheeks, for a moment holding me close. ‘It’s been a wonderful evening,’ he said in a gorgeously husky voice. ‘We must do this again.’
Halfway across the Square I turned to look back at the house and there he was in his doorway again like a charming angel. I waved and he waved back. But when I looked back again, the door was closed.
I walked home, thoughts whirling. It had been a lovely evening, but I couldn’t work Ben out. Did he like me only as a friend, or was there the promise of something else? Whichever, I felt closer to him after that evening. The image of that seven-year-old Ben going off to boarding school still tugged at my heartstrings. Despite his confidence and his devastating beauty, somewhere inside, Ben was still that lost little boy, who made me want to look after him.
Chapter 23
Let triumph…the better angels of our nature.
Abraham Lincoln, First Inaugural Address
Zac and I had set aside Friday afternoon to start work on Raphael. We closed the shop at three, and I helped Zac unroll a huge sheet of white paper. On this he began to draw the outline of the window in which our angel had to fit, using the measurements that he’d taken at the church that morning. Later, I watched him draw a grid of squares over a photocopy of Russell’s original sketch and a similar grid over the fullsize outline. This would enable him to copy out the sketch square by square, in the process enlarging it to a fullsize cartoon. After further searching upstairs, I’d discovered the original Victorian cartoon, but it had been folded and refolded so many times it was in pieces.
‘Perhaps it was used as a template for other angel windows,’ I told Zac, but he wasn’t sure.
‘The original design might have been, but the grid would only work on a window of exactly the same size. Thank the Lord we have it though, as a guide,’ and I had to agree with him, for it also showed us the shapes of all the pieces of glass.
Drawing the new cartoon of Raphael took Zac most of the afternoon, for he was always having to calculate and recalculate measurements and refer back to the Victorian cartoon to see if what he’d done looked right. Every now and then he wrote something in a hardback notebook he’d bought. He also took photographs.
‘You’re supposed to document everything you do when you restore a window,’ he explained, when I asked him about it. ‘In case future generations want to study it or further work is required.’
Between us it became known as The Angel Book. Over the next few weeks its pages were to be filled with Zac’s neat handwriting and illustrations and photographs.
‘The woman at the Museum was fascinated to hear about our archives,’ I told Zac. ‘Apparently very little about Victorian stained-glass businesses survives. She’s offered to come and look at all the papers sometime.’
‘Have you thought about donating everything to them?’ Zac asked, as he copied a border pattern of fleur-de-lys. ‘It’s not much use to us. We know how hard it is to find anything when we want it. At least they would catalogue it, make it more accessible.’
‘Zac!’ I told him, hurt. ‘It belongs to Dad and he’s writing his history. I can’t give it all away. When Dad…’
He said softly, ‘You’re right, Fran. I’m sorry.’
We continued work in companionable silence.
At the end of the afternoon, he asked, ‘Will it bother you if I come in tomorrow, it being Sunday?’
‘You don’t want to do that, do you?’
‘Why not? I’m not doing anything else particularly, and it would be good to get on with the job.’
‘Tell you what,’ I offered. ‘I’m not doing much either, so I’ll help you, if you like.’
‘That would be great,’ said Zac.
The next day, Zac transferred the fullsize drawing to a large piece of tracing paper, and by a process of half-tracing, half-copying, drew the lines showing where the lead would go and the position of the ironwork that would be required to support the finished window.
As humble assistant, my job was more mundane: to continue Zac’s work preparing the old glass–a fiddly and grubby business that involved melting off old solder, detaching glass from the battered strips of lead and cleaning off cement from both lead and glass. As I finished each piece I returned it to its place on the lining paper, under Zac’s critical eye.
From time to time, when concentration allowed, Zac dropped fascinating snippets of information about Victorian stained-glass methods.
‘It’s interesting that Victorian techniques and materials were virtually the same as in medieval times.’
‘Really? You’d have thought something would have changed over the centuries,’ I replied.
‘Occasionally they tried to take short cuts. These would often fail. Have you heard about the great borax disaster of the 1870s? Some craftsmen mixed paint with borax, which fires at a lower temperature, so they thought they were on to something useful. Unfortunately borax is also soluble in water, which meant that when condensation ran down the inside of the windows, the figures literally wept!’
‘That’s awful. How do you know all this, Zac?’ I’d spent hours as a teenager reading all about the period in terms of art history. I was fascinated by the gothic revival that celebrated all things medieval and which led to a renaissance in stained-glass making. I read how Burne-Jones, William Morris and their circle transformed the decorative craft into a high art form that celebrated the integrity of the materials and the romantic values of the age. But I didn’t know the detailed chemical techniques as Zac did.
‘I’ve made it my business, haven’t I?’ he answered. ‘I’ve read stuff, been on courses.’
I asked Zac how he usually spent his Sundays, half-expecting him to say on his own work. But instead he said, ‘It varies. I visit friends, or go to the movies. I love walking. Sometimes I take a Tube or a bus somewhere in London and get out and walk. Richmond or Hampstead, Docklands, anywhere. I like visiting all those Hawksmoor churches in the East End. The ones that are open, anyway.’
‘Shame you didn’t go somewhere today, given the weather,’ I said. It had been sunny earlier when I ventured out to attend the eight o’clock service at St Martin’s. It was a simple spoken liturgy, without organ or hymns, so there was no sign of Ben, though I told myself he hadn’t been my reason for going.
We were tidying up at about four o’clock when the shop doorbell rang loudly three times. I had both my hands in the sink so Zac went to answer it. There was the sound of the door unlocking, then male voices, and he returned, followed by Ben.
‘Thought I’d see if you were in,’ Ben said to me. ‘You left this behind on Thursday night.’ He held up my striped scarf, which I hadn’t even realised I’d lost.
‘Oh, how stupid of me,’ I said, drying my hands and taking it from him. ‘Thank you. And thanks again for dinner.’ I felt awkward, knowing that Zac was listening.
Ben was walking around the workshop, looking at everything. Zac watched him warily. Ben stopped to study the pieces of angel, frowning, but when he reached out to touch one, Zac called out, ‘Don’t…’
Ben contemplated Zac with a steady eye. ‘Sorry, mate,’ he said. He turned to me and smiled. ‘So, you’re both working on the Sabbath, are you?’
‘You do,’ I came back at him, and pretended to play an invisible organ.
‘Touché.’ Ben laughed. He glanced again at the pieces of glass. I was sure he was about to say something else, but then he changed his mind. I wondered if he had some reason for coming that wasn’t to do with the scarf.
Zac refused to melt. He took a step nearer the worktop as though he might need to shield the angel from Ben.
Trying to lighten the atmosphere, I said quickly, ‘We’ve practically finished for the day. Perhaps you’d both like to come up for some tea. Or is it too early for a glass of wine?’
‘Thanks,’ said Ben, relieved. ‘Good idea. Actually,’ he went on, ‘I’ve something to ask you, Fran.’
‘Oh?’ I said. Ben glanced at Zac, who took the hint.
‘I’ll come up in a moment when I’ve cleared away,’ he said tiredly. I felt sorry for Zac, but annoyed too. He simply made no effort to be friendly to Ben and I found that rude.
‘You’re not to just disappear,’ I hissed at Zac over my shoulder as I followed Ben up to the flat, and he gave me one of his Celtic thundercloud looks.
Ben and I both decided on tea. ‘I had a boozy lunch with some old schoolfriends,’ he explained.
We were standing in the kitchen, waiting for the kettle to boil. Ben glanced at his surroundings and I felt both embarrassed and defensive about my scruffy childhood home.
‘I hadn’t realised you could see my place so well from here,’ he said, peering out of the window.
‘We could flash signals to one another at night,’ I joked. But Ben seemed to consider the idea seriously.
‘The light in the window signalling to a lover. Which opera’s that?’
‘I don’t know. Is there one?’ I said, trying to keep my voice steady.
I waited as he came closer. He said softly, ‘And what would we signal to one another, eh?’ and his finger brushed my cheek.
I looked away, suddenly dizzy, as though I’d lost control of my limbs–exactly as I remembered feeling with Nick. And suddenly I knew I wasn’t ready for this. I was scared.
‘Better get the kettle,’ I muttered, for it had started to whistle, and Ben stepped back.
‘What was it you wanted to ask?’ I reminded him, trying to make things normal again as I poured water on the tea bags.
‘Oh yes,’ he said, not looking at all put out by my rejection. ‘It’s since the choir committee meeting yesterday. It has been suggested that I call together a wider group to discuss the choir’s future direction.’ All this sounded a bit formal. What was wrong with a chat in the pub?
‘I’d like you to be involved,’ he went on. ‘With your musical experience and your objective viewpoint.’
‘Oh,’ I said, surprised, and thinking I was moving beyond being able to be objective with Ben. ‘And there was me thinking this was a social visit.’ I passed him his tea and we sat opposite one another at the table by the window.
He laughed. ‘It is, of course,’ he said, narrowing his eyes in a very attractive manner, ‘but it seemed a good moment to mention it.’
‘Did they like your ideas at yesterday’s meeting, then?’
‘They thought it sensible to take soundings,’ he replied rather cagily. ‘So will you do it?’ He leaned forward, giving me one of his soul-searching looks.
I grinned.
‘What?’ he asked, smiling. ‘What?’ He put out his hand and lightly brushed mine.
‘Oh, I don’t know. You’re clever at getting round people,’ I told him.
‘So you will?’
‘I’ll think about it. I’m not very good at committees. And anyway, I might not agree with you over everything. Who else are you asking?’
‘Val, Dominic–he’s sensible.’ He tapped the table as he thought. ‘One more, maybe. Crispin, our soloist, would be best.’
‘Michael?’
‘I suppose so.’
‘Why the reluctance?’
‘I already know his opinions. He doesn’t think anything should change.’
‘Oh,’ I said, privately thinking that Michael’s views should be represented. ‘What would this group do?’
‘Brainstorm ideas,’ he said. ‘Naturally, the vicar must be on side. I’d need to invite him. But surely as long as we didn’t ask the church to subsidise the whole thing he wouldn’t object to us spreading our wings a bit.’
‘Ben, I don’t mind offering advice, but if you did make big changes you’d need to have the whole choir behind you, wouldn’t you?’
‘That,’ he said, ‘will be part of the challenge.’ And this time when he smiled at me there was a glitter of resolution in his eyes. It made me uneasy.
Just then we heard slow footsteps on the stairs, followed by a gentle knock. I got up and let Zac in.
He smiled unhappily at me and nodded at Ben sitting at the table. His mood hadn’t improved and this annoyed me in turn.
There were only two chairs in the kitchen so I suggested we all move into the living room. Back in the kitchen I was glad to be alone, making a third cup of tea. I strained my ears to hear whether they were talking–they weren’t. When I took the milk out of the fridge I held the carton briefly against my hot face.
Ben and Zac, Zac and Ben. They represented the two different sides of my life. Music and art, and I couldn’t manage either of them. Especially when they came together. I took in the tea, to find them standing in uncomfortable silence, their bulk seeming to fill the whole room.
‘Here we are,’ I sang brightly. ‘The drink that cheers but does not inebriate.’
They both looked at me rather oddly. We drank in awkward silence then Zac put down his mug half-finished and said he had to go. I was almost relieved when Ben followed him out a moment or two later.
‘All right,’ I told him, ‘I’ll come to your discussion group.’
‘Great!’ He kissed my cheek quickly and was gone.
Chapter 24
Hark to those sounds!
They come of tender beings angelical
Cardinal Newman, The Dream of Gerontius
‘I’ve seen a real angel, you know.’
When she arrived at work on Monday, Amber was entranced by the reconstruction of Raphael and took every opportunity to escape from her designated post in the shop to come and watch Zac and me working. While I continued to clean glass and untwist lead, he collected up the clusters I had finished and moved them onto the tracing paper pattern, which he’d laid over the big light-box; when switched on, this provided a useful light source from below. After this stage he’d decide which pieces of new glass we’d need to find.
‘Tell us about seeing an angel, Amber,’ Zac said gravely, as he shuffled the glass jigsaw around. But his eyes were merry.
‘I know you think it’s funny, but I really have seen one. He saved my life.’
We were used to Amber’s zany ideas by now. Her personal guardian angel was somebody-or-other, whose colour was red, and his special area of authority was, I’m sure she said, watching over orphans. But she hadn’t shared this particular story with us before.
‘It was after my mum died.’ We both stopped to listen. ‘I was, like, all over the place, kept forgetting things, going round in a daze. Well, once I walked into the road without looking and the next thing, it was like someone gave me a hard push, and I was back sitting on the pavement. Then this car whizzed past. It just missed me. I couldn’t believe it.’
‘How terrifying,’ I said, wondering what she was getting at. Had the car clipped her and forced her back? Or had she seen the danger at the last minute and jumped automatically?
She saw our bemused expressions.
‘When I say someone gave me a push, that’s what it felt like. But there didn’t seem to be anyone there. Except I know there was. It was an angel.’
‘Why do you think that?’
‘I was so surprised, I sat there on the pavement for a bit. I was sure I could hear music–in the distance, like. I looked up and there was this guy standing in the middle of the road holding a guitar case. And there were white feathers floating through the air around me, lots of them. And that’s a sign of an angel. When I looked again, the bloke had vanished–into thin air, like. I would have seen him walking away if he’d been…well, human, wouldn’t I?’
Zac and I caught one another’s eye and he raised an eyebrow very slightly at me.
Not wanting to upset her, I said, ‘Well, whatever he was, I’m very glad someone or something was there and looking after you, Amber.’ I wondered idly what the vicar would make of this story. I’d have to ask him. Vicars should be experts on angels–there were so many in the Bible.
‘This is as far as we can get with the pieces we have,’ said Zac, thankfully changing the subject, and we all three studied the mosaic of glass in front of us. Zac had made remarkable progress. Somehow he had managed to cover most of the pattern with the original pieces of glass. Whoever had cleared up after the bombing had helped us by doing a thorough job, although some pieces were admittedly too fragmented or damaged to be able to use. The bare patches of paper for which no glass at all could be found were centred around the top half of the face, some of the grass, some red border and part of a wing. It was a pity that we never did find the broken pieces with the eyes.
‘The colour’s right for Raphael,’ Amber volunteered.
‘Angels are often dressed in gold,’ I murmured.
‘Yes, but Raphael’s special colour is gold,’ Amber insisted. ‘Or sometimes emerald green. His crystal’s the emerald and his element is air. That’s all I can remember, except that he’s an archangel. But the words are right.’
The banner was cracked, but it was just possible to make out the motto God heals. Amber sighed contentedly. ‘I love the pretty angel in your window best–the one your dad made, Fran. But I like this one, too.’
‘Thank heavens for that,’ said Zac, smiling at her. ‘Now could that be a customer coming in?’
‘She’s so sweet, isn’t she?’ I mouthed, when Amber had gone back into the shop.
‘But such an innocent.’
‘Only in some ways. Think of all she’s been through.’
Later, after Amber had gone home, Zac started searching in the shop for glass that would be suitable for the bare patches on our angel. The green for the grass beneath the sandalled feet was fairly easy to match. He held to the light a piece that looked similar to the old glass, even down to the bubbles and impurities that gave it beauty and character. Trying the old next to the new on the light box confirmed the similarities.
The ruby glass gave him more difficulty. ‘Colour’s not quite right,’ he grumbled at the pieces I passed him, or, ‘This one’s too transparent,’ or, ‘It’s thinner, don’t you see?’ After going through all our stock without satisfaction, he carefully wrapped up several pieces of angel to take over to the other studio, where he thought his friend David would be able to advise him.
‘That’s where I’ll be tomorrow morning, if that’s all right with you,’ he said, taking off his overall and pulling on his jacket. ‘I might end up having to get some glass specially made.’
‘I’ll see you after lunch then.’ I was aware of his eyes on me, and was struck by how our relationship was changing. We were more relaxed with one another now–though I was still annoyed with him for being rude to Ben.
‘Busy this evening?’ he asked, but his enquiry sounded too casual.
‘Choir,’ I told him.
‘Ah.’ I suppose he was thinking of Ben, but all he said was, ‘Have a good sing. See you tomorrow.’
I watched him walk across the Square; a solitary figure, his jacket worn at the elbows. I felt a tug of sadness, as though I’d lost something I hadn’t known I valued.
The melancholy remained, like a lump in my throat, all the evening. I hadn’t visited my father for two days; this was a part of it. But everything felt as though it was shifting beneath my feet–as though my world had been hit by some great meteor and was turning differently. Some of this must be my unsettled feelings for Ben.
How can I describe my growing fascination with him? I was falling under a kind of enchantment, like one of Burne-Jones’s languorous women. Perhaps it started that time in the church, with the incense and the scent of lilies and the thrilling music of the organ that caught me up in his aura. I certainly loved his intensity, his complete absorption in music, his charisma as a conductor, the way he bound our choir together, bowed us to his will. And he was so beautiful. How was it possible not to be drawn to a man who looked like an earthly version of a Florentine angel, a deliciously tainted one, one splendid in the passion of his art, yet tender and vulnerable underneath? Yet I’d little idea how he felt about me or whether there was someone else in his life.
Jo was at choir tonight, I was pleased to see, but she was late and we had to sit in different places. Once or twice I got a sideways glimpse of her. When she wasn’t staring distractedly into the distance she was anxiously scrabbling through the score to find her place.
Ben took us through ten minutes of singing exercises, which everybody did without argument this time, then embarked on ‘The Chorus of the Angelicals’. He seemed in a good mood this evening, but it wasn’t going to last.
‘Now, I know it’s complicated with so many parts singing at once, but this must be absolutely sublime,’ he told us. ‘You must transport the audience to the heavens. Elgar was himself in a state bordering on ecstasy when he wrote Gerontius and virtually felt himself to be in heaven with the angels. You all have to be angels.’
There was much giggling at this, and a pair of the younger men made silly faces, but the laughter soon died away as we began to wade through the section in chunks, Ben frequently having to stop us as one voice-part or another lost its way. Eventually we meandered through the broad fugue of ‘Praise to the Holiest in the Height’ at the movement’s end, and flopped down gratefully in our seats.
‘That,’ said Ben, looking seriously pained, ‘was execrable. Simply execrable. Quite how we’re going to turn this tosh into something presentable in the short time left to us, I have simply no idea. Tenors and basses, you were all over the place. Second altos, at one point you sounded as though you were moo-ing–yes, moo-ing. You’re not cows, for goodness sake, you’re angels! And, you, sopranos. Well, the firsts weren’t too bad…’ (here the front row smiled smugly) ‘…but watch me, seconds, can’t you? What’s the point of me standing here like a lemon when you take no notice of me. Now, everyone back to page ninety-five. Graham, play from bar sixty-five, please…and watch, all of you.’
I glanced quickly round the room to see the general reaction to this verbal battery. For a second, the only sound was the whisper of pages turning. A cloud of gloom had settled over the room. One or two people looked really upset.
That evening, Ben made us work very hard. We went over and over that wretched chorus until we couldn’t bear to hear it ever again. But, watching him, pushing his hand through his hair, counting bars to himself, lost in the music, I suddenly appreciated what a good conductor he was. He had the will and the vision to get the absolute best out of us. And, what is more, he didn’t care if we hated him for doing it.
‘That,’ he finished up, ten minutes over time, ‘was almost passable. And that’s the best compliment you’re likely to get out of me today, if not this term. Graham, thank you, you’ve been amazing.’ And he turned his back on the lot of us.
Collecting up my things, I expected to hear grumbling around me, but instead the choir seemed beaten into remorseful submission.
‘We’re rubbish, aren’t we?’ moaned the woman next to me, to her older neighbour. ‘I’m really going to practise before the next rehearsal.’
‘I thought I had practised,’ said the older lady, shutting her spectacles away in a knitted case. ‘But I completely lost my way at one point. I’ll borrow that cassette tape off Deirdre if she’ll let me.’
‘What did you think, Jo?’ I asked, walking over to her. She was still slumped in her chair, dazed and tired.
‘Exhausted. I’ve got a bit of a headache, to be honest.’ She smiled weakly. ‘Going to give the pub a miss this evening. I’d better confess to Dominic.’
As I pulled on my jacket I watched the two of them talking. Dominic put a protective arm around her and Jo told me, ‘Dom said he’d walk me home as he’s got to get back early himself. I’ll give you a ring, shall I?’
‘Please do. Hope a good night’s sleep works on the headache,’ I said.
‘Fran?’ Ben called, and wove his way towards me between a couple of beefy baritones stacking chairs. He looked agitated and his hair reared up at the front like a breaking wave. ‘Are you busy now?’
Before I could speak, Michael walked up to us and said, ‘You two aren’t heading for the Bishop, perchance?’ I looked at him with curiosity. It didn’t appear possible to me that Michael could ever lose his urbane composure, but this evening he appeared rattled. And when Ben replied curtly, ‘No, I don’t think so,’ and the hurt leaped into Michael’s eyes, I realised they must have had a bust-up.
‘What about you, Fran?’ Michael asked, still looking at Ben. Ben gripped my wrist as if to stop me dashing off out of the door with Michael.
‘We’re giving the pub a miss tonight. I’m seeing Fran home, aren’t I, Fran?’ he said. I didn’t know what I should do. He glared at Michael. Michael stared back, his face a blank mask. Then he shrugged and left.
‘What was all that about?’ I asked Ben, upset that he was behaving like this.
‘I couldn’t stand to go to the Bishop tonight,’ he said, as though he hadn’t heard me. He snatched up his music and looked around. The chairs were arrayed in neat stacks now; the piano pushed back into its corner. ‘Can you imagine what a hard time I’d get? Some of those altos have pretty sharp-edged handbags.’ We walked out into the lobby.
‘Don’t be silly. They love you.’
‘They hate me. Not that I give a damn.’ He held open the outer door for me with a graceful flourish.
‘But they respond to your leadership,’ I told him. ‘Some of them are finally seeing the point.’
‘Do you really think that?’ he asked, stopping mid-lock-up to look at me. There was a slight mist coiling in the air tonight, lending proceedings an atmosphere of unreality.
I sensed that he needed reassurance. ‘Yes,’ I said, ‘I do.’
‘Whatever,’ he growled, thrusting the keys into his pocket. ‘I need a drink badly. Let’s crack open a bottle at mine.’ He was angry, imperious, and it made me nervous and enthralled at the same time.
‘I think I ought to get home.’
‘No. Please?’ Now he sounded petulant.
‘Perhaps you need to be by yourself, Ben,’ I said gently. But despite myself I couldn’t walk away.
‘That’s the last thing I want. I’m sorry I grabbed you like that just now. Here, let me have a look–have I hurt you?’ Of course he hadn’t, but I let him push up my jacket sleeve and stroke my wrist, so that my skin prickled deliciously. ‘Oh, come and have a drink, do,’ he pleaded, this time more tenderly. ‘Pretty please.’ With his finger, he tipped my chin so I was forced to look at him. He was smiling wickedly and I couldn’t help but smile back.
‘Oh, all right,’ I said, giving in, as I wanted to all along. ‘A quick one.’ He tucked my arm through his companionably and we set off together through the mist.
Once we were ensconced in front of the fire with a bottle of wine, I asked, ‘What was your quarrel with Michael about?’
‘Was it that obvious?’ he said flatly.
‘Yes.’
‘Michael can be particularly tiresome sometimes,’ he said.
I laughed. ‘If it comes to that, you’ve been quite tiresome yourself.’
‘Thanks. The word I’m looking for with regard to Michael’s attitude to me is “proprietorial”. I told you, he thinks he has some God-given right to interfere in my life. I think it has something to do with my parents semi-adopting him, and him spending so much time at home with us when we were teenagers. He feels he has to keep an eye on me, set me on the straight and narrow.’
‘Like an elder brother, you mean.’
‘Yes. Though he’s not older than me and he’s certainly not my brother.’
‘But he feels tied to you in some way. He didn’t save you from drowning or something, did he?’
‘No, but he thinks he saved me from other things. The problem is that I certainly don’t feel tied to him.’
‘But you’re supposed to be friends?’
‘We are. He’s the person who knows me the best in the world. Even more than my parents and sister.’
‘You’re lucky,’ I said wistfully, thinking of my own lack of relations. ‘Not something to treat lightly.’
‘Lightness is not possible with Michael, I assure you.’
The alcohol and the slightly surreal tone of the evening made me bold. ‘And what have you done this time to make him interfere?’
I half-hoped he’d say it was something to do with me. Some perverse part of me rather liked the idea of Ben caring enough to quarrel over me. But after a moment he disappointed me by saying carefully, ‘It’s something to do with Nina. He thinks I have too much influence over her, that I’m letting her get too dependent on me. He means musically, career-wise, though he’s also accused me of all sorts of dreadful things that I’m not remotely guilty of.’
‘How complicated!’ I said. And suddenly I didn’t want to know any more. I was only making a fool of myself. I finished my drink and stood up. ‘I really must get back now.’
When we reached the front door, we seemed suddenly awkward with one another.
‘Making sure I’ve got my scarf this time,’ I said, wrapping it round my neck and standing tense, hands in pockets.
Ben hesitated, then pulled me to him and kissed me quickly on the cheek.
‘Thank you for putting up with me tonight,’ he said softly.
‘That’s all right,’ I said gravely. ‘I understand.’ He opened the door and stood back to let me go.
That’s it, I thought wildly as I crossed the road. I probably won’t see him alone again.
I was vaguely aware of a security alarm squealing across the Square. I turned and waved to Ben, I thought for the last time. Halfway across the garden, I looked back once more, but the door had closed. I felt empty.
The security alarm whooped on and on. Why doesn’t someone blooming well get out of bed and turn it off, I thought irritably, as I continued my walk.
It gradually dawned on me that the alarm was coming from my side of the Square, and when I reached the street I stopped dead. In the window of Minster Glass, above Dad’s angel, there was a hole the size of a tea-plate. Shards of glass glittered on the pavement.
A long wail of anguish soared above the sound of the alarm. It took me a moment to realise the cry was mine. As I dashed back across the garden to Ben’s flat, the alarm wailed mockingly on and on.
By the time I returned, with Ben in tow, there were half a dozen people milling around outside Minster Glass, all talking at once.
‘I telephoned the police, of course,’ said an elderly man wearing a Paisley dressing-gown and slippers whom I recognised as Mr Broadbent, the antiquarian bookseller. He had called into the shop once to ask about Dad. ‘It seemed the thing to do. Or none of us will get any sleep.’
‘I’m ever so sorry,’ I said faintly, but a woman shivering in a short-sleeved sparkly top immediately admonished him.
‘It’s not her fault someone’s tossed a blimming rock through the window.’
Ben took charge, stopping anyone from touching anything, checking round the back for signs of intruders and reporting that there were none. He wrapped a throw round my shoulders, which the woman brought out, for I was shivering from shock as much as cold.
The police arrived a few minutes later–a man and a bored-looking woman in a tiny patrol car. Under their instruction, I was allowed to unlock the shop and turn off the alarm. Then Ben and I waited whilst the policeman assessed the damage and the policewoman interviewed the neighbours. No one had seen anything suspicious. From within the shop the policeman called, ‘Come and look at this.’
Inside, glass crunched under our feet.
‘This is the culprit,’ said the Constable, bending and picking up what looked like a glass ball with a cloth. ‘Hurled with some force, I’d say.’ He placed it in a polythene bag, which he held up for our inspection. The ball was about the size of a grapefruit and looked as though it was filled with a pink and purple mist.
‘A paperweight, isn’t it?’ said Ben.
‘Where did it come from?’ I wondered. ‘And why didn’t it smash when it fell?’ The answer to the second question was easy to spot–it had met a soft landing in the form of the chair that now lay on its side by the counter, a large dent in its seat.
‘Here’s what you need for your insurer–you are insured, I take it?’ The Constable scrawled his initials on the form and ripped off the top copy for me.
‘I think so,’ I answered.
‘And you’d better be getting a grille for your window for the future. We’ll be in touch if we hear anything.’
‘But…aren’t you going to try and find out who did it?’ I asked, confused.
‘Of course,’ answered the policeman, but he was watching his colleague, who was talking urgently into her radio.
‘We’re off,’ she said, nodding at him. They climbed into the car and were away, siren wailing, before he’d properly closed the door.
The bookseller went off to fetch some cardboard to tape over the hole whilst I found a dustpan and broom. Everybody helped. It wasn’t long before the mess was cleared up and everyone had gone home. Except Ben.
‘Would you come and stay at mine tonight?’ he asked.
‘Oh Ben. I can’t leave the shop like this.’
‘Well, why don’t I come and kip here, then?’ he asked. ‘I’ll sleep on the sofa, promise.’
‘You’d have to fold yourself in half. You’ve seen how tiny it is. Better have the spare bed.’
In the end he fetched a sleeping bag and a few things in a bag and dumped them on the spare-room bed. We huddled together on the too-small sofa and drank tea with no milk, because I’d run out. Ben had to make it, because I was still trembling.
‘It feels like the last straw, after Dad and everything,’ I said shakily. ‘Who would do that?’
‘Some loser. Happens all the time,’ Ben said, putting his arm round me. I snuggled up close to him, to keep warm as much as anything. We were sitting in the dark, though every now and then some car’s headlights would sweep the room.
‘Thank heavens you were nearby. I’d have been terrified otherwise.’
‘That’s curious. You always strike me as being strong and independent. After all, you travel all over the place.’
‘I am fine about most things. Then something like this happens, and it feels as if the floor’s disappeared from under my feet. I’m falling and there’s no one to catch me.’
‘It’s been my absolute pleasure to catch you tonight.’
And after that it was only natural to lean in and kiss him quickly on the cheek. ‘Ben, thank you,’ and I gave a great yawn. ‘Oh, sorry.’
He kissed me back and squeezed my shoulders in a comforting manner. I drifted in and out of sleep, trying to sort out my confused thoughts. Ben had seemed to be so many different people that evening–the molten god standing on his platform, a domineering quarreller, a seducer. Then he’d turned into this lovely, helpful man who had taken charge and looked after me in my hour of need. Which person was he?
All these rolled into one, probably–and anyway, I didn’t care. What happened then, as I lay sleepily in his arms, was that I fell in love. It’s as simple and as complicated as that.
In the end I must have fallen into a deep sleep. I had a vague memory of Ben half-carrying me, and his lips brushing my forehead, and the next moment it was eight o’clock and daylight and I was in my own bed, still fully dressed. No sign of Ben, but when I peeped round the spare-room door I could see his golden curls, just visible under the sleeping bag. I resisted the considerable temptation to put out a hand and run my fingers through them.
My next thought, oddly, was relief that Zac wasn’t due in this morning and therefore wouldn’t know Ben was there.
The thought after that was to go and buy something for breakfast.
Chapter 25
Just such disparity
As is ’twixt air’s and angels’ purity,
’Twixt women’s love and men’s will ever be.
John Donne, Songs and Sonnets
LAURA’S STORY
At breakfast one morning near the end of June, Mr Brownlow, flicking through the post, a weary look on his face, let out an animated ‘Aha! It’s a letter from Tom,’ he explained cheerfully. He slit open the envelope and began to read.
Then: ‘Dora!’ he whispered, and the light faded from his eyes. Laura and her mother turned rigid, a cup halfway to Laura’s lips.
‘What is it?’ Theodora said in a faint voice. ‘James?’
He finished the letter and passed it across to her, his face that of a man struck down.
‘What’s the matter, Papa? Tell us,’ Laura begged.
‘What has the boy done?’ he cried, and pressed his hands to his face.
‘Papa!’ Laura pushed back her chair and rushed to help him.
Across the table, Mrs Brownlow read the letter and gasped out, ‘Oh, Tommy!’
It was Laura’s turn to take the sheet of cheap white paper. She read it with growing horror. Her brother had given up all plans for the priesthood. Not only that, he had left Oxford. By the time you read this, I will be in Liverpool, my plan to take ship for New York. Please don’t come after me. I need to plot a different course in the world. In Oxford I could hardly breathe, was forcing myself along a path I could not, nay, must not go. I know for sure that the Church is not my calling. Better to change now before all is too late. I know this will cause you great pain, after all you’ve done and hoped for me. Oh, the guilt tears me apart, but the alternative, I assure you, would in the end have been much worse for everyone. A priest without faith can only damage his flock.
The Rector left for the station without finishing his breakfast and caught a train to Liverpool, hoping, God willing, that he would reach the docks in time to prevent Tom’s folly.
He hoped in vain. A salty old mariner from the shipping office pointed out the smokestacks of the SS Alexandria on the distant horizon. James Brownlow watched until the ship disappeared over the edge of the world.
For a long while he was unable to move or speak. Finally the mariner came and tapped him on the shoulder and took him to sit in the office, practically forcing brandy down the Rector’s throat.
On the way home, exhausted and despairing, Brownlow stopped to lodge at Oxford and met with his son’s tutor, hoping for some explanation of the calamity. The man, however, though highly embarrassed at his own failure, was at a loss to understand the sudden defection of his bright and previously dutiful pupil.
As Mr Brownlow left the fellow’s rooms he almost collided with a young man he recognised at once as one of Tom’s friends. He spoke pleadingly to him of his trouble. The boy took pity and led Mr Brownlow to a shabby sitting room, plied him with tea and stale cake and explained in the most tactful terms what he thought had been going through his friend’s mind to make him take this dreadful step.
Tom had fallen in with a sophisticated crowd: a band of rationalists who admired the work of Charles Darwin and who brought Tom to question everything the young man believed in.
‘He came to doubt not only his calling, but the very bedrock of his faith in God,’ the spotty young man said miserably, knowing that each word was like a physical blow to Tom’s father.
After that there was nothing to do but return home in the morning and wait for another letter from Tom. The weeks passed and there was nothing.
If Mr Brownlow had seemed vague and oppressed before, this latest news crushed him. The family’s investment in Tom–not just a financial one, though it was undeniable that much scrimping had been necessary to see him through college, but all their hopes for the future, too–had been flung back in their faces.
Tossing and turning in her bed, Laura asked herself why he couldn’t have stayed and explained everything to his parents? Was he, too, afflicted by the darkness that seemed to weigh down on their family?
Mr Brownlow now seemed unwilling even to hear Tom’s name, for reasons of grief rather than anger. More and more he wrapped himself up in his History of the Church and in his God.
He hardly had the strength to deal with the continuing rumblings of discontent in his parish.
More anonymous letters had been arriving, complaining about matters such as incense and statues of the Virgin, which the writer, who had an educated hand, condemned as the scarlet rags of Papists; sacrilegious, unEnglish.
Then one evening Mr Perkins, the verger, fetched up on the Brownlows’ doorstep in a terrible dither. ‘They’ve thrown earth at un, they’ve thrown earth!’ was all the Brownlows could get out of him. They sat him in the kitchen with a glass of Mrs Jorkins’s Best Medicinal until he calmed down, then Mr Brownlow accompanied him to the church where he was shocked to find that someone had indeed scattered dirt from the street all over the high altar. Worse was to come. When they visited the Lady Chapel, they found the statue of the Blessed Virgin knocked to the floor, her head rolled into a corner amidst the mouse droppings.
Enquiries were made. The old flowerseller who sat in the street outside most days, but swore as though it were a virtue that she had never crossed the threshold of a church in her life, told a Constable she’d seen three drunks lolling in the porch the day before, but even she couldn’t actually confirm that they’d entered the church.
‘Could one be that rogue Cooper?’ Mr Bond asked the officer, but investigations revealed Ida the nursemaid’s father to be in the penitentiary, sent down for breaching the peace.
On Mr Bond’s orders, Mr Perkins hammered a notice to the door: This church will be locked when unattended due to vandalism. Overnight the notice was defaced.
The following Sunday Laura’s father delivered a fiery sermon denouncing iconoclasm as ‘blasphemous and anarchic’. He instructed any in the congregation who knew the identity of those involved to give him or Mr Bond the names. The sermon proved a mistake. Some of the rougher elements of the congregation took umbrage, believing they were under suspicion. The wealthier members, who had heard about the anonymous letters, were upset that one of their number might be responsible. Everyone began to suspect everyone else, despite the Rector insisting that the vandalism was very likely the work of outsiders.
Everyone was briefly united again the following Sunday, when morning worship was interrupted by a cacophony of clanging and shouting outside.
Mr Bond and Mr Perkins hurried out to find a gaggle of small boys banging saucepans and cans by the gate. ‘Run, ye beggars,’ shouted the ringleader, and they scarpered, all except one, whom Mr Bond collared.
‘They paid us sixpence,’ squeaked the miscreant, but as to who had ordered the children to make a noise, he couldn’t or wouldn’t say. In the end Mr Bond took pity on the half-starved urchin and let him go.
‘Some of the poor resent us,’ a gloomy Brownlow said at luncheon that day, ‘when they should be grateful. Now they mock the glory of God. Instead of joining our worship they drag everything down to their own godless level and destroy.’
‘We have to remember it’s only a few people who are responsible, James,’ his wife replied. ‘Most are appreciative of our efforts.’
‘Then we must defend ourselves against the troublemakers,’ said James, sighing. ‘We must stand firm.’
Another anonymous letter arrived. The vicar left it open on his desk and Laura couldn’t help reading it.
Disciples of the Scarlet Whore will burn in hell. The capital S of Scarlet was shaped like a small, ornate harp. Thou shalt not make unto thee any graven image. Had it been written by the same hand that threw earth and broke glass? Laura agreed with her father that it seemed unlikely. The writer betrayed at least some reverence for plain worship. The vandals didn’t value anything.
‘Papa has been summoned to see the Bishop,’ Laura remarked breathlessly to Mr Russell one day, when she visited him in one of the workshops at Minster Glass.
She had been to the shop once or twice before, and was introduced to Mr Reuben Ashe, the thin-faced, bespectacled owner of the firm, himself a skilled glass-painter. On their second visit, Polly the maid so clearly expressed her dislike of the dirt and the chemical smells that this time Laura came alone.
Today, black curtains were drawn across the windows; daylight was only permitted to shine through the middle, where Russell had propped up a large sheet of clear glass on an easel. Stuck to this with beeswax were the pieces of coloured glass that were to make up the Virgin and Child window. Last week Laura had watched him cut out the shapes and neaten the edges with pliers. Today he showed her how he had painted the reverse of the clear sheet with lamp black to mark the lines where the lead would come. Now, with the light shining through the sheet from behind, he stood painting detail on the coloured shapes, the original drawing by his side as guide.
Laura sat in the half-darkness and watched him, talking about anything that came into her head. Sometimes her father heard confessions from behind a screen at the back of his church; another Papist fashion that scandalised the letter-writer. Laura had never taken advantage of this herself. There were things now that she wouldn’t want to tell her father; but here, sitting in the half-darkness with Philip, concentrating on his work, no more than a silhouette against the light, she could imagine what it might be like. It was easy to say too much. Words, once said, could not be taken back.
‘The Bishop might blame Papa; might order him to make changes,’ she confided. ‘Papa fears the shame of it.’
Mr Russell didn’t answer so she rose from the uncomfortable wooden chair and moved over to look more closely at what he was doing. He was working on the faces, which until now had been only rough circles of white-tinted glass. With the thinnest of brushes he outlined the iris of the Madonna’s eye, then, picking a fatter brush from the jar, he dipped it into the paintpot and sketched an eyebrow like a bird’s wing. As Laura watched, the whole face came into being under his hand. But it was unfinished, without depth or texture; just features floating.
‘This brown paint has to dry first,’ he explained, wiping his brush on a cloth hanging out of his overall pocket. He selected the fine one once more, with a quick movement of his long fingers, like a heron they’d once seen dipping for fish in the park, Laura thought. ‘When I’ve finished the faces I’ll start work on the lines of drapery. The borders will be done after that. Tomorrow, I can mat the lightest of washes on the skin. When that’s dry I’ll stipple it with a brush to bring out the moulding of the flesh.’
‘And the hair?’
‘Silver nitrate. It turns gold when fired. That stage is last of all.’
‘All that will take days. Can’t you ask someone else to help–I don’t know, paint the borders for you?’
‘I could,’ he said calmly, as he outlined the infant’s rosebud mouth with the fine brush. ‘But that’s not how I like to work.’
She sighed impatiently. He was so absorbed in his work now that he hardly looked at her. She wandered back to her chair, careful to lift her skirts clear of the paint-splashed tins and dusty bags lining the skirting boards and worktops.
‘This must bore you,’ he said after a while.
‘Not at all,’ she said sharply. ‘But I must leave. I promised Mama I’d accompany her to the orphanage.’ They were taking Ida Cooper to visit her brothers and sisters.
‘Mmm,’ was all he replied. He was contemplating the baby’s face, looking from the drawing to the glass, frowning.
She stood up, shook out her shawl and pulled it round her. When she said goodbye, he finally put down his brush and turned to face her, smiling, wiping his fingers on the dirty cloth. He looked like a common workman today, she thought, and was irritated that he didn’t notice her mood.
Walking briskly across the Square she regretted her scorn, berated herself for viewing him as through her parents’ eyes; in dirty overalls, at home in an industrial workshop. She had only thought like this because she was annoyed, that’s all. And yet she couldn’t explain her annoyance.
She still enjoyed their meetings, but she was aware that, all the while they talked, his thoughts were not really on her.
What was wrong with that? He was married. She had no claim on him. Anything more than friendship was simply not possible. She was tired of hearing about his wife, Marie, that was all. She didn’t want to be reminded of how Marie still filled his dreams, even though she’d betrayed him. One day, maybe, Marie would return to him. Laura knew it to be her noble duty to pray for such a day, without any consideration for how it might affect her friendship with him. If only–if only the light glinting on his red-gold hair didn’t make her heart beat so fast she would have been able to bear it all.
One balmy July afternoon, they took a walk up past the Royal Aquarium to Westminster Abbey. She was wearing her gold dress, which always made her feel more attractive.
‘I came to a wedding here once with Marie,’ he told her, as they stood looking up at the dizzying heights of the west front. ‘It was the first time I realised what a lovely singing voice she had. Yet she rarely sang, you know, except lullabies. It was a shame.’ His eyes were sad.
Laura felt a bolt of anger shoot through her; she picked up her skirts and ran for the steps. This so startled a great flock of pigeons that they wheeled up suddenly, and she had to put up her arms to shield her face.
I don’t want to hear about Marie any more, was what she was telling him. He merely grabbed her, pulled her back.
‘What did you do that for?’ he asked angrily.
‘Oh, I felt like it,’ she replied, as gaily as she could, but she meekly allowed him to take her arm once more.
‘You might have been hurt,’ he said, gently now, as though he were correcting a child. ‘And now I must tell you some news.’ His eyes were sparkling. Not more Marie, she briefly prayed, but it was something else entirely. ‘I showed those stories of yours to my friend at Millner’s. And he rates them, my dear. Can’t publish them himself, he says; not his sort of thing. But he advises you to send one or two to Alfred Loseley at Ladies’ World. Thinks they’re right up his street, especially the one with the dead flowers and the destitute wife.’
Laura looked at him, speechless, joy and fear taking turns in her mind. A real publisher liked her stories. But suppose the magazine editor did not? Or suppose he did, and they were published? How would her parents respond? Not that they seemed to have spare energy to think about anything but their own troubles at the moment.
‘Do you think I ought to send them to Mr Loseley?’
‘Of course.’
‘I’ll consider the matter,’ she said haughtily. Then she smiled at him. ‘Thank you.’
Laura’s parents might be too wrapped up in themselves to notice their daughter’s doings, but her sister was another matter.
When Laura arrived home that afternoon it was to find Harriet there on an impromptu visit. As Laura handed Polly her coat and gloves she could hear laughter from the drawing room, and was amazed to realise it was her mother. She peeped round the door to see Mrs Brownlow on the sofa, holding baby Arthur who, now a lusty four months of age, stood bucking, testing his strong legs on her lap, crowing with joy. He turned his head to stare round-eyed at Laura when she entered the room, then stretched his mouth in a gummy grin.
‘Laura, where have you been?’ Harriet asked, jumping up from her seat to hug her.
‘Just out for a walk,’ Laura said. ‘No Ida today?’
‘She’s out of sorts. I sent her down to the kitchen to sit with Polly.’
‘I hope she’s not unwell.’ They all looked anxiously at Arthur, who was now sitting on Theodora’s lap.
‘Best keep her away from him in case, Harriet,’ said Theodora, trying to keep her voice even. ‘Who’s my precious one?’ she whispered into Arthur’s neck and laughed delightedly when he gave a sudden loud crow, which turned to a wail and soon it became apparent he was hungry. Theodora went down to speak to Mrs Jorkins about warming a bottle of milk.
Harriet walked round the room, gently jiggling her baby son to soothe him. ‘Where did you go, Laura?’ Her voice was stern.
‘When?’
‘Just now. I saw him out of the window. The glass man.’
‘Oh, Mr Russell. We walked up to the Abbey, that’s all.’
‘Why didn’t you take Polly?’
‘She was too busy here. Harriet, don’t lecture me. I haven’t done anything wrong.’
‘But you know what Father said. You should be careful.’
‘Not you, too. Harriet, I’m acting perfectly properly.’
‘Mother says you’ve been to the workshop. Alone.’
‘There are other people around. Don’t fret so.’
‘Rough working men, no doubt. Laura, there’s trouble enough here without you dragging the family down further…’
‘I know. I tell you, I’m doing nothing wrong. He’s a friend, that’s all.’
At that moment, they were interrupted by their mother’s return with a bottle of milk and soon the only sounds were Arthur’s contented gulps.
A day passed after that and then another day with no word from him. Laura was miserable. By the third day, when her mother asked for her company visiting the hospital, she snapped, ‘Can’t one of your ladies take a turn?’ then immediately felt guilty and apologised.
‘I’m going mad,’ she told herself. Russell irritated her with his presence and diminished her by his absence. What was she to do?
Then, finally, came a letter. She took it from the tray in the hall before her parents saw it, went straight upstairs to read.
My dearest Laura,
Mary is painted, her infant and the cherubs almost done. I have only the surrounding details and borders to complete now. I find it healing, painting a mother and child, nay, not any mother and child, not even Marie and our son, but the mother of the world with Our Saviour. It is an honour and I feel very humble.
He hadn’t forgotten her. But once again his thoughts returned to Marie.
Chapter 26
In heaven an angel is nobody in particular.
George Bernard Shaw, Maxims for Revolutionists
‘It’s Lisa. It must be Lisa. She wants to get at me.’
Amber arrived just after Ben had gone and was deeply distressed to see the broken window.
‘You can’t go around randomly accusing people,’ I said rather wearily. ‘It happens to shops all the time.’
‘I know it’s her. She hates me.’
‘Why?’
‘I don’t know why. I’ve never done nothing to her. I…I get up her nose without even trying. It isn’t fair.’
‘Life rarely is,’ I said automatically. Certainly Amber hadn’t had a good deal so far. This job was probably the first real opportunity anyone had given her, and so far, fingers crossed, it seemed to be going well. She had a natural facility for working with glass and plenty of artistic flair. It was indeed a shame if someone spiteful was trying to ruin it all.
‘Amber, is there really any evidence to suggest that Lisa would have left the hostel late last night and come and thrown a paperweight at our window? If there is, of course, I’ll pass the information on to the police, especially as they might have got fingerprints…’ Though I somehow doubted that whoever had committed the crime had been daft enough to have left any prints on their missile. ‘But otherwise…well, it could make life much worse for you if you accuse her of something she didn’t do.’
‘I suppose you’re right,’ said Amber, looking miserable. In addition to being shocked by the window, she felt responsible. I knew it was the way of the very young to relate everything to themselves, but even if, as I thought unlikely, Lisa had done it, that could hardly be construed as Amber’s fault.
‘Can you discreetly ask around? Find out where she was last night?’
‘I can’t ask her mates, can I? They’d want to know why I’m interested.’
‘Just ask whoever was on duty then. It’s a pity it wasn’t Jo. She’d know right away.’ Jo had been at choir last night, of course, and went straight home afterwards.
‘Effie and Ra, they were on. I can ask Ra. He was on reception so he saw everyone go in and out.’
‘You’ll have to ask him in a clever way then, so he doesn’t get suspicious about why you’re asking.’
‘OK, I’ll think of something.’
‘Remember that even if Lisa was out late it doesn’t prove anything, Amber. She’s free to come and go.’
‘No, but it would look strange if she went out at eleven o’clock on a Monday evening.’
‘Clubbing? A late-night job?’
‘Yeah, I suppose so.’
We broke off to serve a customer, and then the glaziers arrived, so we had to hastily dismantle the window display–miraculously undamaged–then move into the workshop, out of their way. I helped Amber with the next stage of the windows she had designed for the Armitage children. They were coming along beautifully. With Zac’s help she had cut out the pieces of glass. Now, as we tried to ignore the terrifying hammering and crashing that came from the front shop, I showed her how to stretch long floppy strips of soft lead, by securing one end in a vice and pulling on the other. The stretching made them more straight and rigid–easier to cut up and use. Zac or I would have to solder everything together for her, because it was important to do it neatly and, like any beginner, she was still splodging about with the melted metal. However, she was excited to be involved in the project as much as we could allow her.
‘I used to help my mum make Christmas decorations,’ she volunteered, as we started to fit the glass into the strips of lead. ‘She couldn’t leave the flat to work, you see. So that was her job, all year round, even when it was Easter. Every week this bloke came with boxes of stuff–you know, glass beads and gold thread and tinsel–and she’d have to thread it all together. He took away what she’d made the week before. Sometimes, if she wasn’t well or her fingers were very stiff, I stayed home from school and helped her, because she was worried about losing the money.’
This wasn’t the first time Amber had alluded to her childhood. I thought it sounded a lonely one–just her and her mother in a dreary high-rise flat on Commercial Road, surrounded by out-of-date Christmas decorations. But she spoke of it wistfully, as though it were a lost time of happiness.
‘What about your dad?’ I asked.
‘I never knew him,’ she said. ‘They met in the doctor’s surgery. It was before she got the multiple sclerosis. Mum says meeting him was the most romantic thing ever to happen to her. He held the surgery door open for her and she ended up being given a lift home in his boss’s limousine. He was a chauffeur, you see. He was Egyptian.’
‘Ah,’ I said, ‘that explains your lovely black hair.’
‘Yes. Amber was his mum’s name. Things didn’t work out though, because he missed Egypt, and when he went back Mum wouldn’t go with him. She found out he already had a wife. It wouldn’t have been a problem there because you’re allowed to have more than one wife, but Mum wouldn’t stand for it. So she had me all by herself.’
My head was beginning to spin at all of this. I asked her if she had ever heard from him. ‘Never,’ she replied.
‘Do you mind?’ I enquired, thinking of Zac and his Olivia, but she insisted she had no curiosity about him.
‘He can’t have been very interested in me; never sent us any money or anything. He was just some bloke…’
‘Who happened to be your father.’ Maybe there’d come a time when she was older, had a child of her own, when she would want to know more about him; about the half of her that was Egyptian. I studied her sweet heartshaped face, those thick-lashed brown eyes shining softly in the glow from the light-box, and almost envied her lack of concern. In contrast, my family secrets swirled in my mind like a great malevolent maelstrom.
‘How is your dad now?’ asked Amber, and I could sense those eyes steady upon me as I soldered together the delicate pale circles that represented the boy’s toes.
‘He’s holding his own. The doctors won’t really say how much better he’s likely to get. Damn.’ A blob of solder splashed like a tear on the glass.
‘It must be so hard for you,’ she whispered. ‘Specially not having your mum and that.’ She reached out and touched my arm. And with that little gesture she told me that she really understood about Dad. She’d been through it herself with her mother. She couldn’t know precisely how I felt, but she could guess, and that was comforting.
For a while we concentrated on the job at hand. I allowed Amber to fit some of the glass into the grooves in the lead strips, while I continued with soldering and daydreamed about Ben, going over everything he’d said and done the previous evening and wondering if he cared. He had had to hurry off that morning, still muzzy after the late night, but had promised to ring.
‘Do you enjoy this, Amber?’ I asked after a while.
‘Oh yes,’ she said. ‘This is what I’ve always wanted to do–make beautiful things, ever since I was small. Mum always said the decorations I made were the best, the neatest, so I knew I’d be good. But then she passed away and I had to go and live with Gran and look after her, and then I messed up my exams.’
‘You might be able to get on a course to supplement the training here,’ I said vaguely. ‘Evening classes or something.’ Perhaps Zac would know.
‘I’m not good at writing stuff,’ she said, her eyes clouding with anxiety. ‘Do you think that would matter?’
‘Probably not,’ I said. ‘But you can get help for that, can’t you? You’ll be all right.’
By the time Zac returned at lunchtime, carrying a square package wrapped in newspaper, we had a lovely new shop window and the glaziers were gone. Amber and I had finished about half the panel and were happily chatting about angels again. Apparently it was Amber’s gran who had got her into the idea of angels, and we were having fun trying to diagnose who my Zodiac angels might be, though I had to admit that I didn’t take any of it seriously.
‘It’s not that I don’t believe you, Amber, about you seeing an angel. It’s just that…’
‘…you don’t believe me.’ She smiled and I was forgiven.
‘There might be some other explanation, that’s all. How did you get on?’ I asked Zac, who looked tired and fed up as he put on his overall.
‘Oh, a bit frustrating. David found me some glass for the border, but the gold stuff’s more difficult. He’s sending some off to a glassmaker in Hungary he thinks might give him the right match. I hope it’s not pricey, but we’ll have to wait and see.’
‘Are there other bits of Raphael you can do in the meantime?’
‘Yes, I’ll get on with some of the painting and firing. But it would be best to have all the pieces in one place first.’ He caught sight of our work on the Armitages’ little boy. ‘You’ve both done well this morning.’
‘Haven’t we? And what’s more, Amber’s worked out that Ambriel and the archangel Uriel are my birthsign angels. And Uriel’s also the angel responsible for stained glass. Isn’t that amazing?’
‘We can work out yours if you like, Zac. When’s your birthday?’ said Amber.
‘August the third, but I shouldn’t go to the bother.’ Zac must have realised he sounded unkind because he added gently, ‘I’m really not into any of that. I was brought up to rely on myself.’
I wasn’t ‘into it’ either, but on the other hand I couldn’t agree with Zac. With Dad ill, waiting to find out which way the tide would turn, I was learning that I couldn’t rely on myself as I used to. There were all these new people around me–Zac and Jo and Amber and now Ben, even the vicar and his wife–all becoming a part of my life whether I wanted them to or not. How quickly I was putting down roots.
I went to clean up the rest of the mess and to rebuild the window display. Last of all I hung Dad’s angel carefully back on her hook and, stepping outside, checked the result. She wasn’t quite straight. Inside again, I knelt down to adjust her slightly, and saw something I’d not noticed before. Woven into the carpet of flowers at her feet, so cunningly that it looked like foliage, was a little swirly symbol. It was a Celtic knot. The same knot that, according to Laura’s journal, Philip Russell had used. How strange. I remembered the panel that Dad had been working on when he collapsed and the penny dropped. Dad must have always known about that knot. It was in the family, after all.
Much later, when I’d almost given up hope of hearing from Ben, I picked up the ringing phone.
‘Fran.’
He had only to say my name in that teasing tone.
‘Ben,’ I replied, in that same tone, and we both laughed.
‘How are you today?’ he asked.
‘A little weary,’ I said, ‘but much better for hearing from you.’
‘Good. I wondered if you’d like to come over this evening?’
‘There isn’t much of it left.’ It was already nine-thirty.
‘I’ve only just got in from work. A little soirée at the school tonight. Pupils’ concert, you know.’
‘Oh? How did it go?’
‘Very well. The parents seemed pleased and, let’s face it, that’s the main thing.’
‘That’s certainly one way of looking at it.’
‘So you’ll come?’
‘Yes,’ I said softly, and it was what I’d wanted to say all along.
‘Thanks again for rescuing me last night.’
‘Damsels in distress are my speciality.’
‘You were very gallant and masterful.’
‘Thank you. Window’s all fixed then?’
‘Mmm.’ We stood in his kitchen and I took a large gulp of the rosé he poured me, which was so strong and sweet I was downing it like fruit juice.
‘Heard anything from the police?’ Ben was running his finger around the rim of his glass.
‘Not a dicky bird.’
‘Well, since whoever it was didn’t steal anything, I’d forget about it. Kids, probably.’
‘I don’t like it though, Ben. It’s not just a shop, it’s my home, and I feel under attack. Amber thinks it’s a girl from the hostel, but I don’t know. It could be anyone.’
‘You poor thing.’ He hugged me quickly with his free arm.
We were heading upstairs into the sitting room when Ben said, ‘Oh, I forgot. A date for our choir meeting. Let’s go and find the book.’ I’d half-hoped he’d dropped the matter, but I couldn’t back out now.
In the music room I sat at the piano whilst he perused his black diary. There was a book of duets on the stand and I tried muddling my way through the lower part, whilst he muttered to himself. ‘Tomorrow–no. Friday’s church choir practice, then I’m away for the weekend…damn, there’s a colleague’s soirée after choir, that’s no good. It’ll have to be Tuesday.’ He turned to me and said, ‘I’ll get back to you when I’ve asked the others, but why not pencil in early evening Tuesday.’
‘Fine,’ I said.
Tutting at my carelessness, he removed my glass from where I’d balanced it beside the keyboard and sat down next to me.
‘After four,’ he commanded and we started to play–he, of course, perfectly; I just managing to stagger on.
‘It’s the wine!’ I said, when my timing collapsed completely halfway down the page.
‘Nah, keep going, the wine should loosen you up,’ he said, still playing. I shook my head, got up to give him more room. He launched into something that, after a moment or two, I recognised as a Chopin Prelude–the one called the Raindrop. And then something crazy seemed to be happening to the air in the room, as though the piece was playing in stereo. Something was prodding at the edge of my mind, some resonance of long ago, something to do with Laura and the passionate music her mother had been playing. That had been the Raindrop, too.
I stood in the middle of the room with my eyes closed, just listening to the notes rolling over each other and through me until I felt I was actually vibrating. Then finally the last chords faded away and I opened my eyes to find myself looking at a pair of shoes, tucked in a corner. Women’s shoes, black, with high heels and pointed toes. Not new–in fact, quite worn.
Ben watched me watching the shoes, then got up and came over to where I stood. I felt his touch on my arm, his breath on my cheek. ‘Fran?’ He tried to swing me round to face him, but I resisted. All I could see were those damned shoes.
‘Whose are they?’ I asked.
‘Only Nina’s,’ he answered lightly.
‘Why does Nina leave her shoes here?’
‘She often brings a spare pair to change into if she’s performing. She must have forgotten them last time.’
‘Oh, I see,’ I said. I wanted to believe him, but I didn’t quite. I suppose it was because of what Michael had said. About Nina’s crush on Ben.
‘Ben, do you mind me asking, are you and Nina…?’ I started. My mouth was dry. ‘I mean…’
‘I am Nina’s accompanist and, I hope, her friend,’ said Ben stiffly. ‘As I’ve explained to Michael.’
‘You’ve made up with him, then?’ He nodded. ‘Oh, good.’
He moved closer to me.
Another question popped into my mind. ‘Whose is the pink dressing-gown upstairs?’ The words were out of my mouth before I could stop them, but I needed to be sure. Ben studied me in silence, a frown on his face. Then he laughed.
‘My, you have been observant. It’s my sister Sally’s, actually. She left it last time she came to stay.’
Such an obvious explanation, so why did I still feel so tense? I suppose, looking back, that it was because of my strange experience while hearing the music, and being troubled about the shoes. And then there was Ben’s charming smile, his glossy allure that said ‘come here’ and ‘go away’ at the same time. It bemused me.
‘Fran. Please look at me.’ It was a command.
I did so, and he was mesmerising, gazing at me through narrowed eyes, smiling slightly with that moulded, sensuous mouth; just a little bead of wine like a beauty spot on the curled upper lip. I reached up almost without thinking to brush it away with my fingertip and his hand closed around mine, warm and hard.
‘Don’t worry,’ he whispered, imprisoning my other hand. ‘There’s really nothing to worry about.’
‘No,’ I whispered. ‘Of course there isn’t.’ We were leaning towards one another, and then suddenly he pulled me into a long, practised and very thorough kiss. I kissed him back and he held me tighter. ‘You are gorgeous,’ he whispered when we came up for air.
‘Mmm, so are you,’ I murmured, our mouths meeting once more. At last I drew my fingers through the glorious tangle of his golden hair.
When I finally pulled away and said, ‘I must go,’ he gave me a pleading look and said, ‘Stay longer.’
I smiled lazily and kissed him again, then shook my head. I hardly knew him yet.
‘Do you know,’ I confessed, as we said goodbye in the doorway, ‘when you stand here like you do, watching me walk across the garden, it feels as if you’re an angel keeping guard over me.’
‘Angelic–that’s me absolutely,’ he breathed into my ear. ‘Especially tonight, letting you go at all.’
Chapter 27
Saint Michael the Archangel, Defend us in battle. Be our protection against the wickedness and snares of the devil.
Catholic Prayer
I could hardly sleep for happiness that night. If I drifted into unconsciousness it was to dream of Ben, my very own earthbound angel.
‘What do you make of angels?’ I asked Jeremy, when he came to see Raphael the following day.
‘You mean, do they really exist?’
‘Yes.’
‘A pertinent question this week. Tomorrow is September the twenty-ninth, the Feast of St Michael and All Angels.’
‘St Michael being…?’
‘One of the archangels. Often pictured with a sword, slaying Satan in the Last Days. Raphael’s another. Then there’s Gabriel. They’re the angels we hear most about in the Bible. The archangels were God’s messengers, you see. They had the most contact with ordinary men and women, like Tobias and Mary–which might be the reason they’re portrayed in human shape, like Raphael here. But they still inspired awe and terror in those who saw them.’
‘Do you mean angels might not really have looked like people?’ I’d not considered the idea before.
‘Who knows. Maybe they’re spirits of air, usually without visible form. If you read about the visions of some of the Old Testament prophets, Ezekiel and Isaiah, for instance, angels are described as beasts, flying serpents in flames carrying God’s chariot, or great living creatures bellowing out to one another in a universal shout of praise to God. Very different to how they’re portrayed today.’
‘Like Christmas-tree dolls,’ I said, thinking of Amber’s mother’s work.
‘Or fairy godmothers.’
‘Or godfathers.’ I remembered Amber’s story of the young man who saved her from the speeding car.
‘Yes. We’ve certainly dumbed-down angels; made them fit into our own manageable little boxes. My favourite story, which I heard on the radio, is about the parking space angel. There’s a lady who lives in Bristol who prays to her angel every day that she’ll find somewhere to park in order to get to work on time. And a space always magically appears. Marvellous!’ He laughed and shook his head, then was serious again. ‘I’m not saying angels don’t exist. I’ve had no experience to speak of myself, but I do know people who have. Quite trustworthy people, sceptical people, who have subjected their experiences to the most rigorous questioning but still conclude that there’s no other explanation than something…otherworldly. There is, to me, a further test which should be applied, that angels do not glorify themselves, only God; their actions will therefore be consistent with the character of Christ.’
‘But it sounds so ridiculous in our day and age.’
‘When we rationalise everything away? We’re in danger of defining absolutely everything in material terms. And yet there are other ways of knowing. Go about in the world, talk to people of all backgrounds–of all religions and none–about their experiences, and you’ll find that the universe is a much greater and stranger place than our minds will ever be able to fathom. I like to think of angels as a symbol of everything that is beyond our ordinary perception and understanding of the world; part of the universal song of praise that surrounds us always.’
I thought about this. In some ways Jeremy hadn’t answered my question at all, but he’d made me look at it differently.
‘What am I to think about Amber’s stories?’ I asked.
‘I don’t know. Clearly something happened to help her in a situation of extreme danger. Whether the feathers and the music and the appearance of a charming young man all happened and can definitely be linked with one another, who knows. Amber believes that. I don’t want to fall into the trap of accepting everybody’s beliefs because they happen to believe them.’
‘Do you think we’re all drawn towards the same thing in different ways?’
‘Up to a point, yes. At the same time, we have been given the power to reason, to test our experiences, and I don’t think one should explain everything unusual that happens to us in terms of magic or miracles. It’s very egocentric for a start. Can the activities of the universe really be geared around a working mother’s need for a parking space? I’m not sure about that.’
‘But do you think we have guardian angels? Like Gerontius did–watching over us and guiding our every step?’
‘It’s a nice idea, isn’t it? And it has some Biblical support. Although to our short-sighted selves, it sometimes seems that the angels are looking the wrong way. It’s probably safest to see our lives as being important to God, but believing that we’re also part of some greater plan that’s ultimately good for all of us.’
‘Now that sounds really patronising. As though our responsibility for ourselves is taken away and we’re controlled by a Big Brother.’
‘God does encourage us to grow up, but also to acknowledge our limitations and be guided by Him. How about considering Him as a Big Father?’
I thought of my own father, unable to engage with me, a distant if loving figure, and sighed.
Jeremy must have understood for he patted my shoulder and said, ‘Think about it in terms of ideal fatherhood rather than one’s earthly, fallible father. The best fathers help their children to grow up and live free but responsible lives.’
‘I sometimes think I’ve a way to go there,’ I said, and we both laughed.
Ben rang me late on Wednesday evening to apologise for not being able to see me for several days, then again on Sunday evening to tell me he’d definitely set the meeting for Tuesday.
‘Perhaps you’d like to stay on after that for a bit,’ he suggested. ‘We could have snacks at the meeting as some people will have come straight from work.’
I found myself offering to come early and help him prepare them.
‘And of course, I’ll see you at choir practice–though I’ve got some tiresome work thing afterwards. I’m sorry not to be seeing you for so long, Fran.’
‘Me, too,’ I said wanly.
I remembered my conversation with Jeremy on Monday, when we sang of Gerontius’ guardian angel bearing his soul to judgement. The angel’s task, I saw clearly now, was not to whisk the old man’s soul from the path of danger but to help Gerontius through the danger. Perhaps that was really what guardian angels did. Support their human charges through life’s difficulties, through the Valley of the Shadow of Death and beyond.
Ben was much more supportive of us that evening. ‘More carrot than stick,’ was Dominic’s comment during the halfway break. But the reason for this became clear during the notices at the end. He’d obviously felt the need to butter us up a bit.
‘Some of us are having a meeting tomorrow evening about the future of the St Martin’s Choral Society, and next week I will be circulating a questionnaire for you all to complete. One thing we’ll be looking at is a name for the choir. Perhaps you’d all like to be thinking of a name that will give us a higher profile in the musical world here. Something like the “St Martin’s Singers”?’
I was surprised that Ben seemed to be moving things forward before we’d even had our meeting.
He left us to deal with people’s puzzlement. ‘See you tomorrow,’ he told me as he rushed away.
Dominic and I did our best in the pub to answer questions. He seemed different tonight. Jo and I kept looking at him. He’d been granted his sabbatical from work and instead of the usual dark suit wore jeans and a pale blue cashmere sweater under a corduroy jacket; his thinning blond hair curling in unruly little puffs around his face.
‘I think he looks charming,’ I whispered to Jo, teasing.
‘Oh, shut up about Dominic,’ was all she said, rather tiredly, I thought.
On Tuesday evening Crispin, our Gerontius, arrived at Ben’s early and began to make his way through the Devils on Horseback I’d prepared, his prominent Adam’s apple bobbing in his long neck at every swallow. At six-thirty, Val and the vicar appeared, then Michael, and finally, slightly late, Dominic. He was out of breath from running–he muttered something about cancelled trains–but he was such a pillar of normality that I almost hugged him.
It was a squash in Ben’s drawing room, with everyone eating and drinking and talking at once. But eventually he shuffled us into some sort of order, onto available chairs, pouffes and sofas, and began.
He had, of course, talked to me a little about his plans, but listening to the full extent of them now, I realised how alarmingly ambitious they were.
‘I would like to see us develop until we stand in terms of reputation beside, say…’ here he named one or two of the best-known amateur choral societies. ‘This means growing numbers by a third, which would involve a recruitment campaign, and we’d also need to look at our financial resources.’
Here the vicar cleared his throat and said in a mild voice, ‘Of course, the choir is currently self-financing. Where do you imagine the extra money is to come from?’
‘There will be the subscriptions of new members,’ Ben said, ‘but then, if we’re to pay for bigger venues–the Queen Elizabeth Hall, for instance–we’ll need fund-raising on a more significant scale. Raising the level of subscriptions would only be a start.’
Dominic, who had been slowly stroking his chin, now moved restlessly in his too-small space on the sofa. ‘Raising subs would be a shame, Ben. We’re already near some members’ limits. I discovered that when we had a five per cent rise last year. There are a few pensioners and one or two unemployed members. Half a dozen people even pay in monthly instalments.’
‘We’ll need to discuss other ways, then. There might be, for instance, Lottery money available. I’m not an expert in these matters. Michael, perhaps that’s something you could look into?’
Michael frowned. ‘It’s not my area,’ he said, ‘but I could find out what the procedures are.’
‘What is the possibility of other sources of funding through the church, Jeremy? I know the PCC have voted to restore the organ…’
‘Have they? I didn’t know that, Ben,’ I said, surprised.
‘I’m sure I told you.’
‘You didn’t.’
Jeremy glanced from me to Ben and said heavily, ‘It was last week’s parish finance meeting about that legacy I told you about. I wasn’t able to be there but Ben was, and I gather he argued most persuasively for the church to use the money to restore the organ. The PCC will need to ratify the decision, but I have reason to think that they’ll do that. Here is not the time and place, but I need to talk to you about the embarrassing situation that puts me in with regard to the angel.’
‘Oh,’ I said confused, ‘but I thought you’d all decided to give the legacy to the hostel appeal.’
‘We had. But when the churchwarden spoke to our solicitor last week about it, she was told that the terms of the Will are that the money has to be spent specifically on the church. I’m sorry I’ve been hazy about that one, but I’ve only just heard myself.’
I thought about the time and money we’d already given towards the window and felt hurt. So there might have been money for the angel window after all, but Ben had won it for the organ. No one at Minster Glass had been included in discussions. Why had nothing been said?
With Jeremy it must be vagueness, but Ben? Perhaps he’d felt embarrassed that his project had won over mine. Even so, he ought to have plucked up the courage to tell me, especially since my time and money were involved. The more I thought about it, the more upset I felt. I was so absorbed that I missed some of what Val was saying about the orchestra she always booked for the concerts.
I tuned back in. ‘We’ll need good instrumentalists who might ask for higher fees.’ Val couldn’t help an exasperated whine creeping into her voice and I sympathised. I knew how much work went into organising an orchestra, and how easily egos could be upset.
Crispin, still making his way through a plate of sausage rolls, gave a sudden cough and we all looked at him, expecting him to speak, but he merely smiled encouragingly at Ben and carried on eating. I thought him rather a waste of space. I suspected Ben of inviting him because the man so clearly idolised him.
There was a short silence, then Dominic shifted forward in his chair and spoke. ‘There are some good ideas here, Ben, and you’re getting great things out of the choir.’ He smiled. ‘We certainly haven’t been worked so hard before. But we need to ask ourselves, what is the purpose of St Martin’s Choral Society?’
Here, the vicar weighed in. ‘Perhaps I can help on that point. As some of you know, it was set up five years ago as an extra social activity. Conducting it is part of Ben’s duties as organist, and we wanted it to attract people living or working locally into our church. And although we don’t expect many to attend Sunday services, it does bring them into the church itself at least three times a year to perform, and I do occasionally see choir members at our lunchtime “pop-in” services. I’m rather worried, Ben, that the expansion you are suggesting, whilst admirable in its scope and imagination, is way beyond our original vision. The choir would inevitably become detached from the church, and current members who can’t take the pace or afford higher subscriptions, might end up being excluded. That would be an awful shame. However, I recognise that these things should be democratic and if the choir members themselves wished to go forward in this way, well, it would be churlish to stifle the initiative.’
Michael chipped in. ‘Perhaps we should wait until we’ve asked the members,’ he said. ‘Ben’s drafted a questionnaire.’
‘I should say,’ added the vicar, in a steely voice, ‘it’s extremely unlikely that extra funds would be forthcoming from the church. We currently offer the use of the church buildings and our organist as conductor, charging the choir a modest part of its subscriptions to cover costs, but we have a small congregation and many big commitments, particularly with our social work in the area. It’s not reasonable to expect us to supplement choir funds.’ He sat back in his chair and took a large draught of wine.
Ben’s face was stormy. ‘There’s no doubt,’ he said, ‘that life would get more expensive for us. We’d need to pay for better soloists–I can’t keep calling in favours as we’re doing with Julian for this concert–a bigger orchestra and bigger venues. There’ll be publicity costs, too.’
‘I’m not sure where you’d rehearse a bigger choir,’ said Val mildly. ‘The hall is reaching its maximum capacity as it is.’
‘It must be possible to squeeze in a few more,’ Ben insisted.
‘I’d better check the insurance situation on that,’ muttered Jeremy, scribbling a note.
Ben stood up, barely managing to control his frustration. ‘So is there anybody who shares my vision?’ he asked, looking round the room, meeting every eye.
Crispin was nodding enthusiastically through his umpteenth sausage roll and I said quickly, ‘Ben, there definitely are ways in which you can make a difference. Don’t forget, you’ve shown the choir that they can do better. They can improve. They don’t just come along and have a jolly time any more; now they are learning something. The audience will notice this and you’ll get more interest all round. Isn’t this a great enough achievement?’
‘Absolutely,’ said Dominic. ‘Fran’s hit the nail on the head. We’re very lucky to have you, Ben, and your ideas are fantastic. We must obviously circulate the questionnaire and gauge what the members want, but personally I don’t believe expansion is right for us at the moment. As Jeremy says, it’s moving away from the reason the choir was set up. OK, I know things change and we mustn’t be rigid about it, but there is something about our current set-up that’s valuable to the members, and it would be a shame to throw that away.’
‘I’m sure I speak for everybody, Ben, when I say you’re giving many people a great deal of pleasure with your leadership,’ Michael said quietly, and people murmured their agreement. ‘Don’t underestimate the importance of that. Just go carefully.’
Ben raised both hands, then brought them down on his knees and sank back in his chair. ‘OK,’ he said. ‘I get the drift.’
‘We do value you,’ Val insisted. ‘And the questionnaire will be incredibly useful.’
‘Amen to all that,’ said Jeremy, glancing at his watch. He stood, shrugging on his jacket. ‘I have to go, I’m afraid. Marriage Guidance course at eight.’
After that, no one stayed for long. Crispin helped himself to a pocketful of petits fours and nodded his thanks. Even Michael seemed to realise it was tactful to go. Ben and I were left, staring at the debris. I wondered if I ought to leave too, but thought he might need me.
‘Ben,’ I said, moving towards him, but he turned away, arms folded, rigid with misery. ‘I’m sorry. I know how much this means to you.’
‘Do you?’ he said dully. ‘Then why didn’t you support me more? It was the least you could have done, stood by me. I thought you were on my side, but you were just like the others.’
‘That’s not fair. I tried to be positive, but I can’t ignore the difficulties. I couldn’t lie.’
‘I expected greater support from you. People are either for me or against me, I find. You were against me, this evening.’ His lips formed a petulant twist. Part of me was shocked and the other part badly wanted to comfort him.
‘Don’t be daft. It’s not personal. We were trying to discuss something objectively. And everyone was so nice about you and everything you do.’
Ben’s eyes glinted like blue ice. ‘You were against me, Fran, and I’m deeply hurt. I thought you were my friend.’
Now I was angry. ‘That’s rubbish. You’re being unkind.’ I was bewildered as well as angry. He was so different from the other night, acting like a toddler with a tantrum. ‘If it comes to that, I could feel let down about you, arranging that the organ should be restored instead of our angel, and then not telling me.’
‘But the organ’s much more important than your angel. You must see that.’
‘That’s not the point. It feels so–underhand, that’s all.’
He didn’t answer that.
‘Ben,’ I said, recovering myself. ‘Don’t let’s quarrel, please.’
‘Who’s quarrelling?’ Suddenly his mood changed. ‘It’s always the same.’
‘What is?’
‘I get so far with things and then there’s a brick wall. As though someone’s trying to stop me.’
I wondered what things he meant–music, perhaps. I remembered all those posters and flyers in the other room advertising his solo performances. All were dated a couple of years or more ago.
‘How do you mean?’
‘I don’t seem to get anywhere with what I do.’
‘That’s just not true. You’ve got a career many people would envy. You’re involved in so much.’
‘That’s not what I’m getting at.’ He picked up a cassette from the top of a pile and placed it in the machine with a theatrical gesture. The sounds of a concert hall suddenly filled the room, people coughing, rustling programmes, settling down. Then wild clapping as the performer arrived on stage, dying away to complete silence before the rush of liquid piano notes began, passionate, sparkling, brilliant.
I glanced at the cassette box he held in his hand–Ashkenazy, one of the world’s most gifted pianists. And Ben had never made it even to the lesser ranks. Was this what he was saying?
A stab of his finger and the music was cut off. He turned and walked out. The door of the next room slammed shut. A moment later he began to play Beethoven fortissimo.
‘Oh!’ I wanted to hit something or run away, but made do with counting to ten. I’d be as childish as he was otherwise. Then, martyr-like, I started piling up plates and glasses onto a tray, resentful that he’d left me to clear up.
Loading plates into the dishwasher and hand-washing wineglasses was soothing. There were no blinds on Ben’s kitchen window and it was dark outside. Dotted around, I could see squares and rectangles of light as Londoners cooked, folded linen, put kids to bed or merely stared out at the sky, drink in hand. The tail-lights of planes winked overhead. Life went on.
When I was polishing the last glass, Ben appeared through the kitchen doorway. I watched him in the reflection of the window.
Finally he mumbled, ‘Fran, I’m sorry.’ I turned, the last trace of my anger vanishing when I saw his little-boy smile. He raised his hands in a sheepish gesture.
‘You really hurt my feelings then,’ I said softly.
‘I know, I know, I am really sorry.’
‘I was trying to be helpful at the meeting and you threw it back in my face.’
‘Yes. I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.’
He ambled across the kitchen and gently took the glass from me, then reached for another from the worktop. I watched him uncork a half-drunk bottle of red wine and slop some into the glasses, pushing one towards me. He took a great gulp of the other, then wiped his mouth with the back of his hand in a manner that managed to be sexy rather than sloppy. He stood grinning at me.
I folded my arms. ‘Don’t think you can just make it up by smiling charmingly.’
‘You’re smiling too.’
‘No, I’m not.’
I was. He put his wine down and came over and, at last, took me in his arms. As he kissed me, I felt as though I was unfolding like a flower. A moment or two later, his hand snaked inside my top and his lips were moving down my neck, giving me the most amazing tingling feeling.
‘Ben!’ I remembered where we were. ‘All the neighbours will see!’
‘Let them,’ he growled, and kissed me again. After a moment he half-carried, half-led me up to the sitting-room sofa where he kissed me very satisfyingly again. We nestled together in the gathering darkness.
‘What did you mean earlier, about people stopping you doing things?’ I asked him sleepily.
He pulled his arm away and sat up, was silent for a moment. Just as I began to feel panicky, thinking I’d offended him again, he kissed me quickly.
‘It sounds funny, but I believe I’m jinxed,’ he said. ‘It’s like tonight. I know I’ve got the talent and the ideas–I put in the hard work, but it doesn’t seem to happen. There’s some invisible force that says “don’t let Ben succeed”.’
‘But surely you’ve succeeded at so many things,’ I argued. ‘The conducting, being organist, the piano, all your teaching. People think you’re marvellous.’
‘Yes, but it isn’t what I want. I was a soloist. That’s what I wanted to do most, but I never quite got there. A competition judge would take against me, or the recording never quite mate-rialised, or there’d be some sort of favouritism involved and someone else would get the break. It’s not fair. I needed that bit of luck and it never came. I love playing with Nina. That girl’s got so much talent, if only people will take notice. She’s brilliant, Fran, and has had some great teachers.’
‘I hope it works out then–for you both,’ I said softly. For although he spoke about Nina’s career, I discerned that he was speaking of his, too, as her accompanist.
That evening, I felt as close to Ben as I’d been to anyone. He’d opened up to me and sought comfort, and this touched me deeply. So what if he was moody? I was used to that with my father. But where my father kept me at arm’s length, tonight at least, Ben let me in.
We saw each other frequently after that evening, but I was occupied in the shop and visiting Dad, and Ben was always busy, at the school or teaching pupils at home, taking choir practice, rehearsing, sometimes with Nina. It was frustrating. Once or twice, when I rang his doorbell, he didn’t hear, was caught up in some piece of music, so I leaned over the railing and knocked on the window to attract his attention. I never knew how he’d be. Sometimes, when he opened the door he’d pull me into a passionate kiss that left me breathless and laughing. At other times, he’d still be away somewhere with the music and would give me that faraway smile of his, showing me rather formally into the drawing room while he finished whatever he had been doing. Then I’d feel on a knife-edge, so I’d play the game too and be cool towards him. Not that he ever noticed.
Sometimes we quarrelled–oh, about silly things–and then, when we made up, he would hug me as though it was the end of the world. Once, at home in the bath, after such a quarrel I noticed bruises on my upper arms. But still I couldn’t stay away. At other times I felt more like his mother than his lover, tidying up after him and soothing his ruffled feelings, though sometimes it was me who was badly in need of comfort because of Dad.
Looking back much later, I wondered what made me stay around. It was partly passion, pure physical passion. I longed for him, and the fact that he played with my feelings made me want him more. But I think I was crying for help, too, throwing myself into an intense relationship to forget my deep sadness and loneliness.
There was something in each of us that was alike, cried out to each other, some wound in each of us, some destructive darkness. He was a dark angel. And who were we hurting but each other?
One afternoon at the beginning of October, I sat at Dad’s bedside, holding his hand. He was asleep, but his breath came in quick, shallow snores.
A shadow fell across the bed, there came a polite cough, and I looked up to see Dr Bashir reading through the papers at the end of the bed and scrawling his initials on them. ‘Come,’ he said, and ushered me into a small consulting room near the ward.
‘Miss Morrison,’ he said, ‘we ran some more tests on your father this morning and the news is not encouraging. He appears to have suffered another small stroke, and he is slipping into an unconscious state.’
I couldn’t say anything. I just blinked at him.
‘I am sorry to say that the prognosis is poor. I cannot tell how long it will be, days or weeks or months. We can continue the medication he is on, but I fear it will merely delay the inevitable. He will travel deeper into a state of unconsciousness and, sooner or later, there will be irreparable damage. He will not, I’m afraid, return to us.’
He passed me a wadge of tissues, for by now I was crying. ‘Is there anyone you can call?’ he asked, and I shook my head.
‘There isn’t anyone,’ I said automatically, but immediately realised that this wasn’t true. I knew instantly who I wanted. Not Ben, who had never met Dad, not Jo or Jeremy, but Zac. I’d ring Zac.
Dr Bashir was still speaking. ‘And now I must ask you, Miss Morrison, if you would consent to your father being discharged from here.’
He paused, and a wave of panic overwhelmed me. How could I look after Dad properly in the flat, with those stairs and the seedy old bathroom and no help? I couldn’t do it. But Bashir was continuing, and as he spoke I breathed again.
‘He needs the level of care now that is best found in a hospice, and we can recommend one or two, if you would like us to. The beds here, you see–it’s a certain kind of ward. There is great need…’
‘Yes, yes,’ I said, feeling guilty for thinking about myself, determined now to engage with Dad’s needs.
‘These places are very good,’ the doctor continued. ‘They will make your father comfortable, attend to his every need. You will see.’
We talked about Dad’s Living Will, how he had stated that he didn’t want to be revived if it would be to live what was in effect no life at all. We must let time and nature take their course.
And so I agreed to let them make the necessary arrangements.
I found a payphone out in the foyer and managed to punch out the number of the shop. Zac picked up on the second ring.
‘Zac?’ I whispered. ‘Thank God. I’m at the hospital. I really need to see you. It’s Dad. Things are worse.’
‘Wait there,’ he said instantly. ‘I’ll get a cab.’
I hung about inside the main doors, watching the taxis come and go. Finally Zac stepped out of one and the force of my relief at seeing his familiar lean figure took me by surprise. He hurried towards me and we hugged. Now I no longer felt alone. In the four or five short weeks that I’d been home, I’d learned to appreciate Zac as the closest thing to family I had. He and Dad had come to know each other well in their own shy ways and he cared for Dad as much as I did. More so, I sometimes thought, for he didn’t carry all the baggage I did.
The hospice we found for Dad, and which could admit him straight away, was in Dulwich. It meant a train ride, but I liked the leafy suburb and the building–a gracious Edwardian mansion standing in its own grounds, the light streaming in through the windows filtered by the branches of autumn trees. Dr Bashir had spoken the truth when he said my father would be well looked after. The nurses, some of whom were nuns, went about their business with gentleness and efficiency, anticipating Dad’s needs and respecting ours, too. It was a pleasant place for Zac and me just to sit and be with Dad as he slept.
The first two weeks of October passed in a sort of limbo. The leaves on the trees in the Square fell, spinning, to lie like a gentle shroud, as I watched my father slip into a deep coma. I would sometimes trudge through them in the morning on my way to get milk or a paper. Later in the day, wind and rain and people’s feet would have reduced their delicate beauty to a slimy mush, to be scraped up by some passing street-sweeper.
In the first days after his arrival at the hospice Dad would sometimes seem to stir, though never to full consciousness, and when I recounted all the little things I’d been doing–how the angel was progressing, that Amber had been looking into part-time college courses for next term, that Anita next-door had become a grandmother–I could almost believe that he heard me. But as the days lengthened into weeks, he sank deeper into unconsciousness and I knew in my heart that he was beyond hearing.
Zac was the friend and colleague with whom I spent my days, but I was completely wrapped up in Ben. If Zac knew about Ben, which he must have done, he didn’t mention it. Instead he absorbed himself in our angel, and during that time, inch by inch, piece by piece, we continued to recreate Raphael.
Zac was lucky finding replica glass–the glassmaker in Hungary managed to match all the specifications, and while the gorgeous colours of autumn faded outside, inside our workshop they came to life.
‘There’s light trapped inside,’ breathed Amber, enraptured, as Zac held up the dazzling pieces one by one.
Yes, there was a kind of exhilaration about this task. We were piecing together a broken angel, but what we were creating wasn’t just a beautiful picture of glass and light. It was transforming, as if by a miracle, into something marvellous and life-affirming.
Chapter 28
’Tis strange what a man may do, and a woman yet think him an angel.
William Thackeray, The History of Henry Esmond
The second Monday of October, Jo missed choir again. I rang her the next evening, but she wasn’t home, and although I left a message, she didn’t return my call. Somehow I got too caught up in other things to try again and, since Dominic had undertaken to drop in on her with her copy of the choir survey, there wasn’t even that excuse to remind me. So when I picked up the ringing phone the following Sunday morning, my first reaction on hearing her croaky ‘Fran?’ was one of guilt.
‘Jo? Jo, is that you? Are you all right?’
‘Oh no, Fran, I’m not. I don’t know what to do.’
‘What’s the matter?’ I asked her. But instead of answering me she started crying, and I said, ‘I’m coming over to see you. Stay right there.’
She buzzed me into the apartment block and waited for me at the top of the stairs, a miserable heap. Had someone died, I wondered. I believed her when she told me she’d been awake crying all night, for her face was blotchy and swollen, her eyes, without her contact lenses, large and red-rimmed behind her glasses.
‘You’re going to think I’m awful,’ she said, throwing herself onto one of her parents’ sofas. ‘You’re going to hate me. I hate myself. I don’t know how I got into it. I’d never have thought I ever would, not me.’
I sat down beside her. ‘What on earth have you done?’ I asked, appalled at her distress.
‘It’s so awful, and there’s going to be such trouble. Oh, why did I ever let it happen?’
What could she possibly have done? Jo, out of whom goodness and innocence always shone.
‘Why don’t you start at the beginning,’ I suggested gently, passing her some tissues.
She gave a great shuddering sigh, then nodded and wiped her eyes.
‘It was back in June,’ she said, twisting the tissue into pieces on her lap. ‘The twenty-fourth. I’ll never forget the day. He came to look at the hostel.’
‘Who did?’
‘He’s an MP who champions the needs of the homeless. I don’t know if you’ll have heard of him–Johnny Sutherland?’ I hadn’t. ‘Earlier in the year, the church applied for some government grants to extend the hostel. Johnny was on the committee awarding them so he came to inspect us. I was on the team who showed him round and he was awfully nice and interested in it all. Asked some good questions, too, as though he really understood the problems we were dealing with. That was all I thought about him at the time.
‘Anyway, a couple of days later I passed him in Rochester Row. He was trying to hail a taxi, except there weren’t any free, and when I said hello, I was pleased that he remembered me. I suggested he try Victoria Station and since we were going in the same direction we walked together. When I got here though, we were still talking, so I invited him in. We only had coffee, but we got on so well, and he was awfully nice.
‘A week later, at the beginning of July, he rang to ask if we could go for a drink. He wanted some more details from me–you know, life behind the figures on the grant submission form, that sort of thing. And that’s how it started. During the evening he hinted that he wasn’t getting on well with his wife, and I encouraged him to talk about it, thinking I could be helpful just by listening. I felt sorry for him, especially because he has three children. It would have been a shame for the marriage to fall apart just because he didn’t have anyone to talk to.’
‘Oh Jo.’ How exactly like her to want to help. This time though, she’d fallen into a honey trap; the man in trouble, who apparently only needed the touch of a ministering angel to set him back on the straight and narrow.
‘We met several more times, and then…it was the most terrible shock. He said he wanted to leave his wife. Out of the blue, he said it, just like that. He told me that he’d fallen in love with me.’
‘What on earth did you say?’
‘What could I say? That I was very flattered and, of course, I liked him very much, but I couldn’t be responsible for the breakup of his marriage. I told him I couldn’t see him any more.’
‘I take it that you did though.’
‘Yes. He kept ringing and sending me flowers at the hostel–it was incredibly embarrassing. I don’t know what people there thought.’ But Jo had this stupid smile on her face as we talked and I guessed that she’d loved being, for once in her life, the subject of all this attention.
‘I only agreed to see him again in order to tell him to stop. But, of course, you can guess what happened.’
‘He didn’t stop.’
‘I believed him, Fran. I thought he was telling the truth. I know he was. He was genuinely unhappy with his wife, he was definitely going to leave her. Suddenly we were in love and it was wonderful. I’ve never felt that way before. And now I probably won’t ever again.’ She looked desolate.
‘Anyway, all the next month he kept telling me that once their family holiday in Tuscany was over, he’d sort it out with his wife. But he came back at the end of August and then the excuse was his daughter’s thirteenth birthday party; she’d be traumatised if he ruined that for her with his news. And so it went on. I love him so much and I thought that’s how he felt about me, too. I really, really thought it would all work out.’ And Jo started to cry again.
One of the world’s oldest stories, then. Despite all her high principles, poor old Jo had fallen for it.
‘But it hasn’t?’ I asked tentatively.
‘I can’t believe I’ve put myself through all this. Fran, it was so stressful. He could only see me sometimes. It was work this or the children that, and we’d make an arrangement and then he’d cancel. Or he’d give me five minutes’ warning and I’d end up changing my arrangements. I know, I’m a mug. I was like a cat on hot bricks. Every time the phone rang my heart would start pounding. I’d have gone mad if I hadn’t got my work, and I made myself go to choir this term most of the time. But perhaps it’s too late, I’m mad already.’ Her voice rose to a sobbing squeak.
‘You’re upset, and not yourself, but you’re not mad,’ I told her soothingly.
‘But you haven’t heard the worst yet, Fran. I was never allowed to ring him, but last week I hadn’t heard anything for days and I was worried. So on Monday I rang him at work. As soon as I said “It’s me,” and he hesitated, I knew that something was badly wrong. He came round here after work, and was acting strangely. He seemed in a great hurry and I could tell he didn’t want me to touch him. “Yvonne knows about us,” he said. “She confronted me and I had to tell her.” She’s threatened to leave him and suddenly he can’t cope with the idea. After everything he said to me, he doesn’t want her to go. He’s just…dropped me. He puts the phone down on me if I ring. He’s blanking me out. I really am going mad. I don’t know what to do. You’re the first person I’ve told.’
‘I wish you’d said something before.’ I was thinking about the past six weeks. Her vagueness, her unpredictability, suddenly made sense. All this because Johnny was treating her like a puppet on a string. Poor Jo.
‘I wish I had, but Johnny made me promise to keep things secret.’ I wondered if she’d enjoyed that aspect–the secrecy, the intrigue. Perhaps it was part of the excitement.
‘Why don’t you ask your parents for help?’ They’d give her a hard time, I thought–but surely they’d be supportive?
‘I can’t. Dad would probably go and horsewhip Johnny on the steps of the Commons! I nearly told Dominic the other night when he brought the questionnaire round–he could see I was upset and he was so sweet. I just said that a relationship had gone badly wrong. He made me some tea and talked to me until I cheered up a bit. He’s so nice, isn’t he?’
‘Yes,’ I said, with a sigh. Poor Dominic. He was clearly in love with her. But I was more worried about Jo.
‘I just wish Johnny would explain things properly. Why won’t he talk to me? I feel so powerless.’
Whatever the rights and wrongs of their affair, he was behaving very cruelly to her. ‘Do you think wanting to keep his family is the most likely reason?’ I asked.
‘I don’t know. Probably. But he loved me, Fran. I know he really loved me. How can I get him back? What can I do?’ She looked so wan that I reached out and hugged her. She clung to me, starting to cry once more.
When she was quieter, I said, ‘Jo, I can’t advise you what to do, but it sounds as though he’s not going to leave his home. It’s going to be tough, but you might save yourself a lot of unhappiness if you accept that and let it finish now.’
It was as though I hadn’t spoken. ‘If only I could see him again and try to understand,’ she repeated.
‘Perhaps he can’t see you,’ I suggested. ‘Do you think his wife has forbidden him?’
‘I don’t know. Or it could be because of his job.’
‘Being an MP? Do you think he’s frightened your affair would affect his career?’
‘Maybe.’ She was round-eyed and earnest now. ‘Perhaps his wife has threatened to tell his Party, or to go to the papers about it.’
‘Or maybe he’s worried that you’ll go to the papers,’ I said, thinking this explanation more likely. Surely his wife wouldn’t want the affair made public. She’d instinctively protect herself and the children.
‘Oh no,’ Jo said, indignant at the idea. ‘Johnny knows it would be against all my principles doing something like that!’
Lucky Johnny, I thought bitterly. He’d get off scot free. Jo would never exact revenge. She was too good for someone like him.
Jo looked down at the bits of tissue in her lap and sniffed wanly. I gave her another hug and said, ‘We can’t sit around brooding. Let’s do something fun. Have a lovely lunch somewhere and lots to drink.’
‘You sound as if you’ve had practice,’ she said, blowing her nose.
‘Believe me, Jo, I have.’ If only she knew how often.
So Jo tidied herself up and we took a bus up to Trafalgar Square then walked to a restaurant near Covent Garden. After fancy cocktails and her favourite comfort food of pepperoni pizza, Jo started to cheer up.
‘I was out of my depth,’ she explained. ‘The uncertainty was awful. It’ll be a relief to get back to normal.’ Then she added, ‘But he was so lovely,’ and started sniffling again.
‘He can’t be that lovely if he’s made life so dreadful for you,’ I said, though with a sudden guilty thought of what I put up with from Ben. ‘Do they know at the hostel?’
‘They guess something’s up, but I’ve not explained,’ Jo said. ‘Do you know something? Amber’s been so sweet. I didn’t tell her what was wrong, just that it was a man, but she’s so…intuitive and kind, isn’t she?’
‘She is a very special person,’ I agreed, and I finally plucked up the courage to tell her about Ben. ‘I feel wretched burdening you with this now, but if I don’t you’ll think I’ve been hiding it from you. I’m going out with Ben.’
I needn’t have worried about upsetting her. ‘Really?’ she said, all round-eyed. ‘I thought that might happen. That’s lovely. I’m so happy for you.’
‘Thank you. I suppose I’m happy, too.’
She licked her pudding spoon and said, ‘I’m surprised you haven’t joined the adoring front row of sopranos though! You needn’t slouch at the back with me any more, hoping he won’t notice us.’
‘I can assure you I’ll be slouching at the back as usual,’ I said, laughing.
It was good to hear her joke, to see her eyes sparkle. Perhaps she hadn’t got in so deep after all and would recover quickly.
But I was wrong to think that the matter of Johnny was all over. It merely waited, underground, growing canker-like in the dark.
And it wasn’t long before I had to face the truth as well. That things were far from right between me and Ben.
Chapter 29
Beautiful and ineffectual angel, beating in the void his luminous wings in vain.
Matthew Arnold on Shelley, preface to Byron’s Poems
One Monday, in the middle of October, Ben phoned before choir and said that he’d invited Michael and Nina over for supper the following evening. Would I like to come?
‘Are you asking me to cook?’ I said lightly.
‘Of course not! How could you think such a thing!’ He sounded genuinely indignant. But I turned up early and, sure enough, the kitchen looked like a bombsite. What’s more, Ben had just cut his thumb with a vegetable knife.
I calmed him down and sent him upstairs for a plaster, then sorted out our meal, deciding to fry the chicken before casseroling everything, or we’d be waiting for ever.
This was only the bad start to an increasingly difficult evening.
Nina and Michael arrived together, but it was clear that there was some tension between them. Nina, exuding fifties’ elegance in a wasp-waisted dress, sat stiffly in her seat, the nubs of her vertebrae visible through the cloth down her long back, and hardly looked at Michael or me, but shot little glances at Ben all the time. Michael couldn’t take his eyes off her, the misery plain on his face. Ben didn’t seem to notice that anything was amiss, while my role seemed simply to be the audience, watching the farce, whose plot I could never follow, as I moved to and from the table, serving the food, and feeling more and more uncomfortable as the evening progressed. From the conversation I deduced that something had happened, something I could guess at but didn’t like to admit.
‘Do you know who I saw at the Barbican last night?’ said Michael. ‘Bea.’
‘Really?’ Ben hesitated for the smallest moment as he brought his fork to his mouth. ‘How the devil was she?’
‘She looked very well. Her husband was with her–Ivan or Ian or something. Very charming chap. They’ve got a little boy.’
‘Mmm,’ Ben said. ‘Hardly ever see her name these days.’
‘Oh, she plays abroad a lot, she said. Gave every appearance of doing very well.’
‘And who is Bea?’ Nina asked brightly.
‘Old friend of Ben’s from music college,’ Michael said quickly.
‘Anyone for more Beaujolais?’ Ben asked. ‘Nina, you look as if you could do with some. Come on, don’t be coy.’
‘I’m fine, Ben, honestly,’ said Nina, putting her hand over her glass. ‘You know the effect that stuff has on me.’ She stifled a little giggle.
Michael looked at her sharply. ‘Perhaps she shouldn’t,’ he told Ben.
‘I will if I want,’ Nina said, and held out her glass. Michael frowned.
‘I’ll have some as well, Ben,’ I said. Perhaps getting tipsy was the best way to get through this evening.
They left early, Nina slumped at one end of the taxi seat, Michael at the other.
‘Looks like Michael’s pursuing a hopeless cause there,’ I remarked as Ben closed the door.
He merely shrugged. I knew it would annoy him, but the wine loosened my tongue. ‘I’m not sure that I’m her favourite person.’
‘Oh, why’s that?’ he said, throwing himself down in an armchair and yawning.
‘Oh Ben, you must see it.’
‘What?’ he said.
‘She’s mad about you.’
This time, instead of laughing and denying it, he merely said, ‘Oh that,’ in a rather dull voice.
I sat down in the chair opposite. Why did I feel cold, even by the fire? He started drumming his fingers on the arm of the chair as though conducting music I couldn’t hear. 1-2-3-4, 1-2-3-4. The clock ticked out of time so it sounded like 1-tick, 2, 3 tick, 4, 1-tick, 2, 3 tick, 4…until it started to drive me mad. I stood up.
‘I’ll clear up,’ I said.
‘Oh, leave it,’ Ben protested, but I started anyway, loading cutlery into the machine. After a moment, he came into the kitchen and helped by putting the odd thing away. He was whistling gently to himself. There was something faraway, unknowable about him that evening, and I couldn’t think of anything to say that wouldn’t seem unnatural.
Suddenly, he surprised me by putting his arm around me. ‘Stay tonight?’
But I was annoyed with him. ‘I shouldn’t. It’s a working day tomorrow.’
‘One of us always has an early start whatever day it is,’ he said carelessly. But he took his arm away and put his hands in his pockets. He looked sad, out of sorts.
It felt as though something was broken between us. I turned away, unable to face the thought. Ben wandered off and soon I heard the sound of the piano, played very softly. It must be one of the hymns for Sunday–his early-morning habit–but then a Chopin Nocturne started up, the dynamics of ‘quiet and forceful’ preposterously exaggerated.
I slipped upstairs to the loo.
He’d left the light on in the bathroom. There was a fresh smear of blood on the washbasin, and a box of plasters had spilled off the narrow wooden ledge above from when he’d cut himself earlier. I returned the little white packets to their container and, seeing the door of the bathroom cabinet half-open, reached up and placed it on the top shelf. As I did so, I knocked something: a small wooden bowl. I grabbed at it too late. It fell, its contents scattering across the floor.
‘Damn.’ I crouched down. Something glinted up at me in the weak electric light. I knew it right away. The fused glass I’d given Ben once when he visited the workshop. I held it up, admiring its beautiful peacock blue.
Downstairs, the Nocturne crashed to its end. There came a silence. I dropped the blue glass back in the bowl and picked up the other bits–some safety pins, a toothpaste tube lid, a pair of nail clippers, a buckle from a watchstrap. Gingerly I returned the little bowl to the shelf. It wouldn’t sit straight at first and I saw it was half-resting on something. I felt around and picked up two quadrilaterals of white-painted glass, each the size of a large biscuit. I examined their ragged shapes with dawning recognition. One had a pattern on it. I turned over the other and was shocked to see a pair of eyes staring at me. They were Raphael’s.
Downstairs, under Ben’s long fingers, a Chopin Ballade began to leap and sob.
I stood in the bathroom for what felt like ages, looking down at those two eyes that calmly stared back at me. My thoughts churned. Then I carefully closed my fingers over them, picked up the piece of peacock-blue glass, and walked slowly downstairs.
Ben was bathed in the glow of a single table lamp, his eyes closed as he played, completely caught up in the music. I watched the plaster on his thumb flash up and down as his fingers moved, felt the harmonies rampage through me. The lamplight softened the sharp angles of the music stands and glinted off the framed certificates on the walls. I leaned against the piano. Sensing my presence, Ben’s eyes opened, surprised, though he kept on playing. Finally he reached an exhausting but triumphant end and we listened to the chords die away.
I showed him what I held in my hand. ‘I found these,’ I said. ‘You took them, didn’t you?’
‘Oh God,’ he said, his face a picture of horror. ‘I completely forgot. Fran, that’s awful, I’m sorry.’
‘I don’t understand.’
‘It was that time I came into the shop and you gave me that lovely…’ I produced the piece of blue glass. ‘Yes, that,’ he said. ‘I took it as a sort of sign, you know. That you…liked me.’
‘I did,’ I said softly. ‘But the eyes–why? We thought we’d accidentally thrown them away or something. Zac spent days looking. Why on earth did you take them? I don’t get it. You must have known they’re important.’
He bowed his head and shuffled his feet on the piano pedals, his arms folded. To give him credit, he looked chastened. ‘I don’t know. It was a sort of joke, I suppose.’ He glanced up, met my eyes. ‘I was furious about the wretched window at the time, and they looked so silly, mocking, those painted eyes, in the pile of broken glass. I just picked them up and…took them. Fran, I’m so, so sorry.’
‘Ben,’ I said, trying to find the right words, ‘you shouldn’t have taken them, not even as a joke.’
‘I know, I know. I didn’t mean to keep them, but then…well, I forgot where I had put the wretched things. I searched everywhere. Where did you find them?’
‘In the bathroom cabinet.’
‘I can’t think why I put them there,’ he said briskly. ‘Stupid, really.’
‘You should have told me you’d got them,’ I said, and I could hear the whine in my voice. ‘Oh, never mind.’ I tried to be relieved that it was a joke, rather than a deliberate felonious act. But I couldn’t be. It was so casual of him.
He got up, gently lowered the lid of the piano and came around behind me, massaging my shoulders, burying his face in my hair, whispering that he was sorry. Despite still being upset I couldn’t stop myself tilting into him.
‘It was just a silly prank, darling, really,’ he said.
It was the first time he’d ever called me darling. Come to think of it, there had been no word of endearment between the two of us before. And now ‘darling’. But perhaps it was too late.
I couldn’t stay with Ben that night; pretend that everything was normal. Walking back across the Square, I tried to work out what I’d tell Zac about the theft.
In the end I told him the truth. ‘I think it was just a silly joke,’ I said, still wanting to defend Ben.
‘Very funny,’ said Zac gravely, turning the battered fragments in his palm. He wouldn’t look at me, but moved away to lay the pieces in their rightful place. I understood that in some way he blamed me. And I accepted that blame.
It took a chance meeting with Michael two days after the dinner-party to make me finally see sense.
I had left Amber in charge of the shop and walked up to St James’s Park for a change of scene. It was one of those cold clear days when you sense autumn segueing into winter, and I pulled my coat tightly around me as I loitered watching Japanese tourists photograph ducks skid-landing on the lake.
A man was sitting on a bench nearby. Leaning forward, bent over his paper as he ate a sandwich, I didn’t recognise him immediately. As he turned a page he looked up.
‘Fran.’ He folded his paper and rose politely, brushing the crumbs from his coat.
‘Hello, Michael. No power lunch with some Ambassador today?’
He laughed. ‘You’ve a somewhat over-glamorised view of what I do all day. I assure you, I’m just a paper-pusher.’
Despite the bright sunlight, the sadness of the other night still hung about him. He looked tired and ashen-faced, and I felt sorry for him.
‘Do you have time for a coffee?’ I asked.
‘That would be nice.’ We made our way over to the park café and sat at a table by the lake, warming our hands on our mugs. I asked him about his work and he talked for a while about government briefs and possible trips abroad, but then, inevitably, we moved on to Ben.
‘I’m sorry about the other night,’ he said, dabbing his upper lip with a handkerchief as white and crisp as his shirt. ‘You might have gathered that Nina and I were having a misunderstanding.’
‘Oh?’ I said. There was something about Michael, the way he pussyfooted around emotional issues, that reminded me of Dad.
‘Yes,’ he said, looking down at his handkerchief with an expression of bemusement. Then slowly he put it in his pocket. ‘I’m very fond of Nina. I told you, I think.’
‘I can see it,’ I said softly.
‘Oh.’ He smiled sheepishly. ‘Is it that obvious?’
‘It is.’
‘I thought…that she liked me, too.’
‘But she still prefers Ben.’
‘Yes,’ he said, his face almost crumpling.
‘And he…likes me.’
‘Quite. You know, perhaps I shouldn’t be saying this to you, but he’s always had this thing with women. This knack.’ He gave a dry little laugh.
‘I think I know what you mean.’ And now I felt so cold, I couldn’t sit there any longer. ‘Shall we walk?’
‘I’m sorry, I’ve offended you,’ Michael said, getting up too.
‘No, no, really, you haven’t.’ Part of me knew I shouldn’t listen to what he was going to say, that at some level I was betraying Ben. I should let him tell me about himself, not hear it from Michael. But I couldn’t stop myself.
‘He’s a golden boy, Ben is. Always has been. But you need to see, Fran, that he uses people.’
I was shocked to hear him say this. ‘I thought you were his friend,’ I said angrily.
‘I am. I’ve always been there for him, and I always will be. I’ve helped him out many times. You know, I used to lie for him at school, when he wanted to get out of Games or needed an alibi. Once, in the Sixth Form, he went to an Oxford college ball with a girl he’d met. Sneaked out of school overnight without permission. He made me cover for him. That sort of thing.’
‘Why did you do it?’
‘I was fond of him. He was a kind of wayward little brother–he’s always seemed younger than me, though actually, he’s three months older. And I was very fond of his parents and sister; they made me feel so welcome when I missed my own family so much.’
‘But surely if you felt you were an older brother you’d have acted more responsibly. Stopped him from doing these things.’ It sounded to me as if Michael, by allowing Ben to behave badly, had contributed to the problem.
Michael sighed. ‘Maybe I should. But part of me felt sorry for him. Ben was always outstanding at music, and never very interested in other subjects, especially sport. And it being a school obsessed with rugby and cricket he had a hard time of it from some of the boys. Sometimes there was violence. That’s why we became friends in the first place.’
‘You were bullied, too?’
‘Not for long–I learned how to deal with it. I was good academically, so I adopted the role of class nerd and helped other boys with their prep. We were unusually sensitive teenagers, Ben and I. But when he was upset, he came across as arrogant, which put people’s backs up.’
It still sounded such an unlikely friendship, but then Michael explained. ‘We kept getting thrown together. We were both in Magdalen House and shared a room in the Lower Fifth. Our parents met on Sports Day that year–mine were in England that summer–and I was invited over to Ben’s for the first time. It was the start of it all.’
At last I was beginning to understand this friendship. Ben hadn’t chosen it. It had happened to him. And yet they did seem close–like brothers who irritate one another but have stuck together anyway, though it was old experiences in this case, rather than shared blood, that bound them.
Then Michael said something that shook me. ‘I’m not sure he’d be happy that I told you, but sometimes I didn’t believe his stories that other boys had hurt him.’
‘What do you mean?’ I asked, shocked.
‘There were cuts on his thighs, Fran. You’re not telling me someone else did that?’
‘Oh,’ I said, trying to assimilate this. ‘How dreadful. Poor Ben.’ We were silent for a while.
‘What happened after you left school?’ I asked, imagining them drifting apart at university.
‘We both came to London, so we saw each other often. I went to University College to read English, and Ben won a scholarship to the Royal College of Music.’
‘Where I went,’ I told him. ‘Though I never knew him there.’ He’d have been a couple of years ahead.
‘Ben always worked damned hard at his music, but he also got discouraged easily and then we–his family and I–had to try to buck him up.’ I nodded in recognition.
‘Ben has this fear of failure, that people will laugh at him or pity him, you see, so sometimes he gives up and finds someone else to blame,’ Michael told me. ‘It’s as though he’s protecting some unhealed wound deep inside. When things get bad he doesn’t see them through. Yet when things are going well, he’s ecstatic; it brings out the best in him.’
I thought of him conducting, his obvious drive and talent, then of the way he had spiralled down into misery after the committee meeting about the future of the choir. ‘I think I understand what you mean,’ I told Michael.
‘I suppose that’s it in a nutshell,’ he said, considering. ‘He yearns for the fruits of success, for adulation, but there’s some faltering in self-confidence that stops him going for it. And, well, he manipulates other people to get what he wants. I don’t think he means to, but he does. Then, of course, it all goes wrong. It was like that with Bea.’
‘Bea. You mentioned her the other night. Who is she?’
‘Beatrix Claybourne.’
I remembered the elegant handwritten name on Ben’s sheet music, the framed poster on the landing upstairs.
‘Has he told you about her?’ Michael went on. ‘She’s a pianist too, a brilliant one. He went out with her at college; there was talk of them getting engaged. But it soon became apparent that she was outshining him. Everything went right for her–she won the awards, was sought by the best teachers. And in the end she couldn’t stand his jealous rages. They broke up.’
I stared at him, not wanting to believe him, but remembering something Ben had said about Nina’s brilliance. His eyes had shone with ambition.
‘You said he used people,’ I whispered. Ben might not admit this to himself, but it was obvious he hoped to win personal success as Nina’s musical partner.
‘Yes,’ Michael said softly.
‘You introduced Nina to him, didn’t you?’
He nodded miserably.
‘I met her at a concert a year ago and we started seeing each another. I was so happy–but then she met Ben. Her teacher’s an acquaintance of Ben’s, agreed with me that they’d be good together. Of course, professionally they are. But I should have considered the possibility of her falling in love with him. There’s something fatally attractive about him. You know that, Fran.’
We had stopped now, sat on a bench to watch a boy throw a stick for his dog.
‘But Michael,’ I said, ‘if Ben’s not interested in her that way, maybe she’ll come to accept it. Things can’t go on like this for ever. Maybe she’ll come back to you.’
The boy had thrown himself on the grass, fed up with the stick game. The dog barked for more, but he took no notice.
When he looked at me this time, Michael’s expression was bitter. ‘What is it?’ I asked, uneasily, but I read it in his face. He opened his mouth, but could say nothing.
‘Michael.’
‘I have to get back now, Fran. I have a meeting.’ He stood up, said goodbye, and started to stride off across the grass towards St James’s Palace.
I watched him go. There was no point chasing him, or begging him to tell me. I had discerned what it was he needed me to know.
‘It was sometime last week. I’ve forgotten when. I only kissed her,’ Ben said, staring at the floor. ‘Nothing more. We didn’t…go to bed or anything. I wouldn’t do that to you, Fran.’
But he’d treated Nina carelessly. He’d led her on when she was besotted with him; working with him so intimately, her desire was at fever pitch. It was wrong of him. How could he be so casual to anyone? And why had it taken me so long to realise?
I squeezed my eyes closed in an effort to clear my mind. When I opened them again, there he was, lounging sulkily, mutinous. And suddenly I couldn’t be bothered with him any more. I was free.
‘Ben,’ I said heavily. ‘You’ve simply no idea, have you?’
I opened the front door and walked out, pulling it shut behind me with what I hope sounded like a final bang.
I was miserable for days, half-hoping Ben would ring and beg me to come back, determined that I wouldn’t if he did. He didn’t ring, which cast me into deeper gloom. Working in the shop I’d find tears welling, and if I were alone I’d let them run down my cheeks unchecked. I was still angry with Ben and furious with myself for having got mixed up with someone like him again, after all my promises to myself. Yet all the time, the memories would catch me unawares. Ben conducting, jacket off, sleeves rolled up, beautiful, intense, determined. Or playing the piano, eyes closed, lost in the world of the music. I dreamed of his long, slow kisses and my body cried out for his. Although I’d known him for such a short time, I’d allowed myself to get in too deep, too quickly.
It was hard living so close. Several times I caught myself staring across the Square, searching for a glimpse of him. Once, a week after our quarrel, I saw him let himself out of his flat, the long golden scarf round his neck flapping in the wind. He glanced over in my direction, but didn’t notice me watching from behind the curtain in the living room. He walked off quickly in the direction of the church. I hadn’t been able to face going to choir. Did he miss me? Indeed, did he give me any thought at all? I dropped the curtain and turned away.
I had better things to worry about, I told Jo, when I went round to confide in her. She, nursing her own broken heart, understood more than anyone how I felt. The most important of my worries was my father.
I visited Dad several times a week now. Zac often came with me and we’d sit at either side of the bed and converse, addressing comments to Dad as though he were listening, but of this we couldn’t be at all sure.
Zac never said a word to me about Ben, but it must have been obvious I was no longer seeing him. He was particularly gentle, and sometimes in the shop I would glance up from whatever work I was doing to find him looking at me, a thoughtful expression on his face.
He’d been working on Raphael for weeks now, giving the window every spare moment. Amber and I helped where we could, but we didn’t have Zac’s expertise. He was at the painting stage now, which involved great delicacy, tracing the main drawing lines on the new pieces of glass and retouching some of the old in paint made with iron oxide and powdered glass.
‘The gold colour of the hair was made by painting the glass with silver nitrate and firing it,’ he told Amber one morning, making a note in The Angel Book. ‘But first you had to paint the lines of hair and feathers straight onto the glass and fire that.’ He wouldn’t be able to refire the original glass, he added, in case future generations needed to alter what he had painted.
Because the eyes were missing he had been unwilling to do much work to the face, but now he was able to work on its reconstruction, filling in the gaps with a tinted resin. On Russell’s vidimus and cartoon the features had seemed regular, but bland. There had been no life in the face. Finally Zac had the chance to make his mark.
One day near the end of October, the two of us found ourselves alone in the workshop. Zac was telling me about a customer who’d come in that morning when I was out, wanting a crystal wand. ‘You wouldn’t believe it,’ he said. ‘It was for some weird magical ritual and I didn’t feel comfortable about it, so I quoted him five thousand pounds and luckily he went away.’
I laughed at Zac’s ruse and it seemed it was the first time I’d laughed easily for ages. Perhaps at last I was starting to forget Ben. I smiled in relief at the thought and Zac looked at me intently.
‘Stay exactly as you are,’ he said. With a few quick lines he drew something on a piece of paper.
He showed me what he’d sketched. ‘That’s how you think I look?’ I asked. I wasn’t displeased, as he’d made me far prettier than the mirror ever told me, but still, I didn’t think it was me.
The next day, when Amber studied the sketch, she cried, ‘The angel looks a bit like you, Fran.’
‘No, it doesn’t. It could be anyone,’ I said, somewhat grumpily. ‘Anyway, you’re not supposed to change Philip Russell’s version, Zac.’ I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be immortalised as an angel. It was too much to live up to.
‘The original sketch definitely has a look of you,’ said Zac, quite seriously. ‘It’s the fullness of the mouth Russell painted. And there’s something about the eyes, too. You to a T.’
‘Whoever heard of an angel called Fran?’ I said.
‘I read about one called Eric,’ said Amber solemnly. ‘A girl kept reading the name Eric around the place and her spiritual guide told her that must be what her angel was called.’
Even Amber joined in our laughter.
‘It’s finished,’ Zac said quietly a few days later. Amber and I rushed over to look. I couldn’t believe how beautifully he’d reconstructed the face. It had been a complicated process that involved creating a moulded clear glass backing plate to hold it, the original pieces painted and seamlessly stuck together with special glue. Then he had slotted the whole window into a bronze frame.
Now, using a board, we helped him transfer the heavy window onto the light table. Zac flicked on the switch and Raphael shone in all his golden glory.
Amber yelped with delight.
From the tips of his gold wings, folded to a point above his head, to his sandalled feet amidst grass and flowers, he was perfect; a tall, long-limbed figure clad in gold and white, flowing blond locks framing his calm, slightly smiling face. One hand was raised in blessing and, right at the bottom, the inscription God heals stood out as clearly from the window’s ruby border as it must first have done a hundred years ago. The crack was hardly noticeable.
‘Well?’
I broke from my reverie. Zac smiled at me, waiting.
‘He’s amazing. I can’t believe it’s not the original.’
‘It is, mostly. And anyone who needs to strip it down again in the future for any reason can.’
I picked up The Angel Book from a nearby worktop and flicked through the pages. Zac had meticulously noted every detail of every step of his reconstruction, including drawings and photographs, descriptions of new glass and lead, of the composition of paints and resins he’d used. The whole thing had taken him five weeks.
‘And under the lead here,’ he bent to indicate the bottom left-hand corner of the window, ‘I’ve painted Minster Glass. And there’s the piece with Philip Russell’s Celtic knot, so future generations can blame us if needs be.’
‘There’s nothing to blame us for,’ I said, shaking my head in wonder. ‘Zac, it’s beautiful, superb. Jeremy’s going to love it.’
He was fiddling with the camera again now, so my attempt to hug him got a bit confused. For a brief moment though, he hugged me back and I felt his breath in my hair, smelled the saltiness of his skin. I stepped back, both of us a little startled.
‘Thank you,’ he said, smiling. ‘I hope Jeremy doesn’t have the same reaction.’
Jeremy came that afternoon, walked around the angel several times and then finally said, ‘It’s magnificent. Thank you.’
During the following days, we had a steady stream of parishioners making a pilgrimage to the shop to see the window. They all agreed that it must be installed in the church. Now we had to wait for official permission.
I often found myself going over to study the angel, feeling the force of that calm, strong gaze. How close, I wondered, had Zac managed to get it to the original? Perhaps we’d never know.
Chapter 30
Somehow life is bigger after all
Than any painted angel.
Oscar Wilde, Humanitad
LAURA’S STORY
It was nearly the end of July when Philip Russell asked Laura to accompany him to the Grosvenor Gallery in New Bond Street, to see Burne-Jones’s sensational new painting: The Golden Stairs. She’d never been there before. At first, her attention was caught by the Sunday crowds and the olive-green rooms cluttered with furniture and ornaments, even before she contemplated the paintings.
As they stared up at the huge, glowing picture, Laura wondered at how ethereal, how spellbinding these barefoot women were, endlessly descending their mysteriously suspended staircase. Here was mysticism of a different kind from the awe she felt in her father’s church. What would James Brownlow think of it? She couldn’t imagine that her father would like or even try to understand this faintly pagan scene. But nor could she name the deliciously disturbing feelings the painting inspired.
Philip explained in a whisper about the faces–that one was Mr Morris’s daughter May, the girl in profile at the top Mr Burne-Jones’s own child, Margaret. Laura imagined what it must be like to be made famous in a painting. It was a form of immortality her father would definitely disapprove of, she decided.
From further down the room there came a ripple of female laughter. A tall woman in a flowing sage-green robe, all embroidered with birds and flowers, peeled away from a cluster of ladies around an Alma-Tadema painting, and Philip gave a little gasp. She was a real beauty this one, Laura thought, with that head of glossy dark curls tamed into a knot at the nape, fine sloe-black eyes, a long straight nose, perfectly moulded lips, and a lively expression. The woman’s gaze darted around the room and came to rest on Philip. For a moment she grew perfectly still, then she moved towards them. To him she said gently, ‘Philip, are you well?’ and placed a graceful hand on his arm. He seemed agitated.
‘Marie. Yes, I am quite well, thank you. This is Miss Brownlow.’ The woman’s eyes passed over Laura’s face and figure briefly, without interest. Laura’s cheeks burned.
One of Marie’s companions called out, ‘Mair, have you seen the King Arthur?’ and she murmured, ‘Goodbye, so nice to see you…’ As she moved away Laura noticed the row of iridescent buttons marking the languorous movements of her spine.
‘Was that…?’ she muttered, turning to Philip, already knowing the answer.
Russell nodded, tearing his eyes from Marie and blinking furiously as though waking from an enchantment. ‘My wife.’ He looked around wildly. ‘Now, there’s another work will interest you,’ he said, pulling her roughly into an adjacent room.
‘Don’t.’ She felt like a pet on a leash.
Everything was ruined. I want to go, I want to go, thrummed through her mind as she drifted past painted faces and landscapes, hardly registering artist or subject. She remembered the way Marie had dismissed her, a dowdy brown-feathered bird next to her own exotic plumage. When Philip suggested they leave, she dumbly assented.
They walked across Green Park, where mist was rising from the grass. Russell was plunged so deeply in thought that he answered Laura’s lame attempts at conversation with monosyllables.
On reaching Victoria Street he seemed to stir from his melancholy. ‘You haven’t seen my studio, have you?’ he said. ‘Some artists open theirs to the public and I’m wondering whether I should. Come and tell me what you think.’
‘I should go home. My father…’
‘Please, come with me. I don’t want to be alone.’ He patted her arm in a clumsy affectionate way that brought with it a heartbreaking sense of her brother Tom, and she relented.
‘Only for a minute then.’
‘It’s not far. Down Wilton Street, here, towards the river.’
He drew her past the railway station down into a maze of whitewashed terraces bathing in hazy late-afternoon sunlight. Caged birds sang by open windows. A little girl leaning on an upstairs sill waved to them. Laura waved back. Further on, from the depths of a drawing room, could be heard the opening bars of a Bach Prelude being played over and over again, the unseen pianist tripping up at exactly the same place each time.
In Lupus Street the houses were gay with flower boxes. Philip led her to the steps of number 13, then up a staircase to the top of the building where a huge attic with a north-facing skylight served as his studio.
Canvases of all shapes and sizes lined the walls. On a table a sketchbook lay carelessly open. She glanced at this, then at the small canvas on an easel under the skylight. Her dismay deepened. Everywhere she looked was Marie’s face. He could not possess his wife in person; instead he’d trapped her image, over and over again.
She backed away towards the door, reaching for the handle. ‘I shouldn’t have come.’ Her voice sounded too loud in the echoey room.
‘Why not?’ he said. ‘What’s the matter?’
‘I cannot advise you about opening your studio. Or…compete with your wife.’
‘My wife? What is Marie to do with you?’
‘Philip, she is everywhere. Look.’
He stared around the room like one enchanted, then stepped over to the easel and gently touched Marie’s painted cheek. He’d evoked her as some wild spirit, Laura thought–a river nymph, perhaps. His hand dropped to his side.
‘All this…’ she gestured to the portraits ‘…makes our friendship intensely painful to me. There is no room for anyone else in your life.’
‘I need you,’ he said, his voice harsh with emotion. ‘Even my old friends neglect me now. Don’t you, also.’
‘But you must see. You don’t really care for me, you care for her. I’m…someone you talk to about Marie.’
‘We talk about all manner of things. Laura, I’m dismayed that you find our friendship painful.’ He came to face her now, took her hand. ‘How cold you feel,’ he said, warming it in his. ‘I find I can talk to you without needing to think.’
She made a sound that might have been a laugh or a sob. ‘That does not flatter me, Philip.’ She pulled her hand away.
‘Oh, I didn’t mean…I just meant that I feel at ease with you. Not constantly guarding my tongue as I am with…Marie.’
And yet you don’t notice me, not really. You don’t see me as you see her. You don’t draw me constantly, as you do her. These thoughts shouted in her head but she didn’t dare give them voice. To hide her distress, she picked up a little wooden bird from a shelf by the door, cradled it warm and round and safe in her cupped hands. This was what she was meant for: to comfort; not to disturb or excite.
When she was calmer she said, ‘Philip, you must learn to forget Marie. Not forget her altogether–I don’t mean that. She’s your wife and the mother of your child. But you must learn to distance yourself from your loss. It’s been over a year. She won’t come back. You will drive yourself mad if you cannot accept this. Think of the damage you do to your son.’
His face turned to stone. For a moment she feared she had said too much.
‘I cannot forget her, as you ask. Any more than your family can forget Caroline.’
‘That’s different,’ Laura sighed. ‘Caroline is dead. We’ll never see her again in this life.’
‘At least she died in the full knowledge of your love for one another!’ he cried out. ‘You have that satisfaction.’
‘’Which makes us miss her all the more!’ Her own voice was raised now. ‘No, I don’t mean that,’ she added quickly, seeing his distress. ‘Only that you can’t compare the two losses. But I do know that our duty is to be thankful for what we have and to make the best of what we are given. And I think our angel will help us do that. When he is finished.’
‘He is finished,’ Philip said. He wandered back to the easel where Marie’s face looked out.
‘What did you say?’
‘I meant to tell you earlier. Your window is ready. You may come and see it when you like.’
‘Philip, that’s wonderful!’
‘I thought you would be pleased.’ He took the painting from the easel and placed it in a drawer. Then, with slow, deliberate movements he gathered up all the other portraits of his wife and piled them in a cupboard. Laura watched, amazed.
Closing the cupboard, he turned to her and smiled. It was a dazed, unhappy smile, as though at last he was struggling to wake from the spell Marie had cast.
Chapter 31
And the great dragon was thrown down, that ancient serpent, who is called the Devil…and his angels were thrown down with him.
Revelation xii. 9.
I’d have missed the story altogether if Jo hadn’t rung on 28 October, gabbling hysterically about a newspaper article. After I’d put down the phone, promising to ring back, I dashed out to buy a copy. The piece appeared on page 8–I spread the paper out on the counter to read it. There was an unflattering picture of Jo, emerging from the hostel, and a posed photograph of a stylish couple wearing huge rosettes and waving amidst a shower of ticker tape. Homelessness MP finds naughty love nest ran the headline.
‘Oh hell,’ I whispered. It got worse. ‘Why would he risk everything for such a Plain Jane?’ a friend of Mrs Sutherland was reported as saying. ‘A colleague describes Miss Pryde as “earnest and wholesome. A real do-gooder. The last person you’d expect…”’
When, heavy-hearted, I rang Jo back, her answermachine clicked on with its usual friendly message, so I started to say, ‘Jo, it’s me, Fran,’ and a man’s voice interrupted, a voice I recognised. ‘Fran. Kevin Pryde here. Good to speak to you. How are you? I take it you’ve seen the papers. We’re under siege here. Journalists, photographers, the whole bloody crew, if you’ll excuse my French. I’m trying to get rid of the bastards. Jo’s with Claire. Want a word?’
It was a relief that Jo’s parents were with her. Kevin Pryde, in his lawyer’s hat, had long experience of dealing with the media. Jo was too upset to come to the phone again, but I agreed with Kevin to visit later in the day. By then the feeding frenzy had abated somewhat, though I had to dodge a haggard-looking man outside who was speaking quickly into a microphone.
I sat on the sofa holding Jo’s limp hand. She wore a fixed look of horror, as though the sight of a ghost had sent her into a trance.
‘I’ve seen what they’ve written about me,’ she whispered. ‘Plain and worthless. A marriage-wrecker.’
‘They’re not interested in portraying you as you really are,’ I said fiercely. ‘They just want to sell papers.’
‘Hear hear,’ said Kevin, absently, from his watch at the window. ‘Sharks and vermin, the lot of ’em.’
‘I still think if we talk to that Mail journalist, Kevin, then at least she’ll present Jo’s version of events.’ Jo’s mother, who sat on the sofa close to Jo, was exactly as I remembered her, expecting everyone to be as civilised as herself.
‘Claire, don’t be naïve. They’ll mangle anything we say.’
Poor Jo. I remembered our conversation several Sundays ago, walking back from the Tate, when she had wished so fervently that she was beautiful. That must have been about the time when things started to go wrong with Johnny. Always so cheerful and positive, it turned out that Jo had a faultline running through her like the rest of us. She’d believed she would be happier if she was someone different.
‘I was happy before I met Johnny,’ she said brokenly now. ‘I wish none of it had happened.’
Jo went down to her parents’ house in Kent, and I started to think the whole thing was blowing over. But then, four days later, at Hallowe’en, the vicar called at the shop. He was carrying a copy of the Guardian and wore a sober expression.
‘Do you know how to contact Jo?’ he asked. ‘We can’t track her down. It’s rather important.’
‘Didn’t she tell the hostel? She’s at her parents’ house,’ I said. ‘I’ll find the number for you. Come through.’
I went to get my handbag from the office and he followed me into the workshop. As I riffled for my address book he stood looking at the angel. He touched the glass gently and rubbed his fingers, an absorbed expression on his face.
‘I hope he won’t be taking up valuable space here for much longer. I rang the Archdeacon yesterday to ask how the permissions procedure is going…ah, thank you.’ Jeremy took the scrap of paper I passed him with the Kent number on it. ‘I suppose you’ve seen this, have you?’ He laid his newspaper in the only clear space on the worktop and pointed to an article headed Homeless hostel. Allegations of MP’s corruption.
I scanned it quickly.
Following the disclosure of backbencher MP Johnny Sutherland’s affair with a hostel worker, a grants committee was yesterday trying to answer accusations that Sutherland had given preference to a quarter-million-pound grant to St Martin’s Hostel in Westminster, where his lover, Jo Pryde, is a careworker. ‘We’re not saying that St Martin’s doesn’t merit the grant,’ said Mary Coltrane, a spokesperson from the Home Office, ‘merely that the circumstances in which it is being awarded must be called into question. Any grants to St Martin’s are, for the time being, suspended pending further investigation.’
‘It is a bit grim, isn’t it?’ Jeremy said. I’d never seen him so low, not even when he delivered the news that the church wouldn’t pay to restore the angel. ‘There was a lot hanging on this grant. You can see why we’ve got to find Jo.’
‘They’ll need to question her.’
‘Exactly.’
Shortly afterwards, he thanked me and left. There was something dejected about the set of his shoulders as he walked back across the Square.
It was an odd day. Zac didn’t come in at all–his Noah’s Ark design had been chosen and he was meeting people from the church who were commissioning it. And Amber didn’t turn up as expected, which troubled me, as she’d always proved reliable.
At one point a skinny woman with a camera snapped a picture of the shop, but when I went out to challenge her, she merely smiled nonchalantly and marched away. A young Asian man in an overcoat climbed out of a taxi and poked his head round the door, saying that he wished to ask me a few questions about Jo, but I packed him off without even bothering to find out who he worked for or how he’d tracked me down.
In the late morning, I tried ringing Jo’s parents but their phone was constantly engaged. Then Dominic rang.
‘I hope you don’t mind,’ he said. ‘I got your number from the choir register. I saw the paper today, and I’m extremely worried about Jo. Do you know how she is? I don’t like to ring her myself in case I’d be intruding.’
‘I haven’t heard from her, but I’m sure she’d love it if you rang.’ I gave him the Kent number. ‘I don’t suppose there’s anything you can do, Dominic, being at the Home Office yourself?’
‘Nothing,’ he said shortly. ‘It would only make things worse if I started making enquiries.’
Imaginary tabloid headlines about corruption in the Home Office danced before my eyes. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘You’re absolutely right.’
‘I expect it will all come out in the wash,’ he said, sighing. ‘I only want to send Jo my warmest wishes. I’ll be in touch.’
‘How are things going with you, by the way?’ I asked before he could hang up.
‘We’re making progress, thanks for asking. We’ve found a residential home for Mum quite near my sister’s and a bed is likely to come up in the next week. So we’re deep in the awful business of getting ready. Then, when she moves we’ll have to clear out the house. No hurry there though.’
‘It must be a weight off your minds.’
‘Yes, and I think Mum is reconciled to going. The waiting’s awful though. She’s very unsettled.’
Unsettled, I thought, as I put down the phone. That’s exactly how I felt too.
Amber appeared in the early afternoon, agitated and out of breath. As she came into the shop, she looked behind her in a furtive fashion.
‘It’s Lisa’s mates,’ she said, closing the door. ‘I thought they were after me, but they’ve gone. There’s all these people outside the hostel. Blokes with cameras, and that snotty woman from the TV news. Effie went out and shouted at them, which didn’t help. Lisa’s so stupid. She’s, like, since I’m friendly with Jo, the whole thing’s my fault. That hasn’t stopped her tarting herself up and trying to get on telly though.’ Here she did a not very convincing impression of Lisa, thrusting out her chest and preening her hair.
I laughed, then said gently, ‘I’m glad you’ve made it finally.’
Amber looked instantly crestfallen. ‘Yeah, I’m sorry I couldn’t get here earlier. It was really difficult.’
‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘I thought as much. Can you give me a hand with stocktaking?’
In this troubling atmosphere it was good to have something routine to do. As the light began to fade it felt less settled still, as scattered groups of children dressed as witches and ghosts and vampires began to appear, hurrying from door to door, collecting treats, their laughter ringing out across the Square.
At a quarter to six there was a cracking noise, then an angry shout, and two young lads in flapping black robes skittered past our window. Mr Broadbent from the bookshop stumbled onto the street shaking his fist, a mess of flour and egg sliding down the front of his shop window. I went out to help him clear up.
‘It gets worse every year,’ he complained. ‘And I’m damned if I’ll give them a thing. We never had this trick or treat nonsense when I was a boy. Nasty American habit.’
Tonight, just to prove I was over Ben, I’d steeled myself to go to choir practice. Afterwards, I came straight back home. It was unbearable now to go to the pub with the others and endlessly discuss the wretched questionnaire, to see Ben and pretend that nothing had happened between us. It was bad enough watching him conduct.
It was half-past eight, a night with no moon. Now the robed figures I passed in the Square on their way to Hallowe’en parties were older, more sinister-looking.
‘Want some, love?’ called out one of a trio of men who were sharing a bottle of whisky, and the others cackled suggestively.
I shook my head, never so glad to reach the sanctuary of the shop.
As I drew the curtains for bed, fireworks started exploding somewhere a couple of streets away. I watched the showers of sparks splatter the sky for some minutes before shutting them out. I could still hear distant pops and bangs as I drifted off to sleep.
I dreamed that I was walking down a tunnel of swirling psychedelic coloured light. It was warm and there was a lovely fragrance, something tantalisingly familiar, hovering just beyond recognition. A woman was singing in a rich strong voice, far away. As I walked through that swirling tunnel, the singing faded. Instead, someone gently called my name: ‘Frances, Frances.’ The tunnel widened into a great valley, aflame with sunset, but all I could hear was that voice, ‘Frances, Frances, wake up now,’ and I was swimming upwards through the sky, breaking into consciousness. ‘Frances.’ I was awake. But there was no one there.
I sat bolt upright, sensing straight away that something was wrong. The air smelled acrid and felt too warm. There was a distant rushing noise, then crackling and a sudden crash. I knew what it was even before I placed my feet on the floor. Quickly, I pulled them up again. The floorboards were hot. Fire. The shop was on fire. Then came a terrible sound of shattering glass below.
It was too dark to see much. I felt around for shoes, finding some trainers under the bed. I briefly considered pulling on clothes, but immediately rejected the idea. Some mad part of my brain started listing things I ought to save; I mollified it by catching up my bag from a chair. I touched the closed door cautiously. It was cool, so I opened it. The rushing noise intensified. Moonlight shone through Dad’s bedroom to the landing, silhouetting smoke coiling up from under the flat door. I rushed into the living room, threw up the sash window. A brief glance down and I recoiled from the heat, but not before I glimpsed the flames feathering the wall below, saw chunks of glass from the new window scattered on the pavement. I considered my options. There was only one and I hadn’t much time. I grabbed first one sofa cushion and shoved it out of the window, then the other. Scatter cushions followed.
Thankful to be wearing pyjamas rather than a nightdress, I squeezed onto the window ledge, peered out briefly to get my bearings, then closed my eyes and jumped.
I missed the cushions altogether. The pain was awful. Everything went dark. I lay there, unable to breathe. My feet hurt, my legs hurt, my lungs were sore and my eyes burned. At last I gulped air, hot, smoky air, and sat up coughing to see the shop a wall of smoke and fire. Close by me a cushion burst into flames. I gasped and wriggled away. Amazingly, though one shoe had gone, I was still clutching my bag. Something lay on the pavement amidst the smashed glass. With a sharp little pain I realised it was Dad’s lovely angel, melted into great tears of glass and lead.
Angels. Raphael. Fire brigade. There was a phone box round the corner. My brain lurched suddenly into motion. Then someone behind me said, ‘Are you all right, miss?’ It was a soft male voice with an Irish accent. ‘Don’t worry, a fire engine’s already on its way.’
I shuffled round and looked up. He was a pale young man with short hair that glinted gold in the firelight. He crouched beside me and grasped my hand. ‘Did you jump? You’ll have had a lucky escape there. Any broken bones, do you think?’
‘No, I don’t think so.’ I studied my hands, which hurt, and realised I was shaking, not with the cold but with shock. The man took off his coat and fitted it around my shoulders.
‘Thank you. But I’ve got to…’ I said. I couldn’t get the words out. I struggled up, waving him away, and shuffled my shoe back on. My legs ached, they had no strength, but nothing seemed broken. ‘Look,’ I told him, ‘I’ll be back in a minute.’
‘Don’t–it’s dangerous!’ he called, as I half-ran, half-hopped around to the back of the shop. Thank goodness I had the keys in my bag. Scrabbling with the locks took a moment, but I got the workshop door open. Thick black smoke poured out and I reeled back, choking, my eyes streaming.
The man appeared at my side as if from nowhere and slammed the door shut. ‘You mustn’t go in there,’ he said, with quiet authority. ‘Breathe now. That’s right.’ Coughing and crying, I fell against the wall. He waited until I recovered.
‘You can’t be going in there. But it’s all right. See? There are no flames. Only the smoke.’ Together we peered through the window into the pitch blackness. He was right. The fire hadn’t yet reached the workshop through the thick Victorian dividing wall and the modern fire door. We both heard the distant wail of a siren. I felt his hand on my arm. ‘Come on, it’ll be all right.’ And, with me half-leaning on him, we made our way back to the street where a fire engine with softly flashing lights was negotiating its way past the parked cars.
‘Thank you,’ I gasped to the young man. He smiled and let me go. I turned back to the fire engine and completely forgot about him.
‘Anyone in there, d’you know, love?’ shouted the stocky fireman who jumped down first from the truck. Others, pouring out of the cab with comic swiftness, started scaling the machine, loosening catches, pulling out hoses.
‘No. There was only me.’ I started to shake again and pulled the coat more tightly around me.
‘’Ere, miss,’ said another fireman, and he draped a blanket round me. Hoses began to jet water on the flames.
A police car arrived. All around the Square lights had come on and people were emerging from their houses or leaning out of windows. Mr Broadbent from the bookshop tapped me on the shoulder and invited me up, somewhat bizarrely, to drink cocoa at his flat. I shook my head.
‘Fran,’ said a voice I knew. I whipped round. ‘Ben.’ I’d never felt so glad to see him. He’d pulled on jeans and a sweater over his pyjama top. I hugged him and his unshaven chin grazed my cheek. We stood, arms round each other and there was no time to think about anything but the present. I was grateful for that.
The vicar and his wife joined the throng, dressed but unkempt, and then the wine-bar owner, who looked as if he hadn’t been to bed yet. A police officer made us all move further back, out of the way of the firefighters, but the fire was quickly losing the battle against the hoses and it was over in no time at all.
Two firemen sloshed through the shop to check that the flames were completely out whilst several others busied themselves with plastic tape to fence off the building. A young policeman asked me a host of questions and filled in a form with slow, careful writing while a paramedic checked me over.
‘Please, can I go in? I need to see…’ I started, still worried about Raphael, but a fireman said, ‘Sorry, love, it’s too hot in there. And you never know, the whole place might come crashing down.’
We watched one of the men bend down to pick up some pieces of something in the doorway. He beckoned to another officer, who walked over to look at it with him, and they both started hunting around. After a while they came over and showed us what they’d found.
‘It’s a firework, miss. Jammed through your letterbox. A nasty Hallowe’en trick. We’ve had one or two like this tonight. Fireworks start earlier every year.’
‘Oh,’ was all I could say, remembering the assault on Mr Broadbent’s shop and all the sinister revellers passing through the Square. It seemed senseless, but I was exhausted now and I couldn’t work it out.
One by one the spectators were moving away. Some, like Mr Broadbent, came up to me, saying how sad they were and offering help. I thanked them all, grateful for the second time in a month, that I had so many good neighbours.
It was only when Sarah Quentin came and put her arm around me that I finally cracked. I cried on her shoulder like a hurt child and she soothed me as she might have done her daughters when they were small.
Ben started to offer me a bed for the night but she interrupted, firmly insisting that I must go to them and stay in their elder daughter’s bedroom. She’d find me some clothes, she said. Mothering was what I needed, so I told the police where I’d be and gave a fireman back their blanket. It was then I realised I was still wearing the stranger’s coat. I looked round for the young man with the gold hair, but he wasn’t there.
‘Come on now,’ said Sarah firmly, so I meekly obeyed, allowing myself to be led away across the garden, with Ben and the vicar several steps behind.
When we reached Ben’s house he said, in a woeful voice, ‘Well, goodbye, then. I’m so sorry, Fran. About your shop–and, well…everything. I mean, I know I haven’t…’ but I cut him off by hugging him again quickly. I couldn’t cope with some eloquent apology right now.
It was three in the morning and I felt wide awake; my nerves were jangling. As I sat in the Quentins’ kitchen nursing a cup of tea, Lucifer crouched on the table, staring at me resentfully. There was no point in going to bed, I thought, but Sarah Quentin must have put something in my tea, because when she ushered me upstairs into a pretty pink and white bedroom where she helped me into a bed warmed by a hot-water bottle, I fell immediately into a deep sleep.
Chapter 32
And there appeared an angel unto him from heaven, strengthening him.
Luke XXII. 43
My dreams were awful, full of shouting and smoke and demonic laughter. When I awoke it was light, and my hands and face were red and burning. As I held them under the cold tap in the bathroom, I thought of Zac. Somehow I had to phone him, tell him what had happened. My next thought was of Raphael. We couldn’t leave him in the workshop. It probably wasn’t secure.
Sarah was up and making breakfast when I came downstairs in a dressing-gown I found on the back of the bedroom door. I saw from the clock that it was nearly eight.
‘We had a call from Amber,’ she explained. ‘We didn’t want to wake you. Jeremy’s gone to the hostel.’
‘Why the hostel?’ I repeated, more than a little dazed.
‘She was hysterical,’ she said. ‘Someone at the hostel told her about the fire…she thinks it’s something to do with that girl Lisa. Jeremy’s gone to pour oil on troubled waters.’
‘Oh,’ I said. Surely oil was the last thing we needed where fire was concerned, I thought vaguely. ‘He thinks Lisa might have started the fire?’
‘I’m sure Amber’s jumping to conclusions. The police seemed to think it a nasty prank, didn’t they? Now, Fran, let’s go and investigate Fenella’s wardrobe. There should be something in there that’ll fit you.’
The Quentins’ elder daughter was a couple of sizes bigger than me, so I felt slightly ridiculous in her baggy trousers, T-shirt and sweater, but they would have to do for now. It was nine o’clock and I told Sarah I had to go over to the shop to find Zac.
It must have been one of the biggest shocks of his life. His van skewed to a halt outside and I rushed over at once as he jumped out. ‘How the hell did this happen?’ he demanded.
‘Oh Zac,’ was all I could muster, for I was crying again.
He drew me close. ‘I can’t believe it,’ he whispered.
I stumbled out the story, and together we went to look at the ruins of Minster Glass.
Other people were stopping to gawp at the burned-out shop. At first sight it was awful, truly awful; a blackened morass of charred wood, broken glass and twisted metal, still smoking slightly in the cool morning air. Someone had taken a brush to the glass on the pavement, piling it all up in the doorway. Zac squatted to pull out bits of Dad’s angel that were sticking up out of the heap, but shoved them back. They were clearly beyond repair. Amber would be devastated.
‘Zac,’ I said in a low voice, ‘can we go round the back? I want to see what the workshop’s like.’
He raised his eyebrows. ‘You’re thinking the same thing I am, aren’t you?’ he said. I nodded.
I slotted a key into the back door of the workshop, then discovered I’d left it unlocked after that man had helped me the night before. I wondered again who he was. His coat must be in the rectory somewhere. I should give it back.
We walked into the workshop, where wisps of smoke still hung in the air, and saw that all the surfaces were coated in a fine black dust–but nothing had actually burned. I hardly dared approach Raphael but watched Zac walk over and trace a finger lightly over the glass. He smiled and looked up. ‘He’s fine! He’s really fine. Come and see.’
Like everything else, Raphael lay under a sooty shroud. All it would take to restore him was a soft brush and a good polish; I could see that right away. The relief was overwhelming. Once more, in his turbulent history, the angel had survived.
‘Thank goodness I put this away.’ Zac opened a cupboard and drew out The Angel Book.
‘Let’s take a look upstairs.’ I was feeling reckless now. ‘I don’t think the flames got there.’
I started towards the stairs, but he shouted, ‘No! Don’t be a fool. We’ve taken enough of a risk coming in here.’
‘Oh, come on,’ I said, anxious now. ‘I’m sure the fire hasn’t destroyed the main structure.’ Was my tuba OK? And I needed my clothes. The thoughts were tumbling in. What about all the books and papers and Laura’s diary? And the photo of my mother?
Zac marched over and grabbed my arm. ‘Fran, I know you’re my boss but I’m ordering you. You’re not to go up there.’
‘All right,’ I said fiercely, shaking off his arm. He looked a little hurt and I felt guilty. ‘Sorry,’ I said, looking around the workshop. ‘It’s just so awful, isn’t it? To think the shop’s lasted a century and a half and then this happens.’ And suddenly I couldn’t be brave any more. Just when I’d thought things couldn’t get any worse–first with Dad, and then Ben–I’d been dealt this blow. It was a mistake to cry. My eyes, already smarting from the smoke, were now streaming and painful.
‘Come on,’ Zac said. We were both coughing by now. ‘Let’s get out of here. We can move Raphael to the garage later.’
We went next door to the café. When she brought our cappuccinos over, Anita sat down with us. ‘On the house today, my loves,’ she said. ‘It’s the least I can do. So tell me how it happened.’
‘I was having some weird dream,’ I said, and stopped. The dream flickered bright in my memory, then died again. ‘I woke up–it must have been the smell of smoke or something. Or if it was a firework–that’s what the police think–perhaps I heard it go off?’
‘Did you realise it was a fire straight away?’
‘Oh yes. The air smelled hot, smoky, and there were strange crackling and roaring noises.’
‘I bet you were terrified,’ Anita said, shuddering. ‘I’d have shrieked the place down if it had been me. Here, I’ll get us some more coffee.’
I told Zac about the golden-haired stranger giving me his coat and preventing my crazy plan to go into the workshop. I’d been too much in shock to think, but I might have died of smoke inhalation. ‘I think my brain had really gone,’ I said ruefully.
‘I’m not sure it’s come back, judging from just now in the shop,’ said Zac.
‘Charming,’ I said, kicking him lightly under the table. He kicked me back and our legs locked for a moment. I felt my scorched cheeks grow hotter still.
‘I could hardly believe it when I got in this morning,’ Anita remarked, bringing more cappuccinos and a couple of pastries, and sliding back into her seat. ‘It shocked the life out of me. You’ve really had it rough lately, what with your dad and everything.’
My dad. It was as though a blade had cut through me.
‘We can’t tell him, Zac,’ I whispered.
‘I know,’ he replied.
By one o’clock we were all back at the vicarage eating Sarah’s home-made leek and potato soup when Jeremy returned. He looked strained and exhausted.
‘The police have only just gone,’ he said. ‘They’ve taken two of the girls.’
‘Lisa?’ I asked.
‘And one called Cassie.’
‘I remember her.’ The pudgy girl with the miserable face and the voice of a child.
‘She’s a friend of Lisa’s. Cassie says she and Lisa were out with a couple of young men last night. One of the boys had some fireworks. They dared Cassie to do it and she did.’
‘But why our shop?’
‘I think Amber’s had it right all along, but not exactly right. Lisa’s been very clear about her dislike for Amber and outspoken about Jo’s little crisis. You’re a friend of Jo’s and Amber’s employer. Perfect motive. The thing is, put Lisa under questioning and she gives up Cassie without a thought. She’s a nasty piece of work. And now Cassie could end up in jail.’
‘That’s terrible.’ I meant it, but my pity for Cassie was limited. I’d almost lost Dad’s shop–my shop–and I could have been killed. I was furious. And not a little relieved that someone had been caught. ‘Why’ve they taken Lisa?’
‘They may charge her with being an accomplice. But there’s something else. Another girl at the hostel was so incensed by Lisa’s casual betrayal of Cassie that she revealed that Amber was right about the broken window.’
‘You mean it was Lisa who put the paperweight through it?’
‘Except it wasn’t a paperweight. It was a crystal ball that Amber’s mother once gave her, and which vanished soon after Amber moved into the hostel. When you called it a paperweight, she didn’t twig what it really was. She’d given up looking for it. So Lisa is also being questioned for criminal damage. It’s sad. More damaged lives and more bad publicity for St Martin’s.’
‘I’m sorry,’ I said rather weakly. ‘I seem to have caused an awful lot of trouble to you.’
‘It can hardly be considered your fault,’ Sarah said kindly.
‘Amber must be very cut up,’ I said. ‘Have the police finished with her?’
‘I think so, yes. They only took Cassie and Lisa down to the station. Effie, the hostel manager, has gone with them. They’re meeting legal representation there.’
‘Shall we go and find her, Zac?’ I said. He nodded, quickly finishing his soup.
When we arrived, Amber was sitting with a member of staff in the living area. She seemed calm enough, but when we took her to see the shop she broke into racking sobs, picking up the bits of Dad’s angel and trying hopelessly to fit them together.
‘Amber, it’s all right, really,’ I said, feeling stronger as I comforted her. ‘Nobody was hurt and the damage could be a great deal worse.’ I hoped, as I said it, that this was indeed the case. To my untrained eye the fire had scorched the inside of the shop but hadn’t burned through the beams. Everything was a disgusting mess, that was all.
We returned to the vicarage. This time, I noticed the coat I’d been lent last night, hanging on the rack in the hall, stinking of smoke. I’d need to get it cleaned before giving it back to my rescuer, whoever he was.
‘I saw an angel last night,’ I said to Amber, thinking it would cheer her up, but she immediately looked so enthralled that I regretted making a thing of it. I explained about the young man who had helped me but then vanished.
‘Do you know anyone round here of that description?’ I asked Zac, but he shook his head. ‘He had an accent,’ I added. ‘Southern Irish, I think.’
‘He could still have been an angel,’ Amber said seriously.
‘He didn’t look angelic. Just…normal, really.’
‘You said his hair was gold. Did you hear any music or anything?’
‘Well, no, I don’t think so, Amber,’ I said, but something was teasing the edge of memory.
‘There was something, wasn’t there?’
‘Possibly.’
‘What then? A feather? Or bells? Bells is another thing people hear if they’ve had a visitation.’
‘Definitely no bells.’ But there had been singing. When was that?
‘You must keep an open mind, Fran,’ Amber said earnestly. ‘He helped you when you were in trouble, after all.’
‘If I hadn’t woken up,’ I said thoughtfully, ‘the whole thing might have ended differently.’ And now I remembered my dream–the woman singing and someone calling my name. Had it been him, the golden-haired man? No, I couldn’t make it out. He wasn’t the only untied end.
That evening, Jo came round to the vicarage. The Quentins tactfully left us alone together.
‘I met Jeremy this afternoon,’ she explained, ‘and he told me what had happened. Oh Fran, I’m so glad you’re all right.’ She hugged me, then added, ‘But I’m so sorry about the shop. Jeremy explained about Lisa and Cassie. I haven’t been to work since–you know–so I’d simply no idea that all that had been brewing.’
‘It’s awful, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Of course, I don’t know how extensive the damage is yet. A structural engineer is going to look tomorrow.’
‘Are you all right here?’ she asked, looking round the Quentins’ kitchen. ‘It’s nice of Jeremy and Sarah to take you in, but why don’t you come and stay with me for a bit?’
‘Thanks,’ I said, ‘but I’m fine here for the moment. Can I think about it?’
‘Of course.’
‘How are you though?’ I’d hardly seen her since the scandal broke; she’d stayed at her parents’ house most of the time.
‘I’m recovering,’ she said. I thought she looked weary and a bit sad. ‘But I’ve told Jeremy I want to resign.’
‘Oh Jo, that’s a shame. You love your job.’
‘I just don’t see how I can go back there. And your fire only makes it worse.’
‘How do you mean?’
‘Well, I suspect your shop was targeted because you were a friend of mine, and Jeremy agrees. I made him tell me.’
‘And because I employ Amber,’ I said. ‘Though I suppose you’ll take the blame for making me do that, too. But you’d be wrong. Lisa and Cassie are the culprits.’
‘Yes, but my affair with Johnny has had its effects, hasn’t it? It’s made lots of other people unhappy or unsettled–his wife and family, his Party, everyone at the hostel.’
‘Even so, it wasn’t you who put the firework through my door.’
‘No.’
‘Why are you going to resign?’
‘Because, intentionally or not, I’ve damaged the hostel and its reputation. It wouldn’t feel the same working there, knowing I’d done that.’
I sighed. Put like that, I could see her point.
‘Dominic’s been really sweet,’ Jo added. ‘You know, he came down to Kent a couple of times to see me.’
‘That’s good of him,’ I said. ‘I’m sorry that I didn’t. It’s just been crazy here.’
‘We talked on the phone though, didn’t we? I didn’t feel abandoned, honestly.’
‘Good,’ I said. ‘So what are your plans now?’
‘To find another job. Oh, and to catch up with what I’ve missed at choir. Dominic’s going to help me.’
Chapter 33
What know we of the blest above but that they sing and that they love?
William Wordsworth
On Wednesday morning, the structural engineer visited and declared the building safe. I opened the door of my flat fearfully. The place stank, like the rest of the building, of smoke and damp. The carpet squelched in places as I walked through the first-floor rooms, but otherwise, amazingly, it was untouched by the fire.
The living room–the window of which I’d opened to effect my escape–had borne the worst of the water damage. Wallpaper sagged, the sofa was sodden and the carpet pooled water where I trod.
Upstairs in the attic, everything was as usual, though the appalling charred smell seemed to permeate everywhere. It seemed possible I’d never be rid of it.
I saw straight away that there wasn’t much point in me trying to clear up. My business today was a rescue operation.
The night before, as we washed up after supper, Jeremy and his wife had talked seriously to me. ‘We’d like you to stay with us,’ Jeremy said. ‘As long as you need to. I can’t imagine that your flat will be liveable in now.’ On that point he was certainly correct. It would feel like a derelict’s squat, I thought, looking round the kitchen. I’d probably catch some horrible ague from the damp.
‘Just until I can find somewhere of my own,’ I said, thanking them, ‘that would be lovely.’
‘Now both the girls have moved out, the house feels rather empty, doesn’t it, Jeremy? It would be nice to have another daughter. You can stay as long as you like.’
‘That’s so kind. Of course I’ll give you something for my keep.’ I hastily did some mental sums, wondering where the money was to come from. Nothing had really changed. All the time I’d been working at Minster Glass I’d not taken any wages; I’d been living off savings. Those couldn’t last for ever. I’d have to find work sometime. I hoped that Jessica at the diary service hadn’t forgotten my existence.
I looked round the flat now, wondering what to take with me to the vicarage. All sorts of things seemed essential–clothes, washing kit, my tuba, Laura’s journal, anything really valuable. I’d have to think of Dad, too, what he might need.
I started pulling clothes out and laying them on the bed, my nose wrinkling at the smoky smell of them. My small suitcase I’d lodged on top of the wardrobe. I lifted it down and stowed the more crushable items in it. When I picked up my rucksack from the floor I found it was wet. The small bag I used to take to the hospital wasn’t large enough. Did Dad keep any suitcases? I didn’t remember him using one, for he had hardly ever gone anywhere.
I went to his room. Being out of the way at the back of the flat, the carpet there was completely dry. Everything seemed undisturbed. A brief search of his wardrobe and cupboards revealed nothing useful. I knelt down and hunted under the bed. There was his document case. I’d better take that. Behind it glinted the metal locks of a suitcase. I reached under, fumbled for the handle and pulled. The case came out easily. A good size and–I brushed off the dust and opened it–empty. Just what I needed.
I bent to take another look under the bed. There was another, smaller case, tucked right in the corner so that I had to wriggle right under the bed to reach it. The edge of the metal bedframe scraped my back painfully. This other case snagged on the springs, moved reluctantly, but then I had it. It was actually an old-fashioned vanity case of French-blue leather. At first I thought it was locked, but the catch was merely stiff; it sprang open suddenly. I lifted the lid.
Immediately I caught a faint scent of that same perfume that haunted my deepest untapped memories. It rose as though by opening her case I’d conjured the spirit of my mother. In it I saw she had kept all her make-up, glass bottles of nail varnish remover and moisturiser tethered to the side, pots of eyeshadow and lipstick and ancient crusted foundation all wiped clean, snug in tidy compartments. I lifted them out, one by one, opening some, recognising familiar names, Revlon, Max Factor, though the colours, textures and smells belonged to another age. And here was her perfume: Arpège by Lanvin. I eased out the stopper and sniffed. It was still strong after all these years, but not quite the same as I remembered. Not quite as it must have been on the glowing, living warmth of her skin.
But for a moment I had something: the sensation of being held close, warm and safe. A woman’s laughter. A catch of husky lullaby, before the memory died.
My skin prickled. It was odd, looking round this room, to think that she had lived here, my mother. Had this been their bedroom? There was only the single bed now, though this was the biggest of the three bedrooms, so presumably it had been theirs. Not exactly glamorous. Had she minded?
As I lifted the lid to close the case, I saw a long slit in the ruffled blue lining. A pocket. My fingers slipped inside and met with paper. It was a programme, curled with age, for a choral concert at St Andrew’s Hall in Norwich in March 1963. On the front cover, the name Angela Beaumont leaped out at me. Feverishly I turned the pages until I came to the biographies of the soloists. And there was her picture, the same one now in my bedroom. I sat for a moment, deep in thought. My mother was a singer. My father had never told me. Or had he, and I hadn’t taken it in? I remembered once he’d said my musical talent wasn’t from his side of the family, but had he actually said it had come from my mother?
I read the biography.
Angela Beaumont (contralto) was a Foundation Scholar at the Royal College of Music, where she studied with Nerys Sitwell and gained several awards, including the College Song Recital Prize and a grant from the Princess Isabella Trust. She has performed extensively in oratorio and recital throughout the British Isles…There followed a long list of the choirs she had sung with, notable performances she’d made and the recordings she had been a part of. It was an impressive list for a woman who must still have been only twenty-eight or twenty-nine, yet to approach the height of her career.
She never reached it.
I read the programme more closely. It included the Bach Magnificat, some Handel and Haydn. I imagined her, bright-eyed with the excitement of performing, leaving the stage to tremendous applause, packing up her make-up, brushing her hair, slipping the programme into her case before rushing off to the post-performance party or just to catch the train back to London and Dad.
How had Dad fitted into her life? Good old faithful Dad, back at home in his shop making beautiful things with his hands. Where on earth had they met, and what had drawn them to each other? My mother: lovely, vibrant. Dad? Well, I’d seen photographs of him as a young man in his graduate’s robes, or posing by a gargoyle at Notre Dame, on a tour of French cathedrals in the late 1950s: tall, serious, shy, handsome in a sensitive, cultured way. Perhaps now that Dad was so ill–dying–I would never know. The time had come to try to find out.
Dad’s document case lay on the floor beside me. With no more than a gentle protesting squeak of conscience I opened it and pulled out the folders one by one. There was his Will, which I scanned quickly. It left everything to me bar a generous sum to Zac. No less than Zac deserved. I was glad. The Living Will and Power of Attorney I knew about. I replaced these and picked up the next folder. It contained Dad’s driving licence and his passport, long expired now; a sheaf of papers on health-related matters, financial documents, share certificates and details of savings accounts. His talent for administration he’d applied to his personal life. All documentation relating to the business he must have kept elsewhere. I found his marriage certificate–and here for the first time I read the names of my maternal grandparents, John and Lily Beaumont; John described as a clerk. There was a history here I could discover.
I pulled out the remaining folders greedily, flipping through my old school reports and swimming certificates, the baptism certificate signed by some past rector of St Martin’s. All these I put to one side–they were mine, after all. And now there was only one folder left. I took it out, disappointed at its thinness. When I opened it, a number of newspaper cuttings floated to the floor. I picked one up. It was an obituary of my mother from the Daily Telegraph. I started to read it but my mind was so full I couldn’t take in any of it and had to start again. The information in it was familiar from the concert programme. It praised the richness and power of her voice and said she’d died in hospital after a road accident. Another, from The Times, compared her voice to Kathleen Ferrier’s, and others, from music publications, were almost as fulsome. There was also one in German from which the words wunderbar Alt–wonderful contralto–rose from the first line, though my language skills weren’t up to more than that. The sound of a woman singing played in my head, and I remembered my dream on the night of the fire. A coincidence, it must be.
I laid the fragile papers carefully back in the folder, replacing it in the document case, then checked that I’d looked at everything. I had.
But now I’d been fed a few crumbs I was hungry. I had to know whether there was anything else. My previous scruples about respecting Dad’s privacy were in shreds. Scanning the shelves, I took down a couple of box-files from amidst the art books, the novels by forgotten writers, and began to search. For what, I wasn’t sure; just anything about my mother.
Dad seemed to have kept everything–except what I was looking for. In one file were mementoes from his time at art college–scribbled notes from friends about meeting for tea, flyers for exhibitions, a rent book, little drawings on scraps of paper. Several battered photo albums I’d been allowed to flick through before, charted his childhood in sepia. There he was, aged about three, holding Granny’s hand, both wearing wool coats buttoned up to the chin. Here was Grandad in overalls, next to a newly made arched window in the workshop. Onward. There were other people, unknown to me–friends or relatives, perhaps. Gerry and Cynthia one 1960s’ wedding photo was labelled, the plump bride dimple-kneed in her short dress. Great Aunt Polly/Cuckmere Haven showed a perky old lady with a fox terrier on a leash, the white chalk Seven Sisters cliffs in the background.
I moved on, glancing through Dad’s stamp album, illustrated school projects, a box of certificates, including his stained-glass qualifications. In another box was a portrait of Dad as a young man, smiling self-consciously for the camera through the soft studio filter. He seemed so vulnerable, so untouched by suffering that I couldn’t help wanting always to picture him like this rather than as the old man who lay paralysed, ravaged by the marks of time and illness.
Finally my energy gave out. I’d found out very little about my mother and a great deal about my father instead. Perhaps that was how it should be, I thought, suddenly ashamed.
Just then, a van bearing the logo of our insurance company pulled up outside. Two men got out and came into the shop below, where I could hear them moving things around and talking. Slotting the final box back in its place on the shelf, I went downstairs.
Chapter 34
We are never so lost our angels cannot find us.
Stefanie Powers in Angels–Beyond the Light
Later, Jeremy helped me lug bags and boxes across the Square to the vicarage and we piled them upstairs in one of the spare bedrooms. After a bite of lunch I returned to the workshop, where I’d agreed to meet Zac. Together we moved Raphael to a locked garage then went for coffee.
It was a quiet patch in the café and, since it was Anita’s afternoon off and the young girl who served us was busy chatting to her boyfriend on the phone, we had the place to ourselves.
Zac looked tired and worn, as though he hadn’t slept. The fire had been a tremendous shock for him, worse than for me perhaps, because my livelihood didn’t depend on it like his did, and I hadn’t been going there every day for twelve years.
‘You’ll carry on getting paid, of course,’ I said, secretly hoping the finances would stand it, ‘until we work out what’s happening. How long it’ll all take to redecorate and so on.’
He looked hard at me. ‘You definitely want to keep it all going?’
I’d spent the small hours thinking about this, and when I woke this morning I had felt certain. ‘Yes,’ I said firmly. ‘Even though Dad won’t come back.’ We had to be honest about this now. ‘I want to run the business, with you as manager if I’m away.’
I watched his face and was glad to see some of the tension drain from it.
I touched his hand. ‘I’ve got to go back to the music for a bit, Zac. I hope I won’t need to be too much abroad, because of Dad, but it’s difficult to promise. I have to take what’s given me, you see.’ Learning that my mother was a musician had somehow strengthened my resolve. My music was a part of me and I didn’t want to ever let it go.
‘But Fran, do you think I could carry on using the workshop now, I mean? Keep the business ticking over? It would be important for custom.’
‘I’m not sure it would be very nice,’ I demurred. ‘And it might be dangerous. Anyway, at some point you’d be in the way of the workmen.’
‘There’s another thing I wanted to ask you,’ he said, leaning forward. ‘If you were refurbishing, there are things we could do–to modernise. I’m sure all the electrical work and stuff will have to conform to regulations anyway, but we could bring everything up to date. Get new equipment.’
I felt suddenly nostalgic for our little bow-windowed shop with its worn wooden fittings and tiled porch. ‘I suppose so, Zac, but I loved it as it was.’
‘We could keep that look, Fran, but have a modern workshop, with great lighting.’
I knew he was right. Instead of seeing it as a tragedy, we could view this as an opportunity. But I wasn’t ready for that yet. ‘Let’s talk about it more,’ I said, ‘once we hear back from the insurance company.’
It was hard to escape the feeling that, just when I’d been remaking my life, getting used to managing the shop, putting down roots, it was all being taken away from me. Well, I’d fight for it. I’d get it back. Minster Glass was Dad’s. And I would make it mine, too.
While we were finishing our coffee, the door behind the counter opened and a man came in. I watched him as he greeted the waitress, who paused long enough in her conversation to take his order. He was slim and neat, slightly round-shouldered, with an unremarkable face and short gingery hair. He pulled his wallet out of his jeans but the waitress waved him away and started to grill bacon, the phone still clamped to her ear.
The man turned round and I realised I knew him. Our eyes met and recognition dawned in his.
‘Hello, didn’t we…?’ he said.
‘You were there the other night,’ I interrupted, getting up.
‘The fire. I’ve been to look. It’s terrible. Are you all right now?’ He came nearer and peered at me anxiously.
‘I’m fine. Zac, this is—’
‘Larry. Larry Finnegan. I live upstairs here.’ So this was the mysterious lodger Anita had sometimes mentioned. No angel at all. I burst out laughing, imagining Amber’s disappointed face.
‘What’s so funny?’ he asked, so I explained.
‘Me, an angel? Now my ma back in Killarney would think that a miracle. No, I’m no angel. Off to work, I was, and saw the place ablaze, and you sitting there like you’d fallen out of the sky.’
‘I suppose I had, in a way.’
The girl, still talking, held up a plate with his sandwich on it and he went and fetched it to our table.
‘Terrible about the shop,’ he said to both of us. ‘I’m so sorry for you.’
‘Lucky you weren’t burned in your bed, Larry.’
‘Lucky I wasn’t even in it. Sorry I had to run off after. I would have been late for work and you seemed in good hands.’
‘You work nights?’
‘On the reception desk at the Hyde Park Hotel. But I’m starting a management course soon, so I won’t be a night owl much longer.’ There was something gentle, easy and charming about him.
‘So this girl who believes in angels…’ he said.
‘Do you know her? She works in the shop.’
‘Would that be the lovely dark one?’
‘The other lovely dark one,’ said Zac, smiling.
‘Yes, that’s Amber,’ I said, frowning at Zac.
‘We’ve never been introduced, but she’s a fine-looking girl,’ Larry said solemnly. ‘And my ma would approve of the angels.’
‘I’ll send Amber in with your coat then, if you’ll tell me when’s a good time,’ I said, and his friendly face creased up with mirth.
‘You do that,’ he said.
The vicar and his wife couldn’t have been kinder. Sarah Quentin had clearly been brought up with the idea that good food cured heartache, for tonight there were huge helpings of steak and kidney pie, and a crumble made with apples from the vicarage’s solitary fruit tree. When I told them about Larry, the vicar was highly amused.
‘He makes me think of our patronal St Martin, giving his coat to a beggar, don’t you think so, Sarah?’
‘Are you calling me a beggar?’ I asked. ‘Well, I suppose I’m homeless, for the moment at least.’
After supper Jeremy slipped his napkin into its ring and said, ‘I’m taking a service at eight. A memorial service for All Souls Day, when we remember the dead. The singing’s rather lovely. Perhaps you’d like to come, Fran?’
So I went and sat at the back and indeed, the service was beautiful, with Ben’s little Sunday choir singing excerpts from Fauré’s Requiem between the readings. I found it hard to concentrate though, thinking over everything that had happened and all that I’d discovered about my mother. I vowed to speak to Jeremy about that.
‘How are you?’ Ben asked me afterwards, coming up with his arms full of robes and hymnbooks, his brow furrowed with concern. It gave me a lump in my throat just to look at him.
‘Still in shock, I think. Thanks so much for helping me.’
‘Not at all. I wish I could do more.’
So do I, I wanted to say. We both looked at the floor and shuffled our feet.
‘Thank you again, Ben, that was very moving,’ said Jeremy, emerging from the vestry. ‘Now, Fran, I wanted to show you exactly where I thought the angel could go.’
He told Ben he’d lock up, then led me into the Lady Chapel. The coloured glass was dark and lifeless without sunlight streaming through it. He showed me the ugly old cupboard that had been built in front of the third window. ‘We can have this taken out, you see. Perhaps re-site it on the other side of this wall, if anyone insists. Then, Bob’s your uncle, we can hang the angel in front of this window.’
The window he indicated was, as far as I could tell, of exactly the same dimensions as the one the angel had fallen out of.
‘I know it’s a silly thing to ask now, but do you think that the colours will go well with the Memorial window?’ I wondered.
‘We’ll have to look at it again in daylight,’ mused Jeremy. ‘Bring Raphael in here and put them side by side.’
‘It had better work out,’ I said. ‘Zac will kill me otherwise.’
‘I’m positive it will,’ said Jeremy, laughing.
The church was empty now. Even Ben had gone.
‘Jeremy…’ I faltered.
At the same time, he said ‘Fran…’ He looked at me enquiringly. ‘You first,’ he prompted.
‘I found something today. I need to ask you–it’s about my mother.’
‘Of course. Let’s sit down here, shall we?’
‘I found some papers in the flat. A programme for a concert my mother was in and some obituaries of her. I hadn’t even realised that she was a musician.’
‘A very fine contralto, I believe,’ he said. He looked troubled, I thought, as though mentally wrestling with something. In the quiet darkness, though her features were hidden, I became aware of Mary in the window; sensed her calm joy.
‘I need to know more about her, Jeremy.’
Finally, he seemed to decide.
‘Since our previous conversation on the subject of your mother,’ he began, ‘I have thought deeply about the matter. I have considered your father and what he would want. In the end, I went to see him last week and sat with him and asked his permission to give you a letter he wrote, and which he meant you to have in the event of his death. I cannot honestly say that he heard me and understood, and I certainly can’t say that he assented, but I felt a kind of peace after that. I know, because he told me a few months ago that he intended to pluck up the courage to talk to you, so I do believe that I am doing as he would have wanted.’
‘A letter. You never mentioned that before.’
‘No. Perhaps I should have done, but I wasn’t sure until recently that he would wish it. Let me explain. Back in May, your father came to see me in a troubled state of mind. He said that he had something on his conscience that he wanted to confide in me and which he needed my advice about. I think the talking itself, handing the burden of his knowledge over to another human being, helped him immensely. He felt guilty, you see; a deep guilt that froze him up inside. Those are the words he used, I remember–“frozen up inside”. He said he felt he had wasted his life because of this.
‘It took some perseverance on my part to make him say more. As you know, he is a very private man and uncomfortable with the language of emotions. I think he felt particularly regretful about you–that he had never given you enough of himself. The past was always with him, you see. He could never allow himself to move on, to concentrate on the things that matter in the here and now. Especially you.’
‘Oh Dad!’ I cried out. ‘Jeremy, why did it take him so long to see this?’
‘It’s very sad, isn’t it? I tried to reassure him about his fathering, Fran. Bringing up children is hard, very hard, and there are many things I regret doing or not doing with regard to my own girls. But I had my wonderful Sarah, where he had no one to help him bring you up, my dear. And, if you don’t mind me saying so, I look at you and think, Well, he did a pretty good job.’
My smile must have been mournful, for Jeremy patted my arm in a reassuring fashion before going on.
‘Before I give you the letter, I’d like to explain something of your father’s frame of mind when he wrote it. It might help you understand him better.’
I nodded, so he continued.
‘Your father referred frequently to some secret matter which I discerned to be at the heart of his trouble. He questioned me persistently about what sins I felt might be unforgivable. I tried to explain that there is no sin God would not forgive the truly repentant sinner. But he could not accept this, said that surely saying sorry was not enough, that one must somehow earn forgiveness by a sort of spiritual hard labour. And that it was all far too late anyway.’
Here, Jeremy shook his head. ‘Of course, I told him that true repentance meant turning away from his old state of mind and being willing to be reborn in the Spirit, that following the Way of the Cross was no easy option. I urged him first towards confession, when he was ready, as that was the first stage: to acknowledge and understand what one had done wrong, to let the dead weight of it fall away. And finally, one day, he began to take this step. He told me about your mother and the circumstances of her death.’
Jeremy seemed to run out of breath here, and closed his eyes as though to recover strength. I waited, a perverse part of me not wanting him to go on. My mother’s death. All I knew was that she had died in hospital after a road accident. Suppose whatever it was I was about to learn changed everything unbearably. I almost got up and walked out.
As though sensing this, Jeremy opened his eyes and said to me, ‘She was beautiful, your mother, heart-stoppingly beautiful. He showed me a photograph once…’
‘I know,’ I said icily, for it still rankled that Dad had never shown me.
‘Yes,’ he said, his eyes steady, meeting mine, ‘of course you do. Sarah is right. You do look very much like your mother in that picture.’
‘Do you think that was part of the problem?’ I said, it occurring to me for the first time. ‘That I reminded him too much of her?’
‘There might be an element of that, yes, but more importantly, he feared that you wouldn’t forgive him for what he’d done, which was to take your mother away from you.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘He felt responsible for her death, Fran.’
Now I was almost sick with fear, but I couldn’t take the uncertainty any more. ‘Jeremy,’ I said, ‘where is the letter? I must have it.’
‘Strangely enough, Fran, I have it with me.’ He drew an envelope out of his inside pocket and passed it to me.
Frances Morrison, it said on the front. To be opened in the event of her father’s death.
With the smallest of hesitations, I opened the envelope and unfolded the thick wad of paper I found inside. It was dated 1st July 1993, four months earlier.
My dear Fran,
If you are reading this letter, it is because I have failed finally and for ever in my duty to tell you things that you have a right to know. As I write this, I pray you never have to read these words; that instead I will have found the opportunity and the courage to say them to you face to face and can destroy this letter. But I still fear to tell you in person, my dear daughter, because I fear to lose whatever love you have left for me. I fear to lose your respect. I fear rejection. And I fear all these things precisely because I love you so much. You might not believe this, coming from your dry, grumpy old dad, but it’s true. From the very first moment I held you in my arms, I wanted to protect you from all harm, to give you everything a father should. I could not predict that I would fail you so badly and so soon.
For a moment the words were a blur of tears and I had to stop reading. Dad was finally saying all the things I needed to hear. ‘Jeremy,’ I said shakily, holding out the letter, ‘can you read it to me, please. I can’t seem to…’
‘Of course.’ He took the letter, angled it so that it caught the light, and after he found his place, read aloud in his clear, expressive voice.
‘“I’m proud of you, Fran. Despite my mismanagement you’ve grown up beautiful and talented and independent. I know we’ve drifted apart and bitterly regret my stupidity, my lies and evasions. I miss you and long for you to come home. When we speak on the phone, why can I never manage to forget my pride and ask you to visit? Pride and guilt and grief have imprisoned me for too long. Jeremy has made me see this. But maybe it’s all too late. All I can do now is to tell you the truth, the truth I should have told you years ago, and to beg your forgiveness.
‘“I will start by telling you how I met your mother. It was at a Christmas concert at a church in North London. She sang that old German carol “Es ist ein Ros entsprungen” with such deep emotion that I was entranced. She was particularly beautiful that night. She wore a long black dress, shot through with crimson that matched her lips. Her hair was pinned up on her head and sparkled with jewels.
‘“After the concert the singers mingled with the audience for mulled wine and mince pies. Angela stood among a group of her friends, joining in their conversation, but looking a little tired. The musician friend I’d come with caught me staring at her and offered to introduce us. She seemed even lovelier close to and had such a beautiful smile. I managed to produce some vaguely intelligent comment about the music and found her so easy to talk to, so confiding. We conversed for some time, about Bach and about her career. I discerned from one or two passing comments that she wasn’t entirely at home in this cultured, well-heeled crowd. Her father worked as a clerk for Suffolk County Council and securing her training had been a real struggle. She aroused in me both protectiveness and admiration. Later, when I left, I found her on the steps of the church looking lost. I hailed a taxi for her, but we ended up sharing it, since Westminster was only a step beyond Pimlico where she had a room in someone’s house.
‘“By the time I stepped out of the taxi at Minster Glass I had her phone number carefully written on the concert programme in my breast pocket.
‘“We began to meet regularly. Angela’s training was based in London at this time and I went to hear her whenever she performed. At other times, we visited art exhibitions together, or the opera. I tried to share with her my love of church architecture, art and stained glass.
‘“Before long, I found myself, for the first and only time in my life, deeply in love. And I could hardly believe my luck when she told me she felt the same way.
‘“Our courtship was the most wonderful time–full of art and music and the excitement of discovering each other. We were a couple of innocents. We didn’t think about the hows and wheres of the future, just the why: that we wanted to be together. She was a very passionate person–quite impulsive and vital. She also had a fragile side that showed itself in lapses in confidence, and I was glad to be there to help her. I tried to be strong and reassuring; was proud that she seemed to lean on me.
‘“We got married the Christmas after we met, quietly at her parents’ church in Ipswich, with her younger sister as bridesmaid. My parents both being dead, there was only my father’s Aunt Polly there for me, and the musician friend who’d introduced us acting as best man. We moved into the flat above Minster Glass.
‘“At first, we were terribly happy together. I worked in the shop all day while she went off to rehearse. In the evenings I would go to hear her sing. She had a voice like an angel. Angie, my angel. Once she gave me a tie-pin of an angel; lapis lazuli set in gold. I have it still…”’
‘So that’s where it came from,’ I burst out. I rummaged in my handbag for the little brooch I’d rescued from the workshop floor.
‘That’s it,’ Jeremy said, taking it from me, holding it so it gleamed in the candlelight. ‘He carried it with him always.’
He passed it back to me and took up the letter once more.
‘“Over the next couple of years, Angie’s career began to take off. She was invited to perform all around the country and this, of course, Fran, was still a time when wives were expected to put their husbands before professional duties. I did my best to be encouraging. When work allowed I would travel with her, but that couldn’t be often. And sometimes she was invited abroad and I didn’t go at all.
‘“Two years passed and the strains began to show. She seemed to be away so much. I could have stood her absences; it was her attitude when she came back that hurt me more. I could see that she was changing. She seemed less content with our life together. The criticisms started. The flat was difficult to make nice. Couldn’t we move? she asked. But actually she didn’t put much effort into making it nice. She always said she was bored by housework and cooking. She wanted to go out and eat in restaurants and have fun, which I didn’t enjoy particularly, and couldn’t afford, and then I felt belittled when she said she’d pay. She told me we needed to move somewhere smarter where she could invite people back. I wasn’t comfortable with that idea. Her musical friends could be quite clique-ey and I often felt left out.
‘“Of course, in the end I wished that I’d gone along with her desire to move, even if it had meant scrimping and saving, but which of us can see into the future? At the time it seemed as though she wasn’t just criticising the flat but me as well, and so I held out.”’
‘Maybe that’s not how she meant it though,’ I couldn’t help interrupting. ‘Perhaps she just wanted him to share the camaraderie of this exciting life she had.’ This letter was, of course, all from Dad’s side and I felt some need to stand up for my mother. ‘Sorry,’ I said. ‘Do go on.’
‘“And then”,’ Jeremy read, ‘“Angela found that she was pregnant. We were stunned, having discussed the matter of starting a family and decided to put it off for a few years.
‘“Your mother was very anxious all the way through her pregnancy. She was worried about how a baby would affect her work, for she could hardly travel so much once she had you. But it wasn’t just that. She was affected psychologically. She had scares about her health, didn’t sleep well and became convinced that people were breaking into the flat as we lay in our bed. But despite all these anxieties, we obviously hoped that our relationship would be closer when you were born, that you would draw us together again”.
‘That’s a great responsibility for a small baby, saving its parents’ marriage,’ Jeremy said with a sigh. He read on.
‘“For a while, after your arrival, everything was blissful. You were a quiet baby, who slept through the night almost at once. Her friends used to remark on how easy you were. After a few months, with the help of a part-time nanny, your mother was able to resume her singing in London. And she found she enjoyed looking after a baby. In fact, we were both absolutely besotted with you”.’
Tears slipped down my face, and when Jeremy looked up and saw them he fell into silence. One of the candles on the altar flickered and died with a breath of smoke. He looked at his watch and slowly folded the letter. ‘Come on,’ he said gently, ‘we’d better go back. Sarah will be sending out search-parties. Shall we read more later? Or tomorrow even?’
‘Tomorrow,’ I said. ‘I’m exhausted.’ Then: ‘Thank you,’ I told him, as he locked up. I felt immensely grateful to him for being there with me.
That night I slept badly, thoughts about Dad’s letter rushing like crazy round my head. In the morning, I got out everything about my mother that I’d rescued from the flat and looked at it with new eyes. Here was her photograph, still tucked into the Burne-Jones book she gave Dad. This must have been how she looked round about the time that they met, her eyes filled with life and hope.
I took the photograph and the concert programme with me when I went with Zac to see Dad that afternoon. Even if Dad couldn’t see the picture or hear what I had to tell him, it helped me to talk to Zac about my mother in Dad’s presence. Who knew what Dad might absorb from our conversation. Zac didn’t say much, just, ‘She’s very lovely,’ when I showed him the portrait.
That evening after dinner, Jeremy and I repaired to the lumpy armchairs in his study. He messed about getting the gas fire working, cursing it in a quite unChristian fashion. Finally, satisfied, he retrieved Dad’s letter from his desk drawer and settled down in his chair.
‘Are you sure you’re up to this?’ he asked me.
‘I need to know,’ I replied.
He began to read again.
‘“When you were one year old, your mother left you behind in order to travel to Germany for a series of concerts. Her own mother came to stay to help out as I had to work and, anyway, I didn’t feel confident about the care of a baby. These days, young chaps change nappies at the drop of a hat. I’d never changed a nappy in my life.
‘“She returned a week later and it was instantly clear that something about her was different. Some door was closed against me. She still looked after you tenderly, but with me she seemed distracted. I knew, with a sense of panic, that we were growing further and further apart, but I had no idea what to do about it. My resentment grew and festered.
‘“Every time she went on tour she would leave you with me, no longer encouraging me to accompany her. In fact, she told me it was bad for you to be carted around like a bag of shopping and that, although she missed you, it was better that you stayed at home with me. When your grandmother couldn’t come I depended on the nanny but, more and more, I would find myself in sole charge and was surprised to find that I enjoyed looking after you.
‘“This went on until after your second birthday and then came June the twenty-third, that awful night in 1965. I’ve been over and over it so many times it’s difficult to remember exactly what happened, but I’ll do my best. Angela arrived home in the early hours of the morning, and woke me in terrible distress. She wouldn’t tell me what was wrong and we quarrelled. Eventually, it all came out. She had been having an affair with another musician–a young English tenor whom she’d met on the Berlin tour. She was deeply in love with him, she told me. She looked white and exhausted, but I had no interest in her pain. I was incandescent with rage, but determined not to show it. I told her to go. She came out with some story that the affair was over, that she had come back, wanted to mend things. But I wouldn’t hear her. I was too angry, didn’t want to know. She had spoiled everything for ever. I had adored her, had given her all of myself, but she had thrown it all away. I couldn’t bear to look at her”.’
I cried out then, and Jeremy stopped reading. ‘That’s so like Dad,’ I whispered. I remembered the few times I had seen my father really angry with me, how cold his anger could be, how he would withdraw from me for days until I was frantic with grief, and then he’d suddenly relent. Perhaps that’s how he ended up with so few friends. If he gave his loyalty he expected loyalty and obedience in return. Like King Cophetua, whose image he had ripped from my wall, he had adored his beggar maid, and she had spurned him. She was given no second chance.
‘Go on,’ I told Jeremy gently. He found his place on the page.
‘“I left the room, returning a moment or two later with you in my arms. I wanted to hurt Angela, show her what she was losing. I told her to say goodbye to you and leave. I said I would sue for divorce and for custody of you. And, since she had spent so much time away from home, I felt in justice it would be granted to me.
‘“Angela gave a great cry of despair and tried to take you from me, but I pushed her off. She cried that she had nowhere to go, so I told her roughly to go to her lover. It was then she impressed upon me that this option was no longer open to her. ‘Go home to your parents then,’ I said wildly, and pulling her suitcase from the top of the wardrobe I threw it to her. I watched her pack a few clothes, then pick up her handbag and her vanity case. She cried goodbye to you–an anguished goodbye that I still hear in my dreams–and went downstairs.
‘“It is useless to speculate how the situation might have been redeemed, had what happened next not taken place. Don’t think I haven’t been tortured by such speculations for the rest of my life. Maybe, once we’d both calmed down, we would have found some way forward. But alas, we were never given the chance.
‘“I walked with you over to the window. The scene that unfolded there is forever imprinted on my memory. I saw her step out into the road and turn to look up at the window, with an expression of desolation that haunts me still. Desolation turned to terror as a car, full of partygoers, accelerated round the corner and knocked her down. We rushed down to the street but there was nothing I could do. She died in hospital later that night”.’
Jeremy stopped. I stared at the opposite wall, playing it all out in my mind. I had been there–I had heard them quarrel–but the memory of it was, thankfully, lost to me. I had been with my father when he ran down to the street, when the ambulance came, when they’d taken her away, my mother. I imagined myself crying, screaming for her, understanding that something had gone terribly wrong but not knowing what. But I couldn’t remember a thing about that night. I could only remember the way she used to hold me close; the pattern of a dress–the scent of her.
‘Are you all right, my dear?’ Jeremy asked quietly.
I nodded mechanically. Then after a moment I said, ‘He killed her–that’s what he thought, didn’t he? That he killed her.’
‘“That is the burden that I have carried all these years”,’ Jeremy read on. ‘“That my anger and callousness contributed to her death. I robbed you of your mother, Fran, and I can never forgive myself. I have always been afraid to tell you about her, not only because it’s so painful for me, but because I feared to lose you, too. I thought you would hate me if you learned that I caused her death. If you grew up in innocence of her, I believed that you wouldn’t miss her; that you would be happy. Lately I’ve come to see that I was wrong. I regret the deep silence between us, the gulf I long to cross. I pray for the courage to cross it before it is too late. I remain, despite everything, Your loving father, Edward”.’
Jeremy’s voice ceased. We both sat for a long while without speaking.
My father had caused the death of Angela, his beautiful angel. I remembered the angel in the shop window, now a mess of smashed glass and twisted lead. It had been made in memory of her, my mother. I suddenly knew this for sure. Each man kills the thing he loves. That was Oscar Wilde, wasn’t it? My thoughts were rambling now.
‘Did you know everything he’d written, Jeremy?’ I asked.
‘He told me most of it, yes,’ Jeremy replied.
‘Do you believe his version of events? That he was guilty?’
‘The important thing is that he still considered himself guilty, years after the event. Of course, the coroner would have looked at the matter more objectively. A woman walked into the road without looking and was knocked down by a car, driven by a drunk, which was undoubtedly going too fast. Put like that, your father deserves no blame. The driver of the car apparently spent a year of his three-year sentence in prison. Your father spent a lifetime in hell. It destroyed his relationship with your mother’s family. He couldn’t bear to see their suffering, so in the end it was easiest not to see them at all.’
I’d lost them, too. I remembered my argument with Dad over my grandmother’s legacy–that when she died he hadn’t even told me. I had no memory of my mother’s parents at all.
I ran my fingers along the faded chintz of the chair’s arm and pulled at a loose thread.
‘What did you say to him?’ I asked. I didn’t know what to feel. Was I angry with my father, or sorry for him? The course of my life was decided by the events of that night so long ago, and yet I felt emotionally detached from the whole business. My father had taken the blame. He’d done his time. Now he was an old man lying in a coma. Ready for release.
‘I asked him many questions about his version of events,’ Jeremy continued. ‘It was important that he work it all out for himself–I always feel that with people. He seemed relieved that he had told someone. It’s an old cliché, isn’t it, to “get something off one’s chest”? But that’s what it can feel like, that something heavy has been weighing down on one, like the dead albatross around the Ancient Mariner’s neck, and then–one hack of the knife, so to speak, and it’s gone, you’re free.
‘He gradually came to see that the situation was more complex than he had allowed it to be; that your mother had to share something of the guilt. It didn’t help that soon after her death he had a letter from Angela’s lover, a man who grieved but who clearly wished to shift any blame onto your father. He explained how the end of their relationship had come about: that he had requested she leave her husband and child and come to him and she had refused. This man implied that Angela had been too frightened of your father to leave him. In his letter he twisted everything, making Edward appear a kind of ogre. And Edward, I’m afraid, allowed himself to be swayed by this impression, believing that by taking all these accusations upon himself he was enduring the punishment he deserved.’
‘But he wasn’t an ogre, was he? From what you say it doesn’t sound as if he deserved any of this.’
‘Look into your heart, Fran,’ Jeremy said quietly. ‘What kind of man do you believe your father to be?’
It didn’t take long to decide my answer. ‘Like most of the rest of us. Basically a good person.’ Dad was never an easy man. Sometimes he was moody. He was someone who found it hard to forgive and who feared he could not be forgiven in return. I remembered his gentleness with me; yet he could on occasions be irritable, strict–even fierce. But an ogre? I was never frightened of him. He was never violent.
‘That’s what I think, too,’ said Jeremy. ‘I’m sure of it, in fact. And I’m certain that he was coming to realise it. But he was only at the beginning of a long spiritual journey when he was struck down. Now we must trust that God in His great mercy will help him complete that journey.’
I longed to be where I might weep for that two-year-old girl who, long ago, lost her beautiful mother, and whose father was cast into a prison of his own making.
But there was one question to which I had as yet no answer. I told Jeremy about my dream on the night of the fire; the woman’s lovely singing and the urgent voice that woke me.
‘Do you believe it could have been more than a dream?’
‘There are many instances in the Bible where angels spoke to people in dreams. Why shouldn’t this still happen today?’
I experienced a rush of relief that Jeremy believed me.
‘I’d like to think of that as the explanation,’ I told him. ‘Nothing else makes sense.’
Chapter 35
If some people really see angels where others see only empty space, let them paint the angels: only let not anybody else think they can paint an angel, too.
John Ruskin
LAURA’S STORY
It was September and the windows had been finished two months before, but in the general atmosphere of unrest, Mr Bond was uncertain about whether to continue with their installation. Mrs Brownlow was beside herself with distress. The benefactress’s nephew was pragmatic. Mr Brownlow was pulled all ways.
‘It’s not as though the windows won’t be installed at some point.’ Pulling on her hat and gloves in the hall, Laura heard her father’s voice drift from the morning room. ‘Bond suggests we delay, given the effect they might have on certain members of the parish.’
‘But I thought you said we shouldn’t give in to these people.’ She had to strain to hear her mother’s gentle tones.
‘Not give in, dearest, no. But remember what the Bishop advised: we should continue to assist the police to find the culprits, but not go out of our way to provoke further discontent.’
‘But James, we’ve paid for the angel window ourselves and the other is decreed by a Will. It’s not as though these people can argue that we’ve used church money to take bread out of others’ mouths. All can use the church and have the benefit of these beautiful windows.’
‘I agree with you heartily, Dora. However, these persons don’t see the matter in such terms. There is a risk that they might seek to destroy the stained glass, and what then? All our efforts will have been wasted. I am the last person to want to hide our light under a bushel, but I’m bound to listen to the Bishop’s advice–which is also Mr Bond’s.’
Laura had to move aside hastily as her father emerged from the drawing room. He muttered an apology to her and retreated to his study. That, she knew, would be the last they saw of him until luncheon. She peeped around the door of the morning room to see her mother bent over her writing desk.
‘Mama, do you need Polly this morning?’
Her mother looked up. ‘Ah, Laura, I thought you’d gone for your walk. I’m glad you’re still here, dear, there’s a message come from…’ she consulted a sheet of thin, yellow paper ‘…a Mr Murray–a neighbour of our Miss Badcoe. It seems Miss Badcoe has taken to her bed “with her chest”, the man says, and is asking for me. Since I’ve a meeting with the Missionary Committee this morning I wondered if you’d go. By all means, take Polly. Ask Cook to pack you a basket.’
Laura had meant to walk across Vauxhall Bridge Road to Pimlico, to Mr Russell’s address in Lupus Street; she was most put out by her mother’s request. But she could hardly refuse, not least because she’d have to reveal the true nature of her outing.
She cheered up on reading the address that her mother passed her, realising that it wasn’t too far out of her way. Very well, she would call on the elderly lady first, then continue on to Philip’s. His invitation said there was someone he wanted her to meet. She hoped she wouldn’t miss whoever it was.
Goose Lane was a mews running off Greycoat Street on the other side of the church, in the direction of Westminster Abbey. Laura had often noticed its name, painted in wobbly capitals on the wall of the corner building, but she’d never been down it before. It was muddy, gloomy and silent, the tall terraced houses blocking out sunlight.
Laura and Polly had to rap on the knocker of number 4 several times before they heard slow footsteps on the stairs and a stooped old man peeped around the door.
‘Mr Murray?’ enquired Laura. Relief crossed the man’s creased face as she introduced herself.
‘Mind the ’ole,’ he said in a reedy voice as he beckoned them upstairs, and they swung their skirts around a confused area of the hall floor where the boards had split and someone had made a cack-handed job of fixing it. They trudged up seemingly endless wooden stairs, Mr Murray stopping several times to take his breath. Then they stopped at a door on the second landing. Mr Murray rapped twice and on hearing a groan from within, turned the handle. He showed the ladies into the room and withdrew, shutting the door behind him.
Inside was more bare wooden floor. The smell of damp clothes and naphthalene could not quite disguise that of unwashed human body. On a single bedstead to one side of the room near the fireplace, a frail figure huddled under a heap of blankets and coats, coughing horribly in between rasping breaths.
‘Miss Badcoe, it’s Laura Brownlow. Mama sent me…I’m so sorry you’re ill…’ Laura faltered as she met Miss Badcoe’s desperate expression. The Miss Badcoe she knew from church was straight-backed, formal, neatly turned out, if forty years behind the fashion. Her boots were always polished, her gloves clean, her bonnet standing to attention along with the rest of her.
If Laura had ever given the woman a second thought–which, she had to confess, she probably hadn’t–she would have imagined her living anywhere but here, in this bare room. It wasn’t quite a hovel, but…Laura looked round the room while Polly helped the old lady sit up and began to rearrange the bedclothes for her, trying to plump up the thin, lumpy pillows.
The grate was full of cold ashes, the coal scuttle empty. There was at least a basin with a cold water tap, Laura noted. It stood by the only window, the curtains of which sagged half-open to reveal, through sooty glass, the grim back view of an edifice identical to this one.
‘Shall I go to buy coal, miss?’ Polly was asking her.
Laura gave her some money for coal, milk and soap, then asked Miss Badcoe which room Mr Murray inhabited, intending to see if he had hot water. He proved to be next door and promised to boil some right away. ‘I give her tea this morning,’ he whined, ‘but I can’t hardly manage myself now. I ain’t no damned use to a lady by any method, begging yer pardon, miss.’ His eyes glittered with wicked humour. Laura, nervous of him, retreated. When, several minutes later, he hobbled in with a steaming kettle, she told him to place it by the fire and dropped a couple of coins into his hand.
Her mind whirled as she set about her tasks, brewing a pot of tea from the scrapings in a caddy, taking out the food Mrs Jorkins had given her. She poured a bowl of warm water, found a worn towel and a tiny sliver of soap by the basin, then gently washed the sick woman’s face and neck, brushed her straggly ash-coloured hair. Polly returned and soon a fire crackled in the grate, though the smoke made Miss Badcoe cough. The chimney badly needed sweeping.
All the time, running through Laura’s mind, were thoughts of Miss Badcoe, present at every Sunday-morning service; Miss Badcoe polishing brass, arranging flowers; Miss Badcoe, eschewing the hassocks, always kneeling direct on the stone floor to pray; Miss Badcoe, who was Mrs Fotherington’s cousin–‘on her father’s side’, as Miss Badcoe liked to add with a sniff. Laura didn’t recall the ladies ever even sitting together. She thought of Mrs Fotherington–lively, loud-voiced, with her strong views about everything and her fine house in Vincent Square. Mrs Fotherington, who had left all her money to the church and to her dear nephew (on her mother’s side) Stuart Jefferies; but nothing, it seemed, to this impoverished cousin. Of course, one didn’t know the background–who might have quarrelled with whom, or whether Mrs Fotherington had ever known the true circumstances of her father’s sister’s daughter, but even so, there was injustice here, Laura couldn’t help thinking.
She reached for one of the line of grimy storage tins, in search of sugar for the tea. Salt, Sago, Sugar the labels read in careful spindly letters, the capital Ss as ornate as little harps. There was something about those ornate Ss that bothered her. She’d seen them before…in a letter! A letter that she’d picked up from her father’s desk. S for Scarlet. Scarlet woman.
Suddenly, revelation dawned. Miss Badcoe was the secret letter-writer. Her mother’s worn face flashed into her mind, she saw dull defeat in her father’s eyes. For one wild second, she was so angry she felt like tipping the tea into Miss Badcoe’s lap. Then her vision cleared and she forced herself to focus with pity once more on this ailing bag of bones. Here was an elderly woman who had no one who loved her, no one to love; she would die unnoticed and unmourned unless she, Laura Brownlow, did something about it.
She knelt down by the bed and helped Miss Badcoe sip her tea. Behind her, Polly waited for the fire to establish itself and hung a can of broth to warm. Laura sent her out to return the kettle to Mr Murray. When the door closed she said, ‘Miss Badcoe, it’s you, isn’t it, who writes those letters to my father.’
The sick woman became as still as an old gnarled tree; her mouth set rigid like a knothole in the bark. She said nothing, only stared into the distance. Laura took the cup from her unresisting hands.
‘Miss Badcoe, I know it’s you, and I’m going to tell my father. He’ll tell Mr Bond and soon everybody will know.’
She waited, watching Miss Badcoe consider all this. Finally the woman crumpled and wept.
‘Whatever’s the matter?’ asked Polly, coming back into the room. Seeing Laura’s stern look she made to withdraw again, but Laura called out to her to go and fetch a doctor.
‘Miss Badcoe, why did you do it?’ Laura hissed. ‘Do you know what misery you’ve caused?’
In between tears and coughing fits, the old lady confessed.
For years and years, Ivy Badcoe had done her duty in life. She’d nursed her parents as they aged, sickened and died, losing all chance of marriage and having a family of her own. Her father had mismanaged his money and Ivy was left with practically nothing except her pride. Sunday after Sunday she had attended divine service, kept up appearances, placed her mite in the collection, done her duty in various ways. Yet, somehow, she was never noticed, never cared for; her stiff pride, her formal manners, kept everyone at a distance. She was one of those for whom society seemed to have no role but to assist others; she herself was not deemed to have a right to anything–not love, companionship or attention. She had watched the parish poor receive charity–indeed, she had contributed herself where she could, never thinking that she should ask for help in return. Oh no, her parents would have turned in their grave.
She must have watched with some puzzlement as the Reverend Brownlow bestowed riches upon the church: beautiful new altar linen, with different sets for all the church seasons; the gold candlesticks; a jewel-encrusted processional cross. Her eyes were dazzled by all this beauty, she told Laura, but as the years passed and her limbs ached more and her breath grew shorter, she became frightened and her resentment grew. When Sarah Fotherington died and left part of her wealth to make a window, leaving nothing for her impoverished Cousin Ivy, something broke in Miss Badcoe’s heart.
When Laura questioned her, she insisted that she had nothing to do with the violence to church property–nay, she abhorred it–but the vandalism inspired a way in which she could safely express her feelings. In anonymous letters she could pour out her hatred and frustration without anyone knowing who it was. But now everyone would know, she finished sadly, and she might as well be dead.
‘Oh really, it’s not that bad,’ said Laura softly, thinking that this woman had clearly suffered enough. ‘When Polly returns, I shall have to go, but please do not worry. I must tell my parents, but I will urge them to keep your secret. I know they will offer you nothing but pity. However, you must swear to write one more letter and one only: a letter of apology to my father. In it, I want you to ask for one thing.’
She studied the fearful rheumy eyes fixed on her.
‘You must ask them for a place in one of the almshouses. We cannot allow you to live here any longer.’
Miss Badcoe lay still for a moment thinking. Then she said quietly, ‘I will do what you suggest.’
Polly returned with only the promise of the doctor, but agreed to wait with Miss Badcoe until he came. Laura pressed the sick woman’s hand in hers and left, taking care down the steep staircase despite her haste. She hardly noticed her surroundings in her anxiety to get to her assignation in good time. She was certain that her charitable solution to the problem of Miss Badcoe would appeal to her parents. They would be glad that the writer of poisonous letters was found out; would be horrified at the thought that a vulnerable and otherwise respectable old lady be humiliated. Whether she could secure the poor woman a much-coveted place in one of the almshouses was another matter, but she would ask her father to influence the commissioners.
She had been expected at Russell’s house in Lupus Street at ten. Instead it was gone eleven-thirty when she arrived, out of breath and dizzy with hunger. She wished she hadn’t told Polly that her parents shouldn’t delay luncheon.
A skinny girl in a nurse’s uniform admitted her at the street door and led her into a large, airy drawing room. Laura realised that the girl was nursemaid to Philip’s son, and that the mysterious guest was the young boy himself. He knelt on the floor, his dark head close to Philip’s red-gold one, both absorbed in sketching lions and tigers on a large pad of paper. The nursemaid said something about preparing the boy’s luncheon and withdrew.
‘Laura,’ said Philip, rising stiffly and coming to take her hands.
‘I’m so sorry I’m late,’ she said. ‘I couldn’t send a message.’ She explained about Miss Badcoe’s sickness.
‘You’re here, that’s what’s important. Laura, this is my son, John.’
‘Hello,’ said Laura, studying the boy’s smooth olive skin, his large black eyes and perfectly moulded lips. So, she thought with a jolt, he favours his mother rather than his father.
He met her gaze solemnly, telling her, ‘My papa’s going to draw a nellyphant. Aren’t you, Papa?’ His voice was low, the words carefully pronounced, and yet there was a suppressed anxiety in his manner that made her say reassuringly, ‘Of course he will. Philip, we’d both like you to draw an elephant.’
When a comic-looking pachyderm with raging tusks and bulging eyes had been duly made to gallop across the page, the nurse fetched the boy to the kitchen to eat bread and butter. After that he was to rest before their proposed outing.
‘He’s quietly behaved today,’ Philip whispered, lighting a pipe, which Laura had never seen him do before. ‘Sometimes he won’t settle. I think he’s taken to you.’
‘Oh, do you think so?’ She felt unconscionably pleased.
‘I do. Now, I’ve promised to show him the trains at Victoria Station, then we’re to see the Queen’s horses at the Royal Mews. After that, the girl returns him to his mama in Eaton Square. Will you accompany us?’
Laura readily acceded, thinking how much he had changed since that day in the studio. He seemed solicitous of her now; anxious to please.
They ate cold meat pie while John slept, then, at half-past one, they sallied forth with the boy between them, the girl, Kitty, hurrying behind.
Laura was touched to see how well they were together, father and son, as they watched the trains draw in or leave the station. Philip even found a willing driver with time to take the boy into his cab and show him the controls.
At first, when it was time to move on, John complained, but his nurse insisted, and he held his father’s hand, chattering happily enough, as they walked up Buckingham Palace Road towards the Royal Mews where Queen Victoria’s coaches and horses were kept.
On the other side of the busy street a hackney carriage stopped to let passengers alight. A dandified gentleman with top hat and cane could be seen paying the driver. There was a lady behind him; her face was for the moment hidden as she smoothed the folds of her dress. Then she looked up. Laura drew a sharp breath.
The boy followed the direction of her gaze. ‘Mama!’ he shrieked, and threw off his father’s hand, dashing into the road.
‘John!’ Philip leaped in immediate pursuit.
Another carriage jangled up at a lick, overtaking the first; the snort of the horses like an urgent warning. Too late.
‘John, get back!’ screeched Marie, dodging out in front of the hackney.
Philip grabbed his son from the path of the flailing hooves. Marie tumbled under them. Laura would never forget her scream; long, high-pitched, animal, as the wheels ran over her.
That scream rang through her dreams for weeks, months, so that she woke in the early hours, shaking and sweating. Then she’d lie awake going over and over what had happened, wishing she could have done something. They should have anticipated John’s excitement, known that he was tired and a little anxious about being away from his mother. If only they’d recognised Marie another second before John did. In one tiny, fatal moment of distraction they’d failed this little boy, robbed him of his mother. Philip was forever stripped of hope, Marie’s parents had lost their beautiful daughter. So many people were suffering.
Despair dragged her down. It seemed that all her recent sadnesses, her uncertainties, had been but waiting for this final blow.
She wrote one short broken sentence to Philip–I feel so wretched for you both. My prayers are all for you…but heard nothing in return, though she watched the arrival of every post.
The funeral came and went. Harriet read her the account from the newspaper. It had taken place in the fashionable St George’s Hanover Square, where Marie and Philip were married. The list of mourners included many famous names: Edward Burne-Jones, William Morris, John Ruskin, Alma Tadema, even the poet Swinburne winkled out of his lair for the spectacle.
Laura told her parents about the accident. Of course she had to, since she was eventually escorted home, silent and white-faced in a cab by a police officer, to collapse weeping into her mother’s arms. But it was in Harriet that she confided her deepest feelings of guilt, which, as time passed and she had room to think, came to encompass not only her belief that she was somehow responsible for the accident by being there when she shouldn’t–but that her calumny had begun when she’d allowed her friendship with Philip to wander beyond the boundaries of propriety and good sense.
In the journal, Fran read Laura’s outpourings of anguish and found herself weeping with her. By this scandal, I have deeply hurt everyone whom I love, Laura had written, slashed at the tender threads that bind us to one another.
Although they never chided her, she could tell that her parents were disappointed. At church on Sunday it was apparent that the tragic event had become the latest gossip at firesides and dining-tables around the parish. Few of the women would meet Laura’s eye, and the men glanced at her curiously. No one actually said anything, but as she knelt to pray she felt all eyes on her.
She took no comfort even from the letter that arrived from Miss Badcoe, and which her father had passed round the breakfast-table the day before, confessing to her calumnies and craving mercy.
It has taken the intervention of your daughter to make me see how I might have been mistaken in my complaints. I respectfully ask for your understanding and your forgiveness. I deserve no more, except, I beg you, for your discretion. Even now, the stiff old lady was too proud to ask for practical help, so Laura explained on Miss Badcoe’s behalf. Mr Brownlow merely nodded, walked slowly away to his study without a word and shut the door.
His wife expressed her feelings more strongly. ‘I cannot believe that a lady would know, let alone employ such language as she has done.’
‘She’s elderly and lonely…and perhaps a little mad, Mama,’ Laura said gently. ‘She deserves our pity.’
‘Indeed.’ Her mother sighed and capitulated as Laura knew she would. ‘But I shall never be able to consider her in the same way again. And does this explain all the damage? No, it doesn’t. Whatever shall become of us all?’
They didn’t have to wait long for the rest of the mystery to be solved. Three nights later, on the Festival of St Michael and All Angels, one Alfred Cooper was apprehended, drunk and insensible, in the porch of the church. Two more windows had been broken, said the policeman who visited the rectory the following morning, and the man’s pockets were found to be full of stones. He’d confessed, giving the names of other villains he’d ensnared.
Later that morning, a carriage and pair, briskly driven, rolled up outside the house and Harriet climbed out. There was no sign of baby Arthur. Instead, she was dragging a clearly reluctant Ida by the arm.
‘Ida, tell my parents what you told me, you wretched girl,’ she ordered, pulling off her gloves and settling back in her chair. Mr and Mrs Brownlow exchanged glances. Laura stood quietly by the window.
‘What is it, Ida?’ said Mr Brownlow, more gently, and gradually the white-faced maid stumbled out her story.
‘I’ve done nothing wrong, sir. I was pulled all ways. I didn’t know what was right.’
‘It’s that man they’ve arrested,’ Harriet said. ‘Her father. Ida, go on, tell them properly. I caught you last evening, didn’t I? Giving him food. Which she’d stolen from my kitchen.’
‘I’m sorry, madam, I’ve told you I’m sorry,’ squeaked Ida. Humped up in misery, she was close to tears.
‘Now now, my dear, you’re with friends here,’ said Mrs Brownlow. ‘There’s nothing you can’t tell us.’
Little by little, they extracted from her the whole story.
‘He threatened me. Told me I must save my brothers and sisters from the orphanage and get the family together again or I’d burn in hell.’ Alfred Cooper resented the Brownlows, that much was obvious.
A police officer was called to speak to Ida.
At luncheon, Mr Brownlow told his wife and Laura, ‘The police say that Cooper ranted about how Mrs Brownlow killed Molly and the baby and took his children away.’
‘What rubbish!’ cried Mrs Brownlow, spreading her napkin on her lap. ‘The man’s too dissolute and intemperate to provide for his wife and children, and then he blames other people for the family’s misfortune. Nay, blames the whole parish, it seems. Well, now the man will be transported no doubt and it’ll be an end to the matter.’
Laura picked at a thread on the tablecloth and remembered that foul hovel where the Coopers had lived. Just as she understood Miss Badcoe, now she wondered whether Mr Cooper had a story of his own. Yes, it could not be denied, he had failed his family. He had been threatening and violent, and that could not be excused. But what kind of upbringing had Alfred Cooper endured? What had made him the man he was?
‘What’s going to happen to Ida?’ she asked as she spooned her soup.
‘Harriet’s very angry about the theft of the food,’ said her father. ‘George wants her to dismiss the girl. Such a crime cannot be seen to be condoned. However, I have written urging him to reconsider the matter. Is a young girl with a soft heart to be condemned for obeying her father? Surely not. I’ve suggested that they give her some other punishment, but not throw her out on the streets without a reference. I hope George will see the way of mercy.’
‘I hope so, too,’ said Laura, sighing. ‘Some good should come of all this misery.’ What good could ever come out of her own terribly calumny, she could not for the moment conceive.
And it was while she pondered this that, for the third time, Anthony Bond proposed marriage. Mindful of her family’s happiness and won over by his persistence, she promised him an answer at Christmas.
In mid-October, as the leaves on the trees in the Square began to fall, a letter arrived from Philip.
It is a month since our terrible loss and only now have I returned to my senses. I must see you, Laura.
But she was resolved now. She wrote to him saying that it was best for both of them if they didn’t meet.
Chapter 36
It is not uncommon for angels to appear when people are on the edge of death.
Gary Kinnaman, Angels Dark and Light
After reading my father’s letter, I started visiting the hospital every day. Now that I knew Dad’s story and understood how he had always felt about me, I wanted to spend as much time with him as possible, in an effort somehow to bridge that gulf of silence between us of which he spoke. I told him how Jeremy had shown me the letter, that I wished that he hadn’t hidden so much from me, that I was glad I knew it all now.
My feelings were, in truth, confused. Part of me was very angry with him, and the more I dwelled on it, the more I resented the way he’d ruled my whole life, blighting my childhood with his secrets and his guilt. But he was a vulnerable old man now, long in the dying, and it seemed inappropriate to burden him with my anger. I became quickly frustrated, too, that here we were with the truth finally naked between us, but unable to communicate to one another all our thoughts and feelings about it. We’d lost the opportunity to mend the wounds of the past, to fill the silences. In the end I could only whisper broken words of reassurance to him as he lay unconscious, telling him that I loved him and forgave him everything. Jeremy said that it was all that was required and I took him at his word. What else could I do?
Zac sometimes came with me. I showed him Dad’s letter a couple of days after Jeremy gave it to me. We sat in the Quentins’ kitchen as he read it, under the baleful gaze of Lucifer the cat. When he passed it back, his face was troubled. ‘I never suspected any of that,’ he said. ‘Your father gave nothing away about himself.’
‘I’m so glad he found Jeremy to talk to,’ I replied, realising that Dad had almost left it too late.
We were with Dad when he died, Zac and I. A Sister from the hospice called me at the vicarage one Friday morning in the second week of November to say that he was fading. I rang Zac to tell him I was on my way to Dulwich.
We were there all day, and in that terrible time of waiting, phrases from The Dream of Gerontius flowed through my mind continuously. Dad probably wouldn’t be conscious that he was dying. But then, who really knew? Perhaps that important part of him, his spirit, was aware of moving forward into light and freedom. Perhaps he could feel our presence or perhaps he had already left us, was in the arms of a great angel who would bear him forth into eternity.
As dusk fell outside, a flock of geese rose above the trees with a great whir of wings, crying mournfully to one another, off on their journey south. When I turned to look at Dad once more, I saw that he, too, had gone.
Sitting next to me, Zac reached out and covered my hand with his. I leaned into him and wept.
On Monday at choir we had sung the section about the moment of Gerontius’ death, when the priest and his assistants cry, ‘Go forth upon thy journey…Go in the name of Angels and Archangels.’ I could hear the chorus running through my mind now as I looked at Dad’s still face. We speak of the dead being ‘at peace’. But what if Dad was, like Gerontius, on a great dramatic journey beyond death? Maybe he wasn’t ready for peace yet, but I prayed that he would get there.
Later, I spoke to Jeremy about this. He seemed to think the same as me. ‘Do you think he’ll see my mother again?’ I asked him.
‘Oh yes, I believe he will.’
‘They’ll have a lot to talk about.’
‘Yes, indeed.’
‘I imagine they’ll be quite cross with each other at first.’
Jeremy smiled. ‘Yes, but this time I expect they’ll hang on in there and work it out.’
There was only a handful of us at the crematorium the following Wednesday: me, Zac, Sarah, Anita, Mr Broadbent the bookseller and a clerk from Dad’s solicitor’s office. Jo couldn’t come and the organist wasn’t Ben, who had a heavy teaching schedule that day. Yet, despite our small party and the anonymous surroundings, Jeremy managed to make the service special and his sincere sorrow at the loss of a friend warmed us all.
‘Go on thy course, and may thy place today be found in peace,’ he said, as the curtains closed around the coffin.
Afterwards, we gathered outside shivering in the cold and stared at our stiff flower arrangements lying on the grass. There was only one that was unexpected. It was a simple bunch of chrysanthemums from Amber. When I read her tender note, my eyes swam with tears. It said, May your angel carry you safely home.
Chapter 37
Now and then when the room was otherwise lightless
A misty gray figure would appear to be seated on this bench in the alcove
It was the tender and melancholy figure of an angel.
Tennessee Williams, One Arm and Other Stories
In the confused days after Dad’s death, Zac and I saw each other frequently. There was an enormous amount of paperwork to get through, which he helped me do, and if a day went past without us meeting he would ring to see if I was all right.
Then one day near the end of November, he didn’t ring and I missed him. I remembered that when we’d met up the day before to go through some financial matters, he’d seemed pale and distant, so now I picked up the phone and dialled his number. It rang for a long time, then there came the sound of the handset being dropped and a muffled curse, before a hoarse voice stammered, ‘H-hello?’
‘Zac? Zac, it’s me.’
‘Wait a moment. Ouch.’ There was a shuffling.
‘Have I rung at a bad time?’
‘I was asleep. Sorry, couldn’t get out of bed. Flu or something.’
I rang him again in the early afternoon after my orchestral rehearsal, and he sounded worse.
‘I’m coming round,’ I said, and ignoring his protests, made him give me his address. How funny that I’d never visited his home before, I thought, as I whizzed round the express supermarket for some emergency supplies.
The name Burberry Mansions evokes an image of gracious Edwardian apartments like Jo’s parents’ place, but Zac’s home turned out to be in a shabby block on a Lambeth estate. I took the creaking lift to the seventh floor, knocked on the door of Flat 72 and waited for what seemed like minutes on the draughty concrete landing.
Eventually Zac opened the door. He looked terrible, with hair like a bird’s nest, his pale face blotchy, his eyes unnaturally bright. The place smelled stale and felt overheated. I followed him into a living room.
It took me a while to register what I was seeing. We were bathed in a veritable rainbow of light. Coloured glass hung against most of the windows. There was a panel of stunning roundels, blues and greens, all linked in a continuous pattern. In another, etched water nymphs swam across a dreamy river of brown and amber, where blue fish flashed; out of a leaded round pane hung from the ceiling, turning slowly, the silver outline of a stag appearing to step out of misty blue. I moved over to study a huge mirror above the mantelshelf bordered by a swirling abstract of ruby, gold and white glass, like desert sand, where little gold lizards and snakes played.
‘Dreamtime, that one’s called,’ Zac said, coughing horribly.
‘It’s…incredible. Zac–you’re shivering. Get back to bed at once.’ He stumbled slightly, so I helped him into the bedroom, which was dark, for the curtains were drawn across the windows.
‘Oh, don’t look at anything,’ he said, almost falling into the bed. ‘It’s a pit.’ Then he groaned as I ignored him and pulled a curtain back slightly, so I could see the room.
He was right about it being a pit. Discarded clothes lay everywhere, the bed linen needed changing, and dirty crockery was piled on the bedside table and the floor.
‘Right,’ I said, a little uncertainly. The role of nurse was not coming naturally to me. Zac helped by being surprisingly biddable. I led him to the shower, hoping he wouldn’t collapse in there whilst I changed the bedclothes, found him a clean pair of pyjamas and located some paracetamol. Some kind of flu seemed the mostly likely diagnosis, so I gave him some tablets with a glass of water and tucked him up in bed before turning my attention to the kitchen.
After washing up, I tried without much success to get him to eat mushroom soup with some bread and butter. Then, while he slept, I aired the rooms and tidied up, and ran a load of laundry through the washer-drier. He was still asleep when I left, so I propped up a note by his bedside promising to ring him in the morning.
I visited every day until he was over the worst. On the second day I rang Zac’s doctor who said it definitely sounded like a serious bout of flu and offered nursing advice. For the first few days Zac mostly slept. When awake, he was dopey and rambling in his speech, but he let me help him change his pyjamas and comb his hair. He told me where to find his spare door key so I could let myself in.
On the third day I met a North African woman with several small children on the landing outside the flat, who asked after him anxiously and offered to call in during the evening. The following morning I found she’d left a delicious-looking stew in the fridge and I tried some of that on him, but he couldn’t keep much down, so I ate it. It was miserable seeing him like this; to see the man on whom I’d leaned so much these last few weeks, who was normally so dignified, so self-reliant, forced to put himself completely into the hands of another person.
I was relieved to realise that he wasn’t isolated. Apart from Etha next door there were phone calls from friends. Amber came with me once and on another occasion, when I appeared in the early evening and slotted my key in Zac’s door, a youngish man with thinning blond hair opened it and introduced himself as David.
‘You’re from the other stained-glass studio, aren’t you?’ I said, remembering the name. ‘I’m glad to meet you at last.’
We sat on the living-room sofa and talked in whispers for fear of waking Zac; gazing all the while at the wonderful vista of the London sky, stretched out before us, between the bits of stained glass. We could see all the way to the tower of Big Ben, peeping above the high-rise blocks, and, beyond it, the gothic pinnacles of the Houses of Parliament.
David told me how he’d got to know Zac; that Zac had come one day asking for some help with a commission for which my father didn’t have the right equipment. They’d become firm friends and Zac often spent time with David and his wife and children. Janie, David’s wife, was a flautist with the Philharmonic.
‘Zac’s a really talented guy,’ whispered David, as we looked around the room at all the beautiful glass.
‘I know,’ I said. I started to tell him about Raphael, then remembered that he knew it already because Zac had gone to him for materials.
I wondered if David knew Zac’s background–about his daughter–but didn’t like to ask in case he didn’t.
Best of all, he volunteered to come and help us with the new designs for Minster Glass and I leaped at his offer.
‘And you must come to lunch one Sunday when Zac is better,’ he said. ‘Janie would love to meet you.’
It wasn’t until the sixth day that Zac’s temperature returned to normal, and another couple of days until he was strong enough to sit up in bed in his dressing-gown. He was sad and lifeless, his head full of cold, which he said made him half-deaf and stupid. He was still too weak to do anything much, not even to read. As time passed he grew stronger, but a sadness settled over him that didn’t seem to lift.
‘It’s the flu, Zac. It takes it out of you.’
‘S’pose so,’ he said, sighing, but I wondered whether it was more than that.
By the end of the week it had become a ritual, travelling down on the bus to see him every day. I had been recruited to an orchestra, one of whose regular brass players had broken his arm, so there were rehearsals most days and I would come down to see Zac in the late afternoon as it began to get dark.
Once, when I arrived, he had been trying to draw in a sketchbook but when I showed interest, he chucked book and pencil down on the coffee-table beside a pot of early hyacinths Janie had brought him.
‘I can’t concentrate on anything,’ he complained, yawning and stretching, but then he smiled and I realised with an odd pang that he was getting better. Soon I wouldn’t need to come. I felt suddenly bereft.
To hide my mood I moved into the kitchen and started putting away the food I’d brought. Through the window I watched a seagull floating, motionless, as though faith alone held it suspended midair. I was reminded of myself. There had been so much change I lacked any sense of direction.
‘How’s the shop going?’ Zac asked when I brought him tea. He moved so I could sit on the sofa beside him. It was natural now to lean against him as I had leaned against Ben on the night the window got broken. Friends, at ease with one another; though Zac had never indicated more.
‘The work’s starting after Christmas,’ I told him.
I liked being with him. His early awkwardness, when we were still acquaintances, I knew now to be shyness, with a good dose of concern for my father thrown in.
‘You were right about me and Dad,’ I said, a little sadly. ‘I wasn’t around for him enough, was I? You must have thought I didn’t care.’
‘He did know you loved him though,’ Zac said, squeezing my arm. ‘And it was difficult for you. He wouldn’t let anyone get close, would he?’ He sneezed suddenly and grabbed at some tissues. ‘I still feel dreadful,’ he sighed.
He looked awful, it was true. His nose was swollen, his skin as grey as dishwater, his hair greasy and dull.
‘But you’ll feel a lot better soon, I’m sure,’ I promised him. ‘Right–I’ve got to go, I’m afraid. A big rehearsal this evening. The concert’s tomorrow night, so I won’t be able to come.’
‘I’ll miss you,’ said Zac, ‘but I’ve decided–I’ve been here ten days now and I’m getting out of this flat tomorrow if I have to crawl. And Fran,’ he hauled himself up and came to see me out, ‘as soon as I’m up to it, I’m taking you out to dinner. Will you come?’
‘Of course,’ I said. I would have hugged him, but just at that moment he sneezed again.
The lift, for once, came right away and before I could get out at the bottom a fearsome-looking bunch of teenagers crowded in, so I had to shove my way through. Instinctively checking my handbag after this experience, I realised I’d still got Zac’s key. Damn. Well, I wasn’t going back up now. And I rather liked the idea of keeping it.
Chapter 38
Oh speak again, bright angel, for thou art
As glorious to this night, being o’er my head
As is a winged messenger of heaven.
William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet
‘The faculty’s come for our window,’ cried Jeremy on the last Saturday of November, as he hung up his coat and came to join Sarah and me at the kitchen table. He’d been down to the parish office to sort out a few things and had opened a letter from the Bishop’s office.
Several officials had visited the church on different occasions to inspect Raphael, now propped up in the chapel, and the light against which it was proposed he be hung. Finally Jeremy had been given approval to dismantle the Victorian cupboard and move it, and to install Raphael.
‘We’ll just keep the existing plain glass,’ Jeremy said, stirring saccharine into his coffee. ‘So, Fran my dear, I’ll contact the carpenter about the cupboard, then perhaps you and Zac would like to organise the ironwork for the window.’
Zac, now restored to health, and David and some men from the ironworks hung Raphael one morning towards the end of November, with the vicar, his churchwarden and me watching and making ourselves useful where we could. There was a hair-raising moment when we thought one of the measurements was wrong, but eventually all was made perfect. The bronze frame was welded to the wall in such a way that Raphael’s panel could be easily removed if need be. A final polish and we all stood back to look.
The effect was breathtaking. In the cold light of our northern winter, the window glowed gently. The angel floated above us, blessing us with a raised hand as he looked down on us all.
‘I’m so glad we’ve got him in good time for Christmas,’ said the vicar, beaming.
‘And for the Gerontius next week,’ I remembered. Our concert would be on the following Sunday evening.
‘People will have to come into the Lady Chapel especially to see, of course.’
‘We’ll know he’s here. And you can keep the chapel door open,’ I added.
There was a dedication service for the window scheduled for the evening of 13 December. ‘St Lucy’s Day,’ the vicar said. ‘A festival of light. Most appropriate.’
Life being so busy, I hadn’t read Laura’s diary for some time. But that evening, my mind full of Raphael, I extracted it from the pile of books I’d brought with me. There were only a few pages left to read. Raphael was finished and my journey with Laura nearly over. I’d miss them both.
It was a surprise to see that our date for the blessing of the window was exactly the same as the original dedication, albeit more than a century later.
Chapter 39
Lead me to the land of angels
Carmina Gadelica
LAURA’S STORY
On a Wednesday at the beginning of December 1880, Philip Russell brought some men from Minster Glass to install the two windows. Laura, who had not heard from Philip since her rebuffing reply to his letter in October, deliberately avoided visiting the church that day. But she knew she could not refuse to attend the dedication service on the following Sunday, St Lucy’s Day. After all, one of the windows was in memory of Caroline, and many of the Brownlows’ friends and family would be there.
The day after the men had been, however, she slipped into the church to see the windows by herself before morning prayer. How much more beautiful and alive they were, she thought, now they were in place than when propped up in the workshop. They seemed to float above her in the gloomy chapel. It was as though they had spirits; she could almost feel their presence. But she dismissed the idea. Even her father, with his love of the mystical, wouldn’t approve of such nonsense.
It was the faces, above all, that fascinated her. She had been studying Mary’s joyous gaze, her adoration reflected in the little boy’s expression, for some minutes before it dawned on her how familiar they were. She hadn’t noticed it before. Mary was Laura’s mother. She’d seen that look on her face as she dandled Arthur on her lap, and although the Holy Child looked a little older than Arthur, and Arthur’s features had certainly changed over the last few months, there was something about the tilt of his nose, the shape of his head that made her think Arthur had been in Philip’s mind when he imagined the Christ Child.
And the angel. Only the eyes might have been Caroline’s, she thought–large, heavy-lashed, languid–but this angel was more solid, squarer-faced than Caroline had ever been. Nor was the angel like Marie–she had been a dark exotic beauty. Well, Philip must have plenty of other model faces to choose from; half the women visiting the Grosvenor Gallery probably.
As she sat there looking and thinking about Caroline, a sense of peace crept over her. The angel seemed to glow brighter, warming her. Surely she wasn’t imagining it? It gave her an odd feeling. Like being blessed by a very holy and awe-inspiring person.
On the afternoon of St Lucy’s Day, Laura went to the church full of trepidation, knowing that she would see Philip.
Her first impression on entering the building with her mother and Mr Bond was that, far from the bright-coloured clothes such an occasion surely demanded, the back rows of pews were full of elderly men dressed in black: friends and associates of the late Mr and Mrs Fotherington, she supposed. One way or another, the church was full. Candles flickered on every window-ledge for the church interior was cast in wintry gloom.
For the actual moment of dedication all were asked to move to the Lady Chapel, as Laura’s father invoked words of blessing. From every part of the crowd came little gasps of admiration as people took in the lovely serene faces of Mary and the Christ Child above the altar, the grave authority of Raphael, hand lifted in blessing, glowing in the weak and misty light.
As the congregation crowded in and around the chapel, straining to see the windows, Laura waited politely at the back. It was there she caught sight of Philip, standing at a distance, leaning against the wall of the chapel. Catching her looking at him, he smiled very sweetly.
The candlelight reflected in his eyes, highlighting his red-gold hair, warming his pale skin, giving him the aura of an angel. An angel in a frockcoat and white wing collar. Then his face dissolved in the fog of her tears and she had to look away.
Afterwards there were so many people she had to speak to–cousins who had known Caroline, friends of her parents, old schoolfriends of the Brownlow sisters. Eventually Mr Bond came to say goodbye, having need to return to his office. Laura was speaking to Mrs Fotherington’s nephew, Mr Jefferies, a man of strong opinions, forcefully expressed, and his quietly spoken daughter, Prudence. She was glad to have Anthony Bond’s assistance with Mr Jefferies so that she could encourage Prudence to talk.
‘A most excellent man, your father, Miss Brownlow,’ Mr Jefferies pronounced. ‘My late aunt always spoke well of him. And our business with the window has been conducted quite satisfactorily. You will find we worship here more frequently.’
‘We should be delighted to see you both,’ Anthony assured him.
‘We usually attend St Mary’s,’ gentle Prudence whispered to Laura, ‘but I’m afraid Papa has taken exception to the new vicar.’
‘Ruins a man’s appetite for his dinner with his damn liberal views,’ Jefferies grumbled. ‘I won’t be lectured on how to spend my hard-earned income.’
‘Oh Papa,’ Prudence breathed. She patted his arm. ‘You do your Christian duty. Don’t listen to him,’ she appealed to her audience. ‘My father’s the kindest, most generous of men.’
‘I am sure you are right, Miss Jefferies,’ Anthony said gravely, but with a twinkle in his eye.
‘What should I do without her?’ Jefferies said, his expression tender. ‘Since my wife died, three years past, she has been my comfort and my strength.’
Prudence blushed becomingly. ‘It is an easy duty.’
‘Womanly virtues indeed,’ said Anthony. And he smiled so warmly upon Miss Jefferies that for one tiny moment Laura felt a stab of jealousy.
Later, she watched him take his leave, stopping to bow stiffly to a gaggle of giggling girls by the door. He was over-serious to the point of dullness, but her affection for him was building. Day by day his good qualities presented themselves to her. She knew how loyal he’d been to her father during his darkest moments; how hard he worked; how solicitous he was of her needs and interests. Sesame and Lilies was only the first of John Ruskin’s works that he gave her. She still hadn’t felt confident of showing him her writing, fearing her wayward women and the challenges they presented to his masculine view of the world might disturb him. Neither had she dared send one to the publisher of the magazine Philip suggested. Her family needed less public interest at the moment, not more.
What she didn’t like to admit was that, now Anthony had gone she felt, well, less constrained. The Jefferies moved on to speak to George and Harriet, and for a short while she was alone. Out of the corner of her eye she watched Philip, surrounded by admirers, the men shaking his hand enthusiastically, the women confiding.
‘Miss Brownlow. I’m glad to have found you.’ Her thoughts were interrupted by Miss Badcoe, now recovered from her illness and as severe as ever. With no word of thanks for Laura’s interventions on her behalf, the woman was breathtakingly unbending. Once or twice, as she endured Miss Badcoe’s rambling complaints about a neighbour at the almshouse who had offended her finer sensibilities with clumsy overtures of friendship, Laura glanced right at Philip and their eyes met. The second time he looked at her, he seemed to have worked his way closer, and she forced herself to hold his gaze and smile a little.
‘Miss Brownlow?’ Her attention was riveted again on Miss Badcoe. ‘You’re looking peaky, girl. Maybe that colour is wrong for you.’ The woman took her breath away.
‘Miss Badcoe, I assure you that I am quite well. Many people compliment me that this gold suits me exactly. Not all of us can look comely in black.’
‘Well, really, Miss Brownlow. I meant no offence.’
‘And yet you frequently do offend. Miss Badcoe, I hope you will be happy in your new lodgings and learn to like your neighbour. Good afternoon.’ And before Miss Badcoe could draw breath, Laura swept away.
Philip worked his way nearer and nearer to Laura until, as the crowd began to thin, they found themselves standing together. Now she saw the signs of grief etched in his face; the tired pouches under his eyes; the angles in his face that were sharper now, and she was moved. He took her hand and held it in both of his.
‘Miss Brownlow,’ he said. ‘Laura. At last. How are you?’ His eyes raked her face, studying her, she felt, more searchingly than ever before. It was as though he were trying to commit her features to heart.
‘Mr Russell, it’s been a splendid occasion,’ Laura’s mother broke in, appearing suddenly at her side. Philip released Laura’s hand. The spell was broken. ‘We are entirely happy with our window. It means so much to us.’ As she spoke, Laura’s mama grasped her daughter’s arm proprietorially.
‘Indeed,’ Laura murmured. She knew her mother meant only to protect her. How silly she had been, to yearn still to speak with Philip. Now they wouldn’t ever be alone together again. He’d go on his way and their paths would never again need to cross. Maybe she’d glimpse him on the other side of the Square, visiting Minster Glass. But that would be all.
Her mother was enquiring after his father’s health. She looked a little happier these days, Laura thought. The troubled atmosphere in the church had lifted, too. People still spoke about the disturbances. Many now confessed shame at the divisions the matter had caused in the congregation, with neighbour suspecting neighbour, the poor resenting the rich, the rich condemning the poor out of hand. A few weeks before, the Bishop had visited to rededicate the church and its altars and to pray for unity and the mission of the parish. Slowly, life was returning to normal.
Her father’s spirits, too, had improved notably after word arrived from her brother Tom. He had found work as a schoolteacher in New York. It was in one of the poorer areas of the city and he wasn’t earning much, but he was strong in his belief that he was contributing to the well-being of his fellow men. He had recently become engaged, he wrote, to the daughter of one of his teaching colleagues. He asked for his parents’ blessing. Laura’s father immediately arranged for money to be sent towards their expenses and expressed regret that they wouldn’t be able to attend the wedding.
‘Yes, we have much to thank God for,’ her mother was telling Philip. ‘My son Tom is doing well in America, settled and happy now. Our little grandson Arthur is a lusty child and we have hopes of another happy event at Christmas. Don’t we, Laura?’ she said, her calm eyes fixed steadily on her daughter’s. ‘I think you know Anthony Bond, my husband’s churchwarden?’
‘Mama.’ Laura breathed in sharply. The matter of her impending engagement was not public knowledge.
Philip, looking from Mrs Brownlow’s triumphant expression to Laura’s embarrassed one, needed no further explanation. He said, ‘I will look forward to hearing more of that.’ There was a short frozen silence during which Laura wished the ground would swallow her. But her mother was pulling her away.
‘Now Laura, we must speak to Cousin Clarice. She hardly knows anyone and she’s so deaf now, poor soul, it must be very lonely. Goodbye, Mr Russell.’
‘Goodbye,’ Laura whispered to him. Philip’s expression was strange–as though he’d realised he’d forgotten something desperately important.
The following day she received a letter from him.
Dear Laura, it said. It’s no good, I’ve lain unvisited by sleep. I must speak with you alone on an urgent matter. Where can I meet you? Name a place, anywhere, anytime. Laura, do this for my sake. Yours, Philip.
Her first thought was that she should refuse his request. Her second was that she would see him alone one last time. Her third was a question: where could they meet that was private yet seemly?
Dear Philip, she wrote back. I will meet you in the church porch at three.
She slipped out of the house while her mother was resting, her feet sure of their way through the hushed semi-darkness.
As the pillars of the church porch reared up through the foggy gloom she suddenly regretted coming without Polly. Would he be there? Who else might be lurking? But there was only the tall shadowy figure of Philip. He reached out his hand and pulled her into the porch. ‘The door’s locked,’ he said, his voice warm in her ear.
‘We always keep it so now.’ She pressed a large key into his hand. As the door swung open and the pungent smell of incense floated around them, she was reminded of that very first afternoon, so many months ago, when he’d first surprised her by materialising like a stone saint stepping down from his niche.
The door clicked shut behind them and they moved together through the echoey stillness. In the Lady Chapel, two fat candles burned. The vandalised wooden statue of Mary had been relegated to a side table now, the mend clear on her poor broken neck. The figures in the windows were eerie glowing presences today. Philip studied them for a moment, seemingly in a reverie.
‘Forgive me, I haven’t seen them in this light before. It’s strange to think they came into being under my hand. They appear to have achieved a life of their own quite apart from anything I’ve done. It’s as though God has breathed life into the glass, if that’s not a blasphemy.’
‘I think I see your meaning. Remember what you said about the ancient belief that God’s glory cascades through translucent objects in the form of light?’
They were silent. Laura waited quietly for him to speak his purpose.
Eventually he turned to face her, took both of her hands in his.
‘Are you to marry Mr Bond?’
He spoke so passionately, she was struck. She snatched her hands away.
‘That is a private matter. But as Mama intimated, I am to give him my answer at Christmas.’
‘Laura. Don’t. Please. I can’t bear…He’s not right…’
‘It isn’t your business whom I marry, Mr Russell.’
‘Do you love him?’
‘Now you do overstep all boundaries. I am very fond of him.’
‘Fond? What basis is that for a marriage?’
Anger flared in her. ‘It’s a more solid one than passionate adoration, I would say, from your experience.’
‘Yes, I suppose I deserved that,’ Philip muttered, pushing a hand roughly through his hair. ‘I’m going about this wrongly. I…I’m confused.’
‘Confused?’
‘You once told me I should forget my wife,’ he said.
The clatter of hooves sounded in her head, that eerie scream of pain going on for ever and ever. Laura closed her eyes to shut out the picture of Marie falling.
‘It was a callous thing to say,’ she murmured. ‘I didn’t know what would come to pass.’
‘I will learn to do it,’ he said calmly. ‘I know I must, in order to get on with my life. I must forget her.’
‘But what of John?’
‘John lives mostly with his grandparents now. It’s easier that way. I see him often. His grandmother’s teaching him Italian, you know. There’s a palazzo he’ll inherit one day, near Verona. He’s growing away from me, I fear.’
‘But he’s still your son–a little boy missing his mother. He must need you.’
‘Yes, he does miss her, but there’s nothing I can do to stop that. Nothing. Yet, though it’s a dreadful thing to say, her death has freed me. I can see light in the darkness sometimes now. It’s a long way ahead, that light. But at least I know it’s there.’
‘I’m glad,’ she said softly.
‘And there lies the heart of the matter, Laura. I need you with me. I didn’t know it until yesterday when I saw you again. You can’t marry Anthony Bond. Please don’t.’
‘Philip, too much has changed. He loves me. He’s a good man and it pleases my parents I marry him.’
‘But you, you’re only fond of him. You don’t speak of love.’
‘There are many kinds of love.’
‘Could you not find a kind with which to…love me?’
‘Philip…’ Every word he said now was a blow, smashing up the carapace she’d built around herself since Marie’s death. And yet he had not told her the most important thing of all. He had not said that he loved her.
‘What would I be to you,’ she said, ‘after Marie? What could I possibly be? A companion. A mere shadow of a love.’
‘No, no,’ he said, alarm spreading across his face. At that moment, the fog outside must have momentarily cleared because the light from the angel window grew brighter; it poured in a golden pool on the tiles.
And now she felt strong, brave and merciless. ‘I want no competitor where I choose to love. There must be only me.’
She stepped into the pool of golden light, so it cascaded down over her body like a gentle fire sent straight from God and felt Raphael’s healing warmth stream through her.
He stared at this transformation. Laura was bathed in light, transfigured by it, and at last the scales fell from his eyes. He breathed, ‘Laura. My darling.’
And as she stood there, strong and golden and beautiful, she knew that the power to decide was hers.
And now I came to the final page of Laura’s journal.
And so, Caroline, he will be mine and I will be his. Today Philip spoke to Papa and the house is in uproar. Mama played Beethoven thunderously all afternoon and has now retired to bed exhausted. Harriet has sent me two angry letters full of words underlined, and Mrs Jorkins shakes her head and bites her lip. Worst of all was my meeting with Anthony this evening.
I have hurt him badly. Desperately. He is without fault in all this. In taking what we want in life we destroy. It’s that which makes Mama so angry, I think–my wilfulness, my selfishness. Perhaps she’s right. But perhaps, too, it is easier to do good to others if we are happy? Anthony may meet a woman who would love him as he deserves. Caroline, I sincerely hope that this comes to pass. If you were here with me, I wonder if you would take my part? But you are not. I think your window has changed everything for me. I will always remember you, Caroline. The memories will always be tender. But now, as I once advised Philip, we must move into the future and leave you in God’s hands. Goodbye, my darling sister.
There was no more. Just several blank pages.
So Laura married her Philip. And now I understood why I’d found the journal amongst the archives of Minster Glass. Philip had taken over the business from Reuben Ashe and Laura had married him. Which meant…what did it mean? How had the firm passed down our family through the years? Maybe Philip was a several times great-grandfather and Laura a grandmother? Not if Philip and Marie’s son John inherited the business. How could I find out?
I was glad for Laura, though sorry for poor Anthony. He had been faithful, and dogged and dutiful but that, in the end, had not won the day. I wondered what had happened to him. Perhaps he courted the gentle Prudence Jefferies, found a wife well suited to his needs? I hoped so.
Chapter 40
Every man contemplates an angel in his future self.
Ralph Waldo Emerson
Quite how we all crammed ourselves into the front of the church on the Sunday of the concert and still left enough room for the orchestra, I don’t know, but Dominic and Michael somehow organised it.
Choral dress rehearsals are always dire, not least because they take place in a new venue with strange acoustics and no one sits in the same order as previous practices. The strongest singers, who always sit at the front week by week, for some reason now disappear to the back, and people like me and Jo, who enjoy skulking at the back, find themselves marooned in the front row, exposed and disorientated, with the violinists’ elbows almost in their faces.
Ben looked harassed, as well he might. The previous Monday’s practice had been ragged. Most people now knew their parts, but not well enough to lift their heads from their music.
Today, with the orchestra and the soloists present, he had at least to control his temper. He and Val had done well. Not only did we have Julian Wright as a marvellously tortured Gerontius, but a delightful mezzo soprano played his Guardian Angel and a rich bass-baritone was the Angel of the Agony. The programme notes revealed stunning CVs for both. How Ben and Val had won their services for this amateur concert, I couldn’t guess.
At the end of the afternoon Val reminded us about our dress for the performance–black and white–as well as to bring food for the cast party in the hall afterwards. Wine would be provided. We packed ourselves up, chattering, and I said goodbye to Jo, noticing with a stab of satisfaction that she left with Dominic. But my attention was really on Ben. He was grimmer than I’d ever seen him. I waited outside the door and caught his arm as he came through.
‘Oh hi,’ he said, a smile flickering across his lips. ‘How are you?’ He took my hand and gave me one of his soul-searching looks.
‘I’m fine,’ I told him, gently disengaging my hand, ‘but you don’t look happy. Were we truly awful?’
‘No. Well, I get nervous. I’m sure we’ll be all right on the night, as they say.’
‘That’s only two hours’ time,’ I reminded him. ‘Anyway, I must go. And you–you should rest.’
‘I’ll be better after I’ve had something to eat. Fran–you will be at the party afterwards, won’t you?’
‘Of course,’ I said, and cursed my voice for wobbling.
‘I’ll see you later, then,’ he said, and I felt that familiar tug inside. Was it beginning all over again?
It might have been only an amateur choral society performance, but it was the most wonderful concert I’d ever taken part in.
Being the penitential season of Advent there were no flowers to brighten the church. But rows of candles glowed on every windowsill, and on the huge Christmas tree at the back, and the kindest of electric ceiling lights softened the white of our shirts, investing the scene with all the nostalgia of a Victorian Christmas. Our audience seemed mesmerised, too; hushed, looking around them as they squeezed into every remaining space and sat waiting for us to begin. Near the front sat Jeremy and his wife, behind them, with a friend from the hostel, was Amber and, finally–was that him? Yes. There, right at the last moment, I was relieved to see Zac slip in and make his way along a pew full of people to what must be the last empty square inch in the church.
Then the orchestra entered to applause, followed by the leader of the orchestra–Nina, in another of her medieval dresses, this one low-cut–then by the soloists, the mezzo gorgeous in glittering midnight blue, the men crisp in tails. But they were all shadows next to Ben. Even I was amazed as he hurried into his place, centre stage, and bowed theatrically, his blond hair a glorious cascade over his high white collar; a cummerbund, the same colour as the mezzo’s dress, hugging his slim hips.
The strings came in first. The brave notes of the cellos soared warm and beautiful into the vast space above our heads.
As we sang I knew we were but a small part of a great drama unfolding; the most important drama of all, the story of life and death, the journey of a soul. For, though we belong to one another, sing and laugh and cry and fight together, in the end we have to make that final journey into the dark alone. Gerontius showed us the way, leaving his grieving friends, but then his angel bore him, supported him, led him safely among the devils by the judgement court, sponsoring his journey on through repentance to salvation and the promise of eternal joy.
I thought of my father throughout–how could I not? I had privately dedicated my singing to his memory, willing him, too, to find freedom from guilt and happiness; maybe to find my mother again, as they had first known and loved each other. I remembered, too, the dream I’d had the night of the fire. I wondered if it really had been her singing I’d heard; whether she was the angel who had called my name.
During the interval I looked for Zac, but he must have been swept up in the crowd who were pressing their way into the hall for drinks. So I took my bottle of water and went to visit our angel window. Tonight Raphael was blank and lifeless in the darkness. But I knew he was there, and would leap to life again with the dawn.
I became aware of someone behind me and turned. It was Michael, watching me from the doorway, a shining glass of red wine in one hand.
‘I don’t know about you, but I’d say it’s going fantastically well,’ he said, eyes gleaming in the light of the candles on the altar. ‘That Wright fellow is simply marvellous.’
‘I think so, too. Ben should be pleased. Have you spoken to him?’
‘No,’ was all he said to that, then, ‘Wonderful job you did with him,’ nodding towards the angel. ‘I had a good look this afternoon before the rehearsal. It entirely complements the other lights in here. I congratulate you.’
‘Thanks,’ I said. ‘It’s very special to me, this window.’
‘Yes, of course, your father,’ he acknowledged. I could detect sympathy beneath the formal tone.
‘My father, yes, but so much else that’s happened in these last few months. It’s proved to be quite a turning point for me in a number of ways.’
‘How are matters proceeding with the shop?’
‘Fine, thanks. The builders are coming in straight after Christmas. I think they’ll be finished sometime in February. Then we can have a grand reopening.’
‘Michael, there you are. It’s about to start again, so I’ll see you afterwards.’ It was Nina, slipping her hand under his arm, dropping a light kiss on his cheek. He leaned into her for a moment, his stern features softened. She smiled up at me as she left and I thought she seemed sad.
‘As you can see, she and I are making another go of it,’ Michael said. ‘It shook Ben up when you left. I made him realise that he’d hurt Nina as well by his behaviour. He had the decency to apologise to her.’
‘Are they still playing together?’
‘Only until their next performance, which is after Christmas. It’s not easy for any of us though.’
‘I can imagine,’ I said soberly, thinking that their best bet would be to see less of Ben altogether. ‘I hope everything works out for you, Michael.’
‘Thanks,’ he said, but he sounded unsure. We went to take our seats once more.
Ben seemed much more relaxed during the second half, even smiling during our ‘Praise to the Holiest in the Height’, which dovetailed more or less perfectly with the orchestra’s efforts. As we distant voices on earth begged, ‘Be merciful, be gracious, spare him, Lord,’ I thought of the angel holding my father in his ‘most loving arms’, dipping him into the Lake of Penitence, sending him on to the next part of his journey.
The final Amens faded away into silence. Ben stood quietly, head bowed, and the applause began. It rose in a huge wave of sound. People stood in the pews and clapped and cheered. We clapped the soloists and Ben until our hands were sore; the orchestra and the choir were made to rise and sit, rise and sit, until finally we were allowed to go.
As people began to pack up and leave, I watched Jeremy go up and clasp Ben’s hand. ‘Well done!’ I heard him say. ‘Superb. The best concert we’ve had here.’ Ben’s friends and colleagues began to cluster round.
I turned to Jo. ‘It was wonderful, wasn’t it?’ she said. ‘I so enjoyed it. I didn’t expect to, you know, I felt I’d missed so many rehearsals. Here, give me your score. I’ll give it to Dom for you, shall I? Gina,’ she said, addressing the woman behind, ‘I’ll take yours if you like.’ And she was off collecting up the music–happy, chattering, as she used to be. I hoped everything would be all right. Jeremy had told me last night that the grant application for the hostel would have to go through the whole process again. He’d been assured that it was likely to be successful, but that everything had to be seen to be above board this time. Still, it meant the developments were delayed for another year and they might even have to reapply for planning permission.
‘I wish she hadn’t resigned,’ Jeremy had said the week before. ‘I’m a great believer in seeing things through. Jo’s an excellent social worker–just the kind of person we want in the job.’
‘She’s got a couple of interviews lined up,’ I was able to tell him. ‘She’ll be all right.’
Now, I watched her weave her way through the music stands to the front pew, where she started to help Dominic pack the scores into boxes. His long scarf trailed in the way so she stopped to coil it round his neck. Maybe they were still just friends–that’s what she’d told me, anyway–but the manner in which he crouched, looking up at her as she tucked the fringe in neatly, that fond look on her face, suggested their friendship was developing into something new. Good old Dominic. I was certain Mrs Pryde would approve.
I passed my chair to one of Michael’s team of helpers and was shaking out my coat when someone said, ‘Fran.’
‘Hello?’ I swung round. ‘Zac.’ After the briefest of hesitations we hugged.
‘Fan-blooming-tastic, you were,’ he said. ‘Never heard the piece before but it sure blows you away.’
‘Thanks.’ I laughed, suddenly very happy.
‘So,’ he said, and now he seemed hesitant again, ‘I was wondering if you…’
‘Fran, there you are.’ Ben was rushing up to me, elated, throwing his arm round me, muttering a quick, ‘Sorry to interrupt, old man,’ to Zac before sweeping me away. I glanced behind me, trying to telegraph mock-alarm to Zac. He looked furious, but Ben had me firmly and was guiding me towards the door.
‘Now you’re coming to the party, aren’t you?’ he insisted. ‘There are some people I want you to meet. A guy who’s currently directing the Philharmonic, and his wife, she’s something high up at the Opera House.’ It was as though none of the bad stuff had happened. He was winding me up in that charm of his, that irresistible glamour. I was aware of his warm, strong hand, squeezing my arm through the silk of my blouse; I breathed in his delicious incensy smell. We moved towards the door. I glimpsed the lights of the hall and choir members peeling plastic film off plates of food.
Ben rattled on. ‘This man you’re going to meet. He’s invited me to play the organ in…’
At the threshold of the church I hovered, experiencing a bolt of déjà vu. It had only been three months ago that I’d stood here waiting for Zac to finish in the chapel, watching the choir gather, saw Jo again, a moment later met Ben for the first time. I’d been waiting for Zac…
Despite Ben’s restraining arm I turned, looked back into the church. Zac was standing there, arms crossed over his greatcoat, his normally shaggy hair tamed tonight, watching us with a furrowed expression, an air of magnificent loneliness about him.
‘Come on, Fran,’ Ben said, forging ahead, dragging me on. But it was all wrong. I knew that now. He held no enchantment for me any more.
‘Ben,’ I said, pulling away. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not coming to the party. Not yet, anyway.’
‘What?’ he said, then he too noticed Zac. ‘Oh,’ he said, surprised. Then, ‘I’ll see you in a moment.’ And he swaggered on into the hall on a sea of adulation.
I walked slowly back into the church. ‘Sorry about that,’ I told Zac, feeling suddenly shy. ‘Ben doesn’t easily take no for an answer.’ Zac’s stony look melted into a smile. He unfolded his arms in a gesture of release.
‘It’s taken you this long to see that?’ he said.
I laughed, my confidence sweeping back. ‘So where shall we go?’
‘Thought you’d never ask,’ he said. ‘I promised you dinner. Ten o’clock’s a bit late, but I need to talk to you about something.’
‘Oh, OK.’ How mysterious. ‘I know a good tapas bar,’ I said, remembering the place Jo had taken me. ‘Then we needn’t order a full meal.’
‘Sounds great. Shall we go?’ he said, helping me on with my coat.
‘Should I have changed out of this outfit?’ I asked, looking down at my long black skirt.
‘Nah, you look great as you are.’ And he meant it.
He waited while I checked my purse was still in my coat pocket then we hurried without a glance at the party, out into the frosty night.
Chapter 41
I saw Gabriel, like a maiden, or like the moon amongst the stars. His hair was like a woman’s falling in long tresses…He is the most beautiful of angels…His face is like a red rose.
Ruzbehan Baqli
The roads were silent. We moved arm-in-arm, quiet as wraiths, slipping through pools of yellow lamplight, or striped by shadows of black railings, like prison bars, thrown by shafts of light from windows. Where people had forgotten to draw their curtains, tableaux of bookshelves and Christmas trees and flickering television screens could be glimpsed. Other lives, other worlds. We turned into a street where the old buildings lay dark and cold, sunk in their secrets. For a moment the mist separating past and present seemed so thin that I wouldn’t have been surprised to see Laura hurrying ahead of us.
Opening the door to the tapas bar we walked firmly into the present: steamy, loud with a flamenco guitar and chatter. A couple were vacating a candlelit table in a corner behind a partition, and we took it, ordering food and drink before the waiter who came to clear had time to escape. He brought us the wine straight away.
We talked about the concert, joked about life behind the scenes at the vicarage. That morning, Jeremy had lost his spectacles and conducted an irritable hunt before his wife found them in the obvious place where he’d left them.
‘Don’t you feel you’re on your best behaviour all the time there?’ Zac asked, pouring us each more wine from the bottle. Through the candlelight he was rather Spanish-looking himself, with his black hair, dark, glittering eyes and five o’clock shadow.
‘I did at first,’ I said, ‘but not now. They’re very relaxed, really, and we’re used to each other, so it’s just the usual family rituals.’ Family rituals. Dad and I used to have our own. Now he’d gone the memories were flooding back. Every day I could think of more good things about the past; remember our special Sunday breakfasts when I was small, walks by the river holding his hand, visits to churches where he explained the wonderful stained glass. The memories were tender, and precious, too.
‘Jeremy and Sarah miss their daughters and having me with them helps,’ I told Zac. ‘I think fussing over me takes Sarah’s mind off her worries about Miranda.’
‘She’s the younger one, is that right?’
‘Yes, she suffers from anorexia. It’s very difficult for her parents to know how to help–she keeps them at arm’s length.’
‘That’s hard,’ he said.
‘Jo asked me to go and live with her again,’ I told him, ‘but I said no.’
‘Wouldn’t you feel more at home with her?’ he asked.
‘Funnily enough, no. Jo’s place still feels like her parents’ home. Anyway, I don’t want to play gooseberry to her and Dominic.’
He smiled and I thought he looked distracted.
‘What is it?’ I asked, feeling that at last all barriers were down between us. He held his finger close to the candle flame, considering, and after a moment seemed to come to a decision of some sort.
‘Fran,’ he said. He couldn’t look at me. ‘I must tell you. I’m going away.’
‘Away? What do you mean?’ I was confused.
‘It was while I was ill. I had time to think–about Olivia. I need to go and look for her, Fran.’
I tried to keep up. ‘But you said you wouldn’t ever go…’
‘…where I wasn’t wanted. Aye, I did. But it was something Amber said. She’s a wise one, that girl. She asked me if I was at peace about it–not seeing Olivia, that is. And I said no, of course not. It torments me. And she said…she said I should forget my pride, go on the journey, trust and see what happened. That if you love someone, you have to work for them. Although there’s a point where you have to stand back and wait, I needed to try my best first.’
‘Oh,’ I said, faintly. ‘But where will you look? I thought she’d moved. How long will you be gone?’
‘I’m going to start at the last address I had for them. I don’t know how long I’ll be, but I’ve a flight booked this week. Friday, in fact. The prices rise after that, it being the Christmas holidays. I had to decide quickly.’
‘Friday,’ I repeated, dully. ‘But Zac, it’s all so sudden.’ So many questions formed in my mind, I didn’t know which one to ask first, and a feeling of panic was rising.
‘I need a break, Fran. To get away from everything. And I can’t ask you to hold the job open. It wouldn’t be fair on you. And perhaps I ought to try something new anyway. It’s been a tough time.’
‘I couldn’t have got through it without you, Zac.’ Tears were welling up now. I averted my face, not daring to let him see them. ‘I don’t want you to go. It’s awful.’
‘It’s not awful, Fran. I’m really happy about it. I’m going to look for Olivia. Of course I won’t turn up on the doorstep unannounced or anything. I’ll find out where she is and then try to speak to Shona, get her to let me meet Olivia.’
‘What happens if she won’t let you?’ I said, bravely looking straight at him now. I wouldn’t cry. I wouldn’t.
He took a slow sip of his wine, staring into the candle flame as though there were pictures in it only he could see. ‘I don’t know,’ he said at last, unhappily. ‘But at least I’ll have tried. Better than sitting on my backside here, pining, isn’t it?’
‘When will you come back?’
‘I don’t know. The visa’s for three months. I’m keeping up the flat for the moment, but putting my stuff into storage in case. David’s looking after the glass for me. If I found a job out there, got permission to stay…well, maybe I’d do that. I don’t know. I don’t expect it would be that easy. I’ll play it by ear.’
He would be gone, out of my life. I might never see him again. I hardly knew where I was, couldn’t stop the tears now. I tried to look away, but he reached out his hand and touched my cheek.
‘Hey,’ he said really gently. ‘You’re crying. What’s the matter? It’s not the end of the world, you know.’
‘Yes, it is,’ I choked. The tears were coming thick and fast now. ‘You can’t go. Not now.’ I grabbed a paper napkin and blew my nose.
‘You silly girl. You’ll be all right without me. You’ll have Amber to help in the shop. And it shouldn’t be too difficult finding someone to replace me.’
‘It’s not that. It’s that I’ll miss you, Zac.’
He sat there, taking in my stricken face. I watched him work it out and it was like the glimmer of a light dawning.
‘You will miss me? Really? But you’ll have Ben, won’t you?’ The expression in his eyes was unreadable.
‘No, Zac, I won’t have Ben. It’s never really been Ben. Well, I thought it was for a bit but then I realised I was wrong.’ Whatever I had felt for him was gone now. I’d been looking through a glass darkly, but now I could see the truth beyond. ‘I didn’t know it till just now, in the church. It’s like…oh, I’m not putting this very well, Zac.’
He gazed at me across the table, frowning. I tried very hard to smile but my mouth wouldn’t do it properly. Now I’d made a proper fool of myself.
‘You don’t want me to go?’ he said quietly. ‘You really don’t?’
‘I want you to find Olivia–it would be selfish of me not to. But I don’t want you to go away. Or rather, I want you to come back. Very soon. I need you. I don’t mean at the shop. Well, I do, of course. But it’s for me. I need you.’
Zac stared at me for some time without speaking, a whole pantomime of emotions playing across his face. Finally he smiled, a crazy lopsided smile that became a laugh. His eyes sparkled, and now I knew that everything was all right. He reached for my hand, and we sat there holding hands, smiling stupidly at one another.
And then the waiter arrived with platters of food and merry small talk and we ate without speaking much, but still with plenty of looking at each other. Once he reached across and stroked my face. I grabbed his hand and put it to my lips, gave his finger the tenderest of little bites, which made him narrow his eyes. I held his big cool hand against my hot cheek and closed my eyes. I felt safe, protected.
‘Dessert? Café?’ asked the waiter when he withdrew the empty platters. Despite everything, we’d been ravenous.
Zac raised his eyebrows in question. ‘No,’ I said hastily. ‘Thank you.’
I let Zac pay the bill and help me on with my coat and then once again we were out on the street. But this time, Zac’s arm was round me, keeping me warm and safe. I wasn’t alone any more.
Round the corner, out of sight of any passers-by, he drew me into the dark porch of some office block and we kissed. They were long, desperate kisses that left me dizzy and hungry for more. I knew the feel of his hair now, thick and springy, the roughness of his jaw, the gleam of his eyes, his skin ghostly pale in the darkness. I’ve no idea how much time passed. We didn’t want to stop. When we came up, gasping for air, he wrapped me tightly inside his coat and I felt warm against the cold. Even so, I shivered.
‘What shall we do now?’ he whispered. ‘No good going back to mine, it’s all packed up. I’m sleeping on my own sofa.’
It was nearly midnight–too late to take him back to the vicarage. But we didn’t want to say goodbye, not yet.
‘I know,’ I said.
The flat above Minster Glass was as cold inside as it was outside, the electricity being off, but we were providing our own warmth. It seemed right somehow making it a place of love again, snuggled up together in some blankets on the sofa, trying to ignore the smell of damp and smoke.
I felt so safe in his arms, as though I’d come home, really home, and I couldn’t help but weep a little with happiness, as well as the thought that he was going away.
‘Don’t cry,’ he whispered, kissing me again. After a moment he muttered in my ear, ‘I love you.’
‘I love you, too,’ I replied wonderingly, and sat back to look at his face, strange and slightly sinister in the light from the street. I stroked his bristly cheek.
‘I’ve loved you such a long time, Fran.’
‘How long?’ I asked, though I knew now. So many things were starting to make sense. Zac’s surliness. His deep misery. I’d put everything down to Dad or Olivia, but it hadn’t just been them.
‘Oh, only since you walked back through that door in September,’ he said. ‘Sad, eh?’
‘Oh, Zac.’
‘Yes, but you didn’t notice me, did you? Not really.’
Why had I not seen it? Why do we never see these things? Because we’re looking somewhere else, for something else, that’s why. When what matters is right there in front of us.
‘I didn’t know for sure then,’ he went on. ‘Frankly, you got on my wick. I wanted you. I wasn’t sure I liked you though. You seemed selfish.’
Selfish. Three months ago I’d have resented that. Now, it still hurt, but I saw why he might have got that impression of me. I had been closed up inside, like an unripe nut. ‘You’re a dark horse, Zac McDuff,’ I told him. ‘And you’re horrible. Not liking me indeed.’
He threw back his head and laughed then, his eyes flashing in the golden light.
‘But all that time I was with Ben…’ I remembered. That must have hurt so much.
‘I couldn’t believe you didn’t see through the guy,’ Zac said savagely. ‘He’s got “flake” written all over him.’
I thought about that. Poor old Ben. Yes, he was ‘poor old Ben’ because, for all the ways in which he used people, he couldn’t see himself clearly. He was blinded by the flame of ambition that fascinated him and, in the end, burned him. Still, it must have been hard for Zac to watch me with him, feeling unable to say or do anything. Certainly, I’d have put him in his place if he’d tried.
Amazingly, despite the cold, we fell asleep together until the sun rose next morning and hunger for food drove us out. We parted, promising to meet that evening. I sneaked back to the vicarage, let myself in and crept straight up the stairs, though I could hear Sarah clattering about in the kitchen. Only Lucifer, sitting by the radiator, saw me. He paused in his washing, with one leg in the air, his eyes gleaming accusingly. He was used to me now, but I couldn’t say he approved of me. Jeremy and Sarah said nothing about my absence. But then perhaps they didn’t know I hadn’t been to bed.
We spent every hour we could together over the next few days, though what with rehearsals for a concert I was to play in at the Wigmore Hall during Christmas week and Zac needing to sort out final arrangements for his trip, the hours didn’t add up to much.
‘I’ll be gone for just as long as it takes,’ he said, stroking my hair. It was the Tuesday afternoon and we were sitting on a bench in St James’s Park, the same bench where I’d seen Michael all those weeks ago. ‘Then I’ll be back. I promise.’
I opened my mouth to complain, then saw his face. He was holding back deep emotion and I knew I must say nothing. Although this was difficult for me, it was far more difficult for him. He was going alone on a journey into the unknown, and I needed to support him. I hugged him without speaking, and he held onto me so hard it hurt.
On his last night, Zac came to supper at the vicarage. Jo came too, with Dominic in tow. Although nothing was actually said, it had become obvious to me that my new surrogate parents had grown fond of Zac during the previous few months. When I explained somewhat shyly about the shift in our relationship, Sarah, with great tact, immediately took him under her wing as well, offering the address of some friends of theirs who lived in Melbourne, who might offer him hospitality. She also mended a tear in his elderly jacket, a task that was utterly beyond me, let alone Zac.
Both Jo and Dominic had, in their different ways, changed. Jo seemed happier. In fact, she was almost back to the Jo I’d known at school, though there was something, a slight wariness, there now. Dominic seemed less anxious. He was back at work and life was less stressful now that his mother was in a home. Jo, being in between jobs, was to spend some time down in Horsham helping his sister Maggie clear out the family home as Maggie tired easily at this stage in her pregnancy.
‘What are we doing at choir next term?’ I asked Dominic at one point.
‘The Messiah,’ he replied. ‘It always brings in the crowds and the music’s easy to get hold of. I’ve been looking through everybody’s questionnaires, by the way.’
‘And?’
‘Mixed bag,’ he said. ‘Ben will feel on the one hand encouraged–everyone appreciates his talent as a conductor–and on the other hand disappointed. Most want to aim for high standards. There are some who definitely share his vision, wanting to expand. But there are far more, I’m afraid, who think we should keep things pretty much as they are. Several grumble that the subscriptions are already too high.’
‘Rather what I expected,’ said the vicar, who had been steadily making his way through his roast lamb. ‘I just hope Ben won’t be demotivated. He’s an excellent organist. We’re damn lucky to have him.’
‘Will you go to choir next term?’ Zac asked me in a quiet moment, after Jo and Dominic had gone.
I considered the question. I wanted to. I’d enjoyed the singing and the camaraderie. ‘Would you mind?’ I asked Zac.
I watched the emotions struggle in his face. It wasn’t easy for him to think of me seeing Ben, even in the distance up on his plinth. ‘You’d do what you want to anyway,’ he said finally, smiling. ‘But for what it’s worth, no, I don’t mind.’ He was saying, I trust you. I loved him for that.
‘I might not have time, anyway, what with orchestral commitments and dealing with the shop. I’ll try to though. I love the Messiah.’ I knew it backwards. Maybe it wouldn’t matter if I only went to some of the rehearsals.
The next morning, though the vicar had offered to drive us, Zac and I took a taxi through the early-morning darkness to the airport. It was the hardest thing in the world to watch him reach the front of the queue at the security gate, turn and wave one last time, and walk away into the crowds of the departure lounge.
Christmas was a tough time. No Dad, no Zac, no home. It was hard for the Quentins, too. They’d hoped for both their daughters to visit, but on Christmas Eve, shortly before Fenella and her fiancé arrived, a telephone call came from Miranda. She wasn’t coming. Jeremy and I sat at the kitchen table, he with his head in his hands, listening as Sarah begged and pleaded with her, offered for Jeremy to go to Bristol to fetch her, but she refused. Perhaps they could come and see her at New Year, Miranda said, but we all felt she was fobbing them off. After the call ended, Sarah cried and Jeremy comforted her. I glanced at the photograph of Miranda on the dresser, a happy, engaging child in school uniform; no hint there of the anxieties of anorexia to come.
I wondered how Zac was getting on, finding Olivia. At first we communicated regularly. Phone calls from Melbourne came, sometimes at odd hours of the night, when he sounded miserable and alone. Once, after he’d spent the evening with the Quentins’ friends, he sounded more cheerful.
It took a week for him to locate Shona and Olivia, and another week to be allowed to speak to Shona. It turned out that she hadn’t lived at her parents’ address, where he’d been sending his cards, for many years. The elderly neighbour who told him this didn’t know where she had gone, but informed him that she was married. Shona’s father had, he said, died two years before, and the widow had moved the previous Christmas to a smaller house on the other side of the city. Too soon for her address to appear in phone books, Zac discovered when he went looking for E. Donaldsons. So he tried phoning other Donaldsons on the list and finally, just before Christmas, he’d tracked down Shona’s uncle, given him his number at the little hotel where he was staying, and waited.
Down the phone late on Christmas Eve, Zac veered between sounding nervous and glum. He was to spend the following day with the Quentins’ friends, I was relieved to hear. But I thought about him all of Christmas Day.
A week passed while the Donaldson clan consulted one another, then Zac returned to his lodgings one evening to find that Shona had called.
Zac rang me at the vicarage just after Christmas with the news that he’d seen Olivia. I couldn’t make much sense of him, he was so overwhelmed, but I gathered some facts. Shona was married to a man who already had children of his own. It had been sensible to explain to Olivia as she grew up that she had a father in Britain, but that her mother wasn’t able to see him any more.
‘She didn’t try, Fran, that’s what’s so hurtful,’ he said. ‘She could have been in touch but decided not to. It was tidier that way.’
‘But she let you see your daughter today.’
‘Her mother persuaded her that it would be best for Olivia. That, otherwise, Olivia might one day find out how much I had wanted to see her and would never be able to forgive her mother. Shona didn’t want me to go to the house so the three of us met at a café for lunch. It was strange, so strange, seeing my daughter for the first time. Since she was a tiny baby, I mean. She’s still very like Shona, but the way she moves–you’ll laugh, but it reminds me of my mam. And yet they never met. How do our genes do that?’
‘No idea.’ I laughed. ‘What’s she like? As a person, I mean.’
‘Quite poised and serious. She listens to you very carefully. I felt like…I don’t know, a stranger she was being polite to. But I think she was pleased to see me. Shona’s very protective of her, but I’m allowed to see her again in a couple of days. I didn’t know where you take a child, but Shona’s suggested roller-skating. Let’s hope I can remember how to do it.’
I laughed at the thought of Zac stumbling around on skates. ‘Don’t kill yourself,’ I said, ‘for heaven’s sake. I need you back in one piece.’
‘You’ll get me back,’ he replied softly. ‘But I think my heart will be in two pieces, one half here with my daughter.’
I’d thought long and hard about that. Some women might have minded, but I knew what it was like to grow up without one parent. I was proud of Zac and what he was doing, and would support him every inch of the way.
I just wanted him to come home.
Jeremy and Sarah did go down to stay with their younger daughter at New Year, leaving me alone in the house. It proved a useful time. The builders were due to start work on Minster Glass on the first Monday of the New Year, and I still had things to sort out.
It was strange going upstairs into Dad’s attic after so long. Everything was just as I’d left it–the manuscript for his history on the desk, heaps of files and rolls of paper strewn around. I knew I had to tidy up.
The surprise came when I pulled open the desk drawers in a search for new elastic bands; the ones on some of the rolls kept breaking because they’d dried out. One drawer was stacked full of little engagement diaries, from the 1920s and 1930s, I saw. No time to look at those now. In another was a cache of picture postcards depicting stained-glass windows from around the world. Now which of my family had ‘Jim’ been, the person who’d sent them?
There was a ball of elastic bands in the bottom drawer, and there, too, I found a cardboard tube with a roll of paper inside. It was a family tree, meticulously written out in Dad’s distinctive handwriting. I opened it out flat on the desk, and there we all were, Ashes and Russells and Morrisons staggering down through 130 years of history. And it was as I had hoped. Laura, married to Philip, was my great-great-great-grandmother. Her son Samuel, born in 1882, had married Reuben Ashe’s granddaughter, so Reuben was my ancestor, too.
Dad had underscored the names of anyone who had actually owned Minster Glass and Samuel was one of them. Philip and Marie’s son John was not. In brackets next to his name, Dad had written Joined maternal grandfather’s shipping business. Maybe John had inherited that palazzo in Verona, too.
Laura had given birth to five children. All of them had survived to reach maturity, I was glad to see, but a different mortality was to strike their generation. Her third son died in 1915, aged thirty. It was impossible to tell from the simple chart how he died, but easy to believe it was at the front in France or Belgium.
I gazed around the attic, wondering what other secrets were hidden here. Maybe there’d be a photograph of Laura somewhere; if not with the business archives, somewhere else, downstairs. When I had more time, I’d search. And maybe one day I’d carry on writing Dad’s history of Minster Glass. I felt that’s what he would have wanted.
Chapter 42
May the archangel Raphael accompany us along our way, and may we return to our homes in peace, joy, and health.
Catholic Prayer
‘Hold it up higher. Higher. There now, don’t move while I look.’
Amber marched outside and posed, head to one side, hands on hips, to make her judgement. A lifting gesture with her hands and Anita’s lodger Larry, teetering on a chair, raised the new angel another six inches on its chain. Amber frowned and signed again. Down half an inch, the angel swaying dangerously, and she nodded enthusiastically. He slipped the link over the hook above the window and stepped down with obvious relief.
‘She’s a hard woman to please, that Amber,’ he moaned, rubbing his aching arms.
‘Don’t think you’ve finished yet, Larry. When you’ve recovered there’s the champagne to unpack,’ I told him, smiling, and left him hefting bottles onto the table next to the glasses whilst I went outside to join Amber.
We contemplated the new angel with satisfaction. Amber had made her entirely by herself. In colour and design, as we had both agreed we wanted, she was similar to the one destroyed in the fire. But, of course, under Amber’s hands she had come out slightly differently. She looked younger, this angel, and more feisty than Dad’s 1970s’ version.
‘She’s beautiful,’ I told Amber. And now that she was in place, the shop was truly ready. I checked my watch. ‘Only half an hour till people start arriving.’
‘I’ll help Anita bring the sandwiches,’ Amber said. I watched her vanish into the café, thinking how assured she had grown over the previous couple of months. It was the beginning of February and she had been enrolled on a local college course for a month, spending much of her time on her special project, this angel. Her relationship with Larry was gentle, slow-flowering, but they were natural together, as happy as sandboys. Larry had recently begun his training in hotel management. I wondered what Mrs Finnegan back in County Kerry would think of a half-Egyptian girl for her beloved youngest, and crossed my fingers that Amber’s guileless charm–and her love of angels–would make everything all right.
I gave the window one more glance then went back into the shop to help Larry.
‘It’ll be a squash in here,’ I told him as he polished glasses with a professional flourish. ‘But we can always spill over into the workshop.’
‘Or out the door,’ he agreed. ‘It’s such a lovely day for a party.’
And it was. A beautiful, unseasonably warm Saturday. There had been frost on the garden when I’d gone out first thing, but this had quickly melted, leaving dew sparkling on the branches and shrubs. Now even that had evaporated and everything looked fresh.
The party for the reopening of Minster Glass was Amber’s idea, too. The builders had worked incredibly hard over the last five weeks, making good the structure, rewiring and decorating the whole of the ground floor, restoring the floorboards and fittings. Instead of the old musty whiff, the air was redolent with woodstain and fresh paint. The shelves were packed with new glass, the ceiling dotted with coloured lampshades, the walls sparkling with mirrors and glass picture frames. Like Amber’s angel, everything had been restored to look like the vanished old, but couldn’t stop itself looking new. I could live with that.
I was delighted with it all, especially the new lighting, and I hoped that Zac, when he came home, would be pleased with the workshop, with its smart shelving, state-of-the-art work-tables and machines. If he comes home, a little voice said inside me.
Late on New Year’s Day, he’d phoned to say that he’d decided to go travelling. ‘It seems crazy not to, now I’m here,’ he said, and although I was disappointed I tried not to let him know it. There was something different in his voice, a lightness I’d not heard before. He’d seen Olivia two or three times more over the holiday, he told me, and then, on the spur of the moment, he’d bought a plane ticket to Sydney.
A week later, a postcard of the harbour arrived, marked with a tiny cross on the skyline: My hostel here. A week after that a picture of Ayers Rock at sunset slipped onto the Quentins’ doormat. Finally, last week, a fleet of brightly coloured fish announced that he’d reached the Barrier Reef. Scrawled on the back was, You won’t believe the amazing things I’ve seen. The landscape’s spectacular, the blue of the sea like light through opalescent glass. See ya, Zac xxx.
I propped it up on the bookshelf next to the others, picked them up one by one and studied them. There was no mention of coming home. He hadn’t phoned for a couple of weeks, apart from leaving a message several evenings before, when we were all out. It said something about being ‘on the hoof’ and that he’d ring again. He hadn’t. I had no address for him except the Quentins’ friends in Melbourne. In the end I got fed up with wondering and wrote to them enclosing a letter for Zac. It was a newsy letter; I hoped the light tone would disguise how much I’d agonised over it. I reminded him how beautiful London was in the pale January light, told him I’d been asked to play the Vaughan Williams Tuba Concerto at a music festival in Birmingham the following month, that his friend David sent his best. Oh, and that the shop was nearly finished, and there was already a backlog of orders building. It didn’t feel right to plead with him to return. He needed space. But I prayed that thoughts of life going on here without him would make him want to come home.
I passed the letter across the post office counter and turned to leave. Suddenly I wished that I’d been warmer, that I’d begged him to get in touch, to come home. But it was all too late. I could only wait and see.
Now I opened the shop door to let Anita and Amber in with their trays of little sandwiches, then helped them lay everything on the counter next to the stack of paper plates and serviettes.
‘I’m so glad you’ll open again, dear,’ said Anita, brushing away my thanks. ‘It’s bad for business having a burned-out shop next door. This’ll be good for all of us. Oh, I don’t know how you can stand all these mirrors. I wouldn’t be able to get away from myself.’
I laughed.
‘They make it ever so sparkly and bright,’ said Amber, spinning round the room in a little dance.
‘Amber…’
‘Careful of the GLASSES,’ Larry yelled, just in time.
‘Look–guests!’ I said, spotting Jo and Dominic walking down the pavement towards us, hand-in-hand. ‘And there are the Quentins.’ Jeremy was cradling a vast bouquet.
‘Don’t worry, I’m always careful with the corks,’ Larry said, catching my anxious eye as he twisted the wire off a champagne bottle.
Soon the shop was full of people. Zac’s friends David and Janie brought their children, who soon went off to play in the garden. Ra came from the hostel. Everything had settled down there now. Cassie and Lisa had both been charged with offences to property and bailed. They had been sent to other accommodation. The vicar’s wife had visited them once or twice. Though accused of the worse offence, Cassie was so obviously remorseful there was a good chance that her crime would be seen for what it was–a thoughtless prank that had gone badly wrong. Lisa, though, was a harder case, had reacted aggressively to attempts to help her. ‘But she’s exactly the wrong kind of person to send to prison,’ Sarah sighed, and I had to agree.
‘Amber is so happy now,’ Ra whispered to me, sipping Buck’s fizz. ‘The change in the girl is astonishing.’
‘She’s easy to help,’ I said.
‘And lucky to find someone like you to give her a chance. That’s all some of these youngsters need.’ I smiled. Ra couldn’t have been more than thirty himself, but with his round wire glasses and earnest expression he seemed fatherly.
‘Fran, how are you? This is all simply marvellous.’ Mrs Armitage sailed up in a cloud of scent, her husband close behind. ‘I’ve been showing the children’s panels to all my friends, you know. You mustn’t be surprised if you get a few orders.’
‘Well, thank you,’ I said. ‘Amber will be delighted to hear that.’
Michael and Nina arrived shortly afterwards. ‘Sorry we’re late. Nina had a rehearsal,’ said Michael, shaking my hand. ‘She’s started work with a new pianist,’ he whispered confidentially, as Nina fetched them drinks. ‘Have you heard? About Ben, I mean.’
‘What?’ I looked around for Ben. After um-ing and ah-ing I’d decided to invite him, but there was no sign of him.
Before Michael could reply, we were interrupted. ‘An excellent party, Miss Morrison. The champagne’s superb.’ It was the bookseller, his wild hair carefully combed down for the occasion. He introduced himself to Michael and soon they were talking hammer and tongs about first editions of James Joyce, and I went over to speak to Jeremy, who was studying one of the lamps in the window. ‘Sarah has been admiring this lovely thing,’ he said, ‘and I was wondering whether it was a hint for me to buy it for her. Do you think she means it?’
‘I think it would look beautiful in your living room,’ I said, my mind working quickly. ‘But I want to make you both a present of it. To say thank you.’
‘Oh, there’s no need to do that,’ he said, looking embarrassed.
‘If Sarah really does like it, then I insist.’ I smiled, turning as Sarah came to join us. Jeremy explained and Sarah looked as excited as a small child.
‘Thank you so much. That’s so kind of you. But you know dear, we’ve loved having you.’
‘And I’ve loved being with you both. Now I’ve lost Dad, it’s like having another family.’
‘I know,’ said Sarah, hugging me, ‘and that’s how we feel about you, isn’t it, Jeremy? I’m so glad the shop looks so lovely and it’ll be wonderful to sort out your flat. Was it next week they were going to make a start?’
‘Yes, so I won’t be taking up space in your house that much longer.’
‘Take as long as you need to. You know that.’
‘Thank you.’
Jeremy cleared his throat. ‘I had a strange letter from Ben earlier. It’s…well, it’s a letter of resignation.’
‘Oh!’ This must be the news Michael had meant. I felt suddenly strange. ‘Why?’
‘He’s been offered some amazing job in the States, conducting a new orchestra. Boston, I think his letter said. It starts at Easter.’
‘Boston? Really?’ I couldn’t believe it. Not that he wasn’t talented, but he wasn’t known as a conductor. How an earth had he blagged his way into that?
Michael appeared and explained. ‘This chap from the Phil came to the concert and was impressed by Ben, apparently. He thought of him when an American colleague mentioned that they were recruiting. Put in a word for him. It’s connected with some college there, so he gets his accommodation thrown in.’ Michael laughed. ‘Always falls on his feet, does Ben.’
Lucky Ben. Once again, then, he was flitting on to the next opportunity, not ever really having to face the mess he left behind; going on undoubtedly to create more havoc. Part of me was glad. It wasn’t easy having him living across the Square, a constant reminder of my foolishness. And maybe with him abroad, Michael and Nina would have more of a chance together.
‘It’s a nuisance for the choir,’ I said.
‘Yes, and the church. Still, they’ve got a couple of months to sort it out, and there are always people around who can fill in for a bit.’
I moved on to talk to David, who hadn’t heard from Zac either; then, feeling slightly depressed, I introduced myself to a woman on her own who turned out to be a friend of one of our best customers. She hinted at the possibility of a big commission for some luxury flats she and her husband were designing out of a deconsecrated chapel. ‘The old glass is poor quality and a new design will make a splendid centrepiece to the common staircase,’ she said.
‘It sounds right up our street,’ I told her firmly. ‘I’ll be in touch.’
Quite who’d design it without Zac here, I didn’t know. But I couldn’t turn business away. Perhaps David would do it as a freelance job.
It was well after three before everybody left. Then there was just Jo and Dominic, Amber and myself clearing away. Larry had to go to work and Anita had returned next door. Finally there was just me, locking up the shop.
I stood there on the pavement, in my coat and beret, looking up at Minster Glass just as I had done a few months ago, on my return to London. How much had changed in that short time.
I’d lost my father and found my mother. I’d helped recreate a beautiful window and, in the course of it, discovered a whole story from the past about people who belonged to me and about this shop that was now mine. Whatever happened–whether Zac came home or not–I’d found my place in the world.
It was late afternoon of the following Tuesday, and I was in the living room of my flat piling papers and books into boxes in preparation for its decoration. The men had started with my bedroom, moving most of the furniture into Dad’s room. I’d just found an ancient address book of Dad’s and, following up a hunch, had turned to B for Beaumont. In my mother’s rounded handwriting, familiar from her inscription in the Edward Burne-Jones book, was written John and Lily Beaumont, followed by an address in Suffolk. My grandparents were dead, of course, and someone else would live there now. What was more useful was the name underneath, Gillian Beaumont. Dad’s letter had mentioned my mother having a sister. The address, a hospital nurses’ home, would be out of date, and if she’d married she’d have a different name. But maybe, just maybe, if I wanted to at some point, I could try to find out what had happened to her. It was an exciting thought, that I might have an aunt somewhere, even cousins.
While I was thinking about this I looked idly out of the window. The sun had disappeared now and the February afternoon was settling down into gloomy twilight. The bare trees shivered in a slight wind. There were two or three people crossing the garden. A woman in black high heels with a briefcase, her head held high; a shabby old man in a duffel coat limping along and, in the distance, a tall figure trudging under the weight of a rucksack.
My eye was drawn to the backpacker. He had untidy black hair and a beard, I saw as he came closer, and although he seemed dragged down by the weight of his burden he was walking quickly, eagerly. There was something about his gait that reminded me of Zac. But then, so many things reminded me of Zac. I watched him a moment longer and all the time a suspicion grew inside me until it became a certainty: it was Zac.
I’m not sure how I got down those stairs and out of the shop. Perhaps, like the angels in heaven, I flew. All I know is that I was on the pavement and it was Zac and he stopped and we stared at each other from opposite sides of the road, and then he shrugged off his backpack and held out his arms and I was nipping between the hooting cars and into his arms.
‘So when did your plane land and why didn’t you tell me you were coming?’ I asked, breaking away from our embrace to look at him. He’d changed, there was no doubt about it. It wasn’t just the hair and the beard and the fact that his pale skin was burned by the sun, there was something different about his expression. His face was more open. He looked free and happy.
‘Hang on,’ he said. ‘Give me a moment to breathe. I’m trying to take all this in.’ We were back in the shop now and I was amused when he started looking around at everything, literally open-mouthed.
‘Why didn’t you say you were coming?’ I couldn’t help asking. ‘I’d have gone to meet you.’
‘I wanted to surprise you,’ he called over his shoulder.
‘You certainly did that.’ Why didn’t you write for so long? I wanted to say. Or phone? But something made me hold back. The old nervousness and fear.
‘Sorry. He-ey, look at this! Wow!’ He’d pushed open the door to the workshop now and I followed in after him. He went straight across to the sparkling new kiln and started opening all the little doors, pulling out the trays, then turned the new ceiling lights on and off. ‘This is amazing.’
‘There’s an etching tool arriving, too,’ I gabbled, ‘and you should say if there’s anything else you need. That is—’ I stopped, remembering that I didn’t even know what his plans were. He might not want to come back and work here at all.
‘What were you saying?’ he prompted, coming over and taking me in his arms once more. It was a while before I could answer.
‘Zac,’ I said, pushing him gently away. Then giving him my sternest look, I said, ‘The best thing to do right now is surely to go up and open a bottle.’
‘I’m sorry I wasn’t in touch much after Melbourne,’ he said, taking a gulp of his wine. We were sitting amidst the mess in the living room now, both of us on the sofa, not quite touching. ‘I had a sort of crisis, I suppose. It was great seeing Olivia, really great, and I got on quite well with Shona, considering everything. You know, she’s thinking about bringing Olivia over, maybe next year if she can get the time off work. So I’ll see her then, show her around London. Maybe I could take her up to Glasgow to meet Dad.’
‘That’s good.’
‘After a week or two in Melbourne I got quite depressed. OK, there was a weight lifted off my shoulders. I’d done what I’d come to do–and then I didn’t know what to do next. It was the Quentins’ friends who helped me. They suggested I go off and see the country, and that turned out to be the best idea. But it was weird too, being on my own. I was so busy looking after myself, talking to people I met and seeing everything, I didn’t think much about here. Well, that sounds bad. I did think of you, a lot, but in a peaceful way. I had to sort myself out.’
‘And did you?’ I needed to know.
‘I think I did, yes.’
I studied his dear face, noticed again that he seemed happier, more relaxed, and said, ‘You know, I think you have too.’ I leaned forward and took his glass from him and we kissed, this time passionately.
We had so much to discuss but, just for the moment, nothing else in the world mattered except that we were together.
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When I finally lay down my pen I see it’s dark outside. I sit alone in the pool of light from Dad’s old desk lamp. Even the ghosts have left me now, their whispers dying away to silence. My story is finished.
Downstairs, Zac will be sorting through paperwork for tomorrow’s tasks and listening out for little Teddy, asleep in the front bedroom. He’s five now, Teddy, our light and our joy, a mischievous little angel with his father’s dark curls.
Sometimes I like to sit quietly and watch him sleep.
And sometimes I wonder what happened to another little boy–a boy with no mother–who grew to manhood more than a hundred years ago.
Coda
April 1881
‘He still won’t speak.’
‘Poor mite. Shall I go and say goodnight?’
‘You can try. You’ll get nothing out of him.’
‘He’s still so small, Philip.’ Only five, only a year older than Ned had been.
‘He’s old enough to speak when he’s spoken to.’
‘He’s endured so much.’
‘You try then.’ Philip settled in a seat by the fire and started to read his book. Laura closed the drawing-room door quietly behind her, hesitating, her fingers still on the handle, listening. Upstairs there was silence. In the hall the great clock tocked away the seconds. The sunset crawled across the floor.
‘Help me,’ she breathed.
She climbed the stairs, pushed open the door to John’s room.
Lying in the half-darkness he lifted his head. But when he saw her he turned onto his front and wriggled down under the bedclothes until just the crown of his dark head was visible.
‘John,’ she whispered. He didn’t move. She crossed the room and sat herself on the edge of his bed. ‘John, dear.’ He shifted slightly. What should she do now?
It was the first night that he’d stayed with them; the third night since their return from honeymoon, an ecstatically happy three-week tour of Italy. She’d wandered through churches and galleries, looking and looking at everything while Philip sketched and painted. And now they were home and real married life had begun. But already they’d struck a rock, and that rock was her stepson’s unhappiness.
She’d not seen much of John alone before the wedding. He’d always been in the company of his rather formidable grandparents, usually in the drawing room of their house in Eaton Square. John would be ushered in by his nanny in his best clothes; expected to shake hands with his father and bow to Laura. A pall of grief hung over proceedings. The boy was cowed.
But now, although his principal residence was for the moment to remain Eaton Square, he was expected to come and stay in Lupus Street often, or rather in the new house they would be seeking soon.
‘John,’ she tried again now. ‘Your father is vexed that you won’t speak to us. Tell me what’s wrong, please. I want to help you.’
Still nothing. Was that a little sigh, or was he weeping? She reached out her hand and gently stroked his hair, finding it soft, hot and damp. He jerked his head away.
‘John,’ she said, slightly sterner now. Then, more gently, ‘What’s the matter?’
A sob. He was crying then.
‘Oh darling,’ she whispered, helpless, ‘don’t cry, don’t cry, everything’s all right.’ Again she stroked his hair and this time he didn’t pull away, so she bent across him, tried to cuddle his small huddled form. ‘What’s the matter?’ she whispered again.
He muttered something.
‘What did you say, dear?’
‘I want my mama. I want her.’
His trembling tones pierced her heart. ‘Oh John, I’m so sorry.’
‘I want my mama. Mama.’ And now he was crying in earnest into the mattress and what could she do but peel back the blankets and scoop him up into her arms. ‘My mama, my mama, my mama. I want my mama.’ He burrowed into her and she held him tightly, rocking him, soothing him with words that came instinctively, words of comfort and love.
‘I’ll be your mama, little one,’ she told him. ‘I’ll be your mama.’
‘You can’t be my mama,’ he sobbed. ‘My mama’s with the angels and they won’t let her go. I hate them, I hate the angels.’
‘The angels are looking after her, darling,’ she said. What on earth had his grandparents told him? ‘And she’s having a lovely time. She’s watching you, you know, looking out for her little boy, wanting him to be good. And…’ Laura was feeling desperate now ‘…she wants me to help look after you, I know she does.’
The boy sobbed once or twice more then lay trembling and hot in her arms, like a small wounded animal. She stroked his hair and rocked him for what felt like hours. Then, as his eyelids began to close, she laid him in the bed and pulled the clothes up around him. His eyes fluttered open for a moment, bright in the gloom. He yawned suddenly and said sleepily, ‘Are you an angel, too?’
For a second she didn’t understand what he meant. Then she grasped it. She would look after him like the angels looked after his mother. Yes, she liked that idea. She would guard him as long as he needed her.
‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I’ll be your angel.’
His long-fringed eyes closed now and he sighed. She kissed him gently and sat by his side until the room sank into darkness.
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