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And so we are going to establish a school for the service of the Lord. In founding it we hope to introduce nothing harsh or burdensome. But if a certain strictness results from the dictates of equity for the amendment of vices or the preservation of charity, do not be at once dismayed and fly from the way of salvation, whose entrance cannot but be narrow. For as we advance in faith, our hearts expand and we run the way of God’s commandments with unspeakable sweetness of love . . .

The Rule of St Benedict



Prologue

By night, seen from the moors that surrounded it, the Abbey of Sts Philip and James at Ravenspurn looked like a liner in the middle of the ocean. You could make out a long silhouette with what could pass for a bridge and fo’c’sle and a pair of masts against the starlit sky. There was also, very faintly, a cranking, whirring sound that suggested steam turbines, only it came not from the abbey, but from a small granite building with a steep slate roof that stood near the edge of its grounds. The monastery was originally a Victorian Yorkshire wool baron’s mansion, built above the soot-stained valley where his fortune had been quickly made, and quickly spent on a house that rushed to display a summary of English architecture as if it represented the fullness of a civilisation’s achievement. The effect now was of pompous ugliness, but half a century after it was built, when the owner’s successors were unable to maintain it, a newly formed religious community bought it and converted it for their use, with a church and cloister added at one end, a guest house and service buildings at the other.

To those who lived there now, a ship alone on the ocean by night was a fitting metaphor. It was an ark for the faithful few, called by God to a life of prayer and service, preserved in their fragile craft from a restless sea of strife and sin and change.

Its captain was the abbot, Father Aelred, his officers the senior monks, with a crew of forty brethren, and some temporary passengers, visitors, all now abed and asleep; and while there was hardly a comprehensive menagerie of the beasts of the Earth, there was a chicken coop and run outside, and a fox loping across the lawn in front of the main house, while Scholastica, the monastery cat, crouched under a rhododendron, watching.

Not all were abed and asleep. A couple of lights burnt even in the stillness and silence of that hour, like lamps fore and aft. Aft, along one of the corridors where the brethren lived out the part of their lives that was private, one was awake and alert. He was sitting at the plain desk in the plain room lit by a table lamp, and he was carefully opening a large brown envelope that he had taken that morning from the table where the post was laid out for collection after breakfast. He was opening it carefully because it was not addressed to him and he had no business opening it at all. He worked away at the gummed flap with the tip of a letter knife. Eventually it gave and he reached in and pulled out the contents.

It was a glossy sheaf of A3 pages with a spiral binder at the top. It was, as he thought it would be, a calendar to be hung on the wall, with a page for each month of the year. But this would not be hung on any wall in the abbey. It would be reserved for private use, the most private, intimate use imaginable.

Two young men, blond and beautiful, like an advert for an Aryan identical-twin brotherhood, stared out from the cover. They were in ripped and worn jeans, wide leather belts, with studded leather jackets over bare chests, arms folded, hips forward, and the promise of more anatomy available within the straining seamed denim.

BROS, with the letter S back to front, was printed above the year 1990, ‘Official Calendar’ scrawled in yellow freehand.

He leafed through it, page by page, turning it one way, then the other, admiring the ingenuity with which the unarguable charms of the Aryan brothers were displayed. When he had finished, he unpeeled a Post-it note from the yellow block on his desk and stuck it over the face of either Matt or Luke, he was not sure which. Then he wrote on it.

‘When will I, will I be FAAMOUS? Never. If I were you, I would avoid publicity, for if your weaknesses were to be revealed, then it would not be fame but notoriety that would follow.’

He slid the calendar back into the envelope, pressed down the gummed flap and fixed it with a strip of Sellotape. That would give him a nasty surprise when he opened it, he thought, but a salutary surprise. He was only doing his job, opening the way to salvation; and sometimes people needed a push. Then he went downstairs and left it on the table outside the refectory for the addressee to collect later. He smiled at the thought of him opening it and finding his message stuck over that handsome face.

At the other end of the becalmed ship, the light burning fore was in the monastic library, where the exceptionally studious sole inhabitant had paused his research for a moment to admire a photograph he had found of the Empress Elisabeth of Austria-Hungary. She was young, dressed magnificently in a tiara and veil, holding a fan, and looking out at an angle like a more coquettish King Ludwig of Bavaria, the Fairy Tale King, her adored first cousin. There was suddenly a lump in his throat.

Her story was tragic. She had married Franz Josef I, Emperor of Austria and King of Hungary, in 1854, an unhappy marriage that produced a son who shot his lover and then himself. Ludwig, her cousin, died mysteriously in 1886, and then in 1898 she was assassinated by an anarchist by Lake Geneva.

His eyes suddenly glistened at the thought of her sad life. And then they narrowed at a solecism in the text, often repeated, but always wrong. She was not known as ‘Sissi’, but ‘Sisi’. The extra ‘S’ seemed, if not lèse-majesté, then careless, and the empress should at least be spared that, with her wretched marriage, her lovers, her heartbreak, her murder.

But this would not do. He recovered himself, took off his glasses and wiped his eyes on his sleeve, but it was not really suitable for the task. He tugged a handkerchief from his pocket, which brought with it a little shower of cherry menthol Tunes and a ChapStick, which he struggled to retrieve from the floor. He inspected the handkerchief, found a clean part, and wiped his glasses.

He put away the book with the picture of Sisi and took another from the shelf he had annexed for his own use. He kept on it the selection of books he had taken from the monastery library’s history section, and from the university’s more extensive library too, where he had a reader’s ticket, and where he had spent many hours, days, weeks, poring over long-unopened books from unvisited shelves, researching his esoteric subject, and on the way becoming a rather unusual polyglot so he could read the primary sources.

What a long way he had come! But the way was hard and stony. This volume was unusually demanding, an edited collection of the correspondence of Admiral Horthy, Regent of Hungary during the Second World War. His unsolicited letters to the Führer advising against entering into a pact with Stalin betrayed a rather naive overestimation of the value of his counsel. Written in an archaic Austro-Hungarian German, he thought. Then he felt pleased with himself for having mastered enough of the language to detect the nuances.

He yawned, a yawn which started small but ended large, as he leant back in the chair and stretched. He was more tired than he thought, for it was long past bedtime and he could not be sure if the text in front of him was unfocused because of his smeared glasses or simply fatigue. It was Matins in just a few hours, so he made to close the book but then stopped. He looked. Squinted. Took his glasses off, wiped them again with his handkerchief, and looked again.

There, in the margin, in faint pencil incompletely rubbed out, were some notes, and again faintly, some underlining in the text. He squinted again and held the page up to the light. Who had been reading this book? Who had been looking at exactly the texts he was interested in? Then he remembered there was a magnifying glass in the librarian’s desk so he went and fetched it and looked again.

His eyes widened.
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Canon Daniel Clement wasn’t sure if he had been dreaming or in a sort of reverie when the rising bell roused him. He looked around the unfamiliar room. Not completely unfamiliar, for he soon recognised it as a guest room at Ravenspurn. It had a plain little chair and table, with a Bible on it in a version that was once trendy but now out of fashion. There were still two wire coat hangers hanging on a row of pegs and, saddest of all, a tired brown towel with a tiny little bar of Lux placed on it, an inadequate flourish of indulgent comfort.

The bell that usually roused him each morning rang from the tower of St Mary’s Champton where he was rector, but not this morning. This bell was tinnier but more clamorous, and grew louder. It was a handbell, rung by the hebdomadary making his way down a dreary corridor of chipboard and strip lighting. Hebdomadary – sounds like a sort of camel, Daniel thought, but it was a job, a duty rotated each week between the novices of the Abbey of Sts Philip and James at Ravenspurn. One of the duties of the hebdom, as they called them, was to get up even earlier than usual in order to wake the others, monks and guests, half an hour before Matins.

It was half past five in the morning, Daniel’s normal hour to rise ever since he, too, had been one of the brethren there, a novice known as Brother Crispin. After three years he’d had to choose whether to continue and become fully fledged as a monk or leave and live out his vocation in another form. ‘The world, not the cloister, for you, Crispin,’ said Father Aelred in his last interview. ‘It would be like having Rudolf Nur­eyev in the chorus line if you were to stay.’

But here he was, twenty-five years later, not as a novice but as a visitor, a country parson, and a Canon of Stow, a dignity the bishop of that diocese had conferred upon him for helping him swerve ‘a sadness’. He had always come back, in one way or another – or rather, he had never entirely left, and he knew a part of him would be forever there.

He switched on the light, a 40-watt single bulb under a useless shade, and got out of bed. It was narrow and not very comfortable, and now in his late forties, he knew the ache in his shoulder would not be easily soothed. The ache in his heart, he thought, would never be soothed. He stretched, and at the apex of his stretch the exchange of words that had made him pack a bag, leave his parish without notice and drive through the night to Ravenspurn returned, unbearably. He collapsed in on himself like a winded fighter in slow motion.

‘I love Honoria.’

Three words, spoken to him by Detective Sergeant Neil Vanloo, confessing his secret passion for the daughter of Daniel’s patron, Lord de Floures.

This came as a complete surprise, but it was not what upset him; it was not that an attachment between a policeman and the daughter of the grandest landowner in the county might be seen as scandalous; it was not that it came on the night Daniel had solved a terrible crime and caught a depraved murderer.

It was that Daniel secretly loved Neil Vanloo, and that he had thought the handsome young policeman’s confession would end in the longed-for declaration of his secret love returned.

‘I love Honoria.’

Three words that in an instant undid all his hopes, slashed his heart and wrecked his happiness.

But not his composure; he had barely flinched, not that Neil would have noticed, for he threw his arms around Daniel in gratitude for what he thought was his patience and sympathy. It was a good job, Daniel later thought, that he was wearing his thick cloak over his cassock, for he had been stirred so obviously by the anticipation of Neil’s passionate embrace.

A matey hug, not a passionate embrace. Admired, not desired. Friend, not lover.

He had promised he would not tell anyone. He had promised he would talk to Honoria. He was so happy that Neil had finally met someone and fallen in love, and said he hoped, too, that the day would indeed come when he could do his friend the greatest of honours by marrying him to his bride.

Neil had left with the brio that unburdening yourself brings, a brio so intoxicating he did not for a second pause to think about the effect his confession had had on his friend.

Daniel had stood absolutely still. The kitchen had been almost in darkness, lit by a single candle on the dresser, for on Bonfire Night a day earlier, someone had tried to burn the rectory down with his mother, Audrey, inside it. She had been rescued, along with their dogs and their puppies, but the hall of the lovely Queen Anne rectory was wrecked, and the effects of smoke and soot and water had made the ground floor uninhabitable. How fitting, he thought, that he should be standing alone and in darkness in his ruined home.

For the first time since his father died, he had cried.

He cried again as the rising bell clanged more faintly from the floor above.

Audrey Clement rose two hours later in the vastly more comfortable hospitality of Champton House, where Bernard, Lord de Floures, had provided accommodation for her and Daniel and the dogs after the fire. It was not a squeeze, for Champton House was so large and rambling that not even Bernard knew how many bedrooms they had; twenty decent, and many more on the attic floors, where the sixty servants who ensured fires were lit, tables were laid and washstands replenished once lived. Guests, like fish, begin to stink after three days, as the proverb has it, so Bernard had accommodated the rectory refugees in the grandest part of the house, a separate wing from the family apartments.

Audrey had been put in Queen Charlotte’s Bedroom, so named for the queen consort of George III, whose visit in the early 1760s was the reason for the construction of the entire wing. This was before her husband lost his wits and the queen, blithe and congenial then, had somehow impressed her personality on the room. It was handsome rather than grand, with a sort of exalted gemütlichkeit – perhaps a risky thing, Daniel thought, to offer for a queen’s accommodation – but it could have been hung with leopard skin and carpeted in rushes for all Audrey cared. She was sleeping in a queen’s bedroom, an actual queen.

There was a tap at the door. ‘Come in?’ she said in a voice which she had not intended to be queenly, but it must have sounded so, because Honoria, bringing her a cup of tea on a tray, had to smother a laugh.

‘I’ve brought you tea, Audrey, I don’t know how you like it.’

‘I take déca, dear,’ she said, ‘decaffeinated coffee . . .’

Honoria, who knew perfectly well what déca was, and that Audrey had probably acquired that affectation on a day trip to Dieppe, said nothing.

‘. . . but tea is fine, and so kind.’

Honoria put it down on her bedside table. The sound of yapping came from behind the bathroom door. ‘Do you need to let them out?’

‘I think I should, really.’

‘Let me do it.’

‘Thank you. I’ll get up.’

‘Do you have everything you need?’

‘I think so, dear. The dressing gown is rather fun.’

‘It’s a bathrobe,’ said Honoria, ‘you can get out of the bath and straight into it, no need to towel.’

‘And what an advertisement for the Motcombe!’

The monogram of the Motcombe Hotel, where Honoria worked in ‘events’, was stitched in royal blue across the breast.

‘We did order rather a bundle,’ said Honoria.

‘And the toiletries too? When I went into the bathroom I felt like Howard Carter opening the tomb of the boy pharaoh.’

‘Honestly, Audrey, they come by the D. Did you sleep well, by the way? After everything that’s happened?’

‘Like a baby,’ said Audrey. ‘In a queen’s bed!’

‘When you’re ready come down and I’ll make you breakfast. It’s in the family breakfast room – do you know where that is?’

‘I don’t.’

‘Come to the kitchens and Mrs Shorely will direct you.’

‘I don’t know where they are either.’

‘Well, if the staircase is in front of you, go to the left of it and you’ll find the door to the service wing. Keep going. Follow the smell of kippers.’

‘Smoked herrings!’ She clutched her chest.

‘Huh?’

‘I was just nearly kippered myself when the rectory burnt down.’

‘I’m so sorry, Audrey, I didn’t think . . .’

‘I’m joking.’

‘Oh, phew! But you must say, Audrey, if you are feeling at all peculiar. You might be in shock.’

‘The Blitz was a shock, Honoria. Not a singed rug and climbing through a window.’

‘OK. I’ll see you at breakfast.’

Audrey opened the bathroom door and Cosmo bounded out, barking at the intruder, followed by Hilda and the puppies, who tumbled and slithered on the parquet floor between the wall and the fringe of a Persian carpet, which was still lovely, if a bit threadbare and stained.

‘Oh dear,’ said Audrey, peering into the bathroom. ‘I think that’s a deposit on Queen Charlotte’s bathmat.’

‘May I leave that with you?’ said Honoria.

‘You may.’

Honoria scooped up the puppies and held the bedroom door open with her foot so Cosmo and Hilda could follow. Audrey watched them follow her into the surprising vastness of the space beyond the door, which slowly closed.

Neil Vanloo let himself out of the back door of the tiny warrener’s cottage, which stood in the park a quarter-mile from Champton House. The cottage, a one-up one-down, had been built in the seventeenth century for the man responsible for providing the estate with rabbits, or rather that end of the estate more humbly fed than those who dined on deer. The last warrener had retired three hundred years ago, and the cottage was now used for overflow guests. A lean-to at the back provided a kitchen and bathroom for the single parlour on the ground floor. Above, and reached by steep stairs, was the upper room with a large bed and a lovely view across the park to the house, close enough to be admired, far enough away for whoever was staying there to be unobserved. Neil was now a regular, because there he had been conducting his affair with Honoria (‘at it like rabbits’ he liked to think) for weeks now. This was the reason for her frequent returns to Champton – how easy it was for her, he thought, to take as much time off from her ‘job’ as she liked – not to connect with her patrimony, but to connect with her policeman. And a very vigorous and frequent connection it had turned out to be. This had come as a surprise to her, and to her brother and confidant Alex, normally a sound predictor of her passions, for a detective sergeant from Manchester was not her idea of a match at all. He compared so favourably with those that were, however, she had started to wonder if she had been brainwashed all along.

Neil had fallen in love with her the moment he had seen her. He was not the first to do this – Honoria had been captivating ardent young men and charming everybody else since she was a teenager – but she was the first to produce in him physical and ontological desire simultaneously. She not only made his pulse quicken, but also hit him like destiny. Neil had experienced desire before – sticky bus-shelter desire in his adolescence in Oldham – and he knew about destiny because he had grown up in the Moravian Brethren, an ardent Protestant sect, and around the same time as his bus-shelter stickiness he had experienced New Birth into the life of Jesus Christ, his Lord and Saviour, which had put paid for a while to erotic exploration on the transport infrastructure of late-industrial Lancashire.

As his horizons broadened so did his experience, and his sex life, but this was the first time the physical and the ontological had come together in such a fissile way, and he could not think of Honoria without simultaneously experiencing a rush of blood and imagining her streaming with light, like Blake’s Albion Rose.

The Honourable Honoria de Floures! Saying her name out loud sounded like John Betjeman sung by the Stone Roses, his Lancastrian flatness drawing out the last syllable of her fragrant name. The Manc and the aristocrat, who would have guessed it? It could never have happened had they not met when he was sent to deal with the horrible murders at Champton last year.

He looked to the left and right. No one was about, save the rabbits, which scattered when he started the car. The affair was a secret, shared only with Alex and Nathan – Honoria’s brother and his lover – and now Daniel.

Daniel: he smiled as he drove slowly through the park and felt a surge of love for his friend, another unlikely affinity. Daniel had listened without judging when he told him last night about his secret love, and wished him and Honoria well, and the tears that had begun to appear in his eyes told him Daniel, too, was deeply moved.

Maybe the time had come for him and Honoria to declare themselves, to go public? He had said this on an impulse the night before, but she did not think so. Her father was still coming to terms with the recently revealed news that his eldest son and heir Hugh was marrying a ‘squaw’, a Canadian vet with Mohawk heritage. Only a year had passed since he heard the even more indigestible news that his second son, Alex, was not only a ‘pansy’ but was having an affair with Nathan Liversedge, the ‘gippo’ grandson of his shady gamekeeper. Perhaps discovering that his daughter – and obvious favourite – would also not make the suitable match he hoped for would be a disappointment he could not bear?

Neil reached the gates to the park, which opened automatically – ‘Open sesame!’ he said, in a little fantasy of supernatural command – and noticed that the lights were on in the south lodge, where Alex and Nathan spent their nights, but not yet on in the north, where they spent the days. The course of their relationship had hardly run smooth. It started illegally, was clandestine for years, survived a murder investigation, enforced exile, a double arrest on suspicion of murder, a notable disharmony in age and class, and the almost universal disapproval of all sides. If they could find a love nest, even if it were literally on the edge of the park, then why not Honoria and him?

‘Something’s gotten hold of my he-a-art,’ he sang as he drove through the gates and out into the village.
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Daniel washed and shaved in the sink in his little room. He was used to the perfunctory grooming that monastic life afforded, although now his nose wrinkled at some of the older brethren who seemed to have given up altogether. He did the best he could, dressed in his cassock as usual, but then took the blue scapular he had worn as a novice – a sort of long apron that hung from neck to ankles, front and back – and threw it over his head. It made him look like the monk he had once wanted to be, typical of monastic dress in undifferentiating the brethren. They were who they were by virtue of their corporate identity, not as individuals.

This was one of the aspects of the life that he liked most, not having to be someone in particular. Even your name was surrendered; when Daniel had chosen Crispin, patron saint of shoemakers, it was to honour his forefathers, who had been in that trade for generations, and because of the thrilling speech at the Battle of Agincourt given by Shakespeare’s Henry V. When he told Father Aelred, then the novice master, what he had chosen he’d said, ‘Well, if you think “happy few” at least you’re half right . . .’

The mirror above the sink was fogged with steam so he wiped it with the scapular, and with a shock saw not the face of the novice he used to be looking back at him, but a man approaching fifty. His hair was greying, his cheeks had a blush of rosacea, and although he could still fit the cassock he had worn back then, his neck was becoming jowly and the bags under his eyes looked like they belonged to a minor marsupial.

He slipped out of his room quietly, not wanting to disturb any other guests unused to the early hour, and went downstairs to the corridor which connected the guest house to the rest of the monastery. He should really have left the building and walked to the church along the path that skirted the outside of the abbey to join any other visitors going in through the south door, the one for those coming in from the world, opposite the north door, which admitted those from the cloister. But he had lived there once, and though he was no longer a member of the community, he wanted to retrace the steps he had taken when he was. He walked along the silent corridors, feebly lit by bare lightbulbs, past the hooks hung with the monks’ choir robes, until he reached the double swing doors into the church. To the right there was a holy water stoup. He dipped two fingers into it and signed himself with the cross.

He pushed open the doors and stepped into the darkness of the church, like an astronaut opening the hatch to limitless space. The first thing he noticed, as he always did, was the difference in the acoustics – the swish of the closing doors, dampened on the cloister side, echoed on the church side like a whisper in a horror film – then the difference in temperature, and as his eyes grew used to the darkness the dimensions of the building began to reveal themselves to sight.

It was huge, the size of a small cathedral, only the proportions were different. Instead of a big nave there was a big choir, furnished with tiered wooden stalls facing each other. At the west end, high above the back of the church, he could make out the pipes of the abbey organ on its balcony, the rose window behind it dull and flat before the first light of dawn. At the east end there was the sanctuary where the high altar stood, and behind it a large chapel forming an apse. Another altar stood here and on it was what looked like an overdressed pedal-bin, the tabernacle. Inside it, in a silver chalice, the consecrated bread of the Eucharist was kept. For Anglo-Catholic Christians, this was the very presence of Jesus, and the entire building, indeed the entire community, was founded and ordered around it. It was lit with a single candle, one that burnt always, the one source of light in the dark church, and the one source of light for the world if you wanted to be theological about it.

Daniel moved through the church with more confidence than most people would in a dark building, but he knew his way around, as surely by night as by day, a habit he had taken with him into the churches where he had later served, for a parson’s life also began early and finished late.

He was not entirely alone. An occasional sniff, or the clearing of a throat, emerged out of the darkness from the places where the early risers among the brethren came to pray individually before the first service of the day. When he was a novice Daniel had grown to love this time before Matins, getting up so early that he almost met himself going to bed, and Father Aelred eventually told him to regulate himself more carefully. He loved it still, and every morning, when practicable, he went to church in the darkness of the predawn, or the brightening dawn when summer came around, and prayed what he always prayed in the twenty minutes before they opened for business.

He reached into the pocket of his cassock and took out the metanoi that was with him wherever he went. It was a knotted circle of string, the size of a bracelet, strung with plain wooden beads separated by knots with a small wooden cross hanging from a tassel. It had been given to him by a monk visiting from Romania, his friend Paisie. For more than twenty years now he had started each day as Paisie started it, saying silently on each bead the Jesus Prayer: Lord Jesus Christ, son of God, have mercy on me, a sinner.

He moved towards that tiny point of light at the east end, which the rising sun would outshine soon.

A smell of tobacco smoke crept across the stone floor, which Daniel instantly identified as Father Gregory’s, who was somewhere in the gloom praying too. He was able to identify most of the brethren from their smell, their gait, their breathing, for so much of their lives was spent in silence and in darkness that you became as familiar with the sound of arrhythmic footsteps, their preferred tobacco, their body odour, their sniff, as you did with their appearance. Neil had once asked Daniel how he had acquired his Sherlockian powers of observation; living in a monastery, he said, in the enforced silence of a cloister, where you learn to make your way by other means than speech and vision.

Daniel settled onto his stool facing the tabernacle. His knees, a quarter of a century on, complained at the angle and he shifted the seat to find a kinder one. When he was comfortable, he held the first bead on his metanoi between thumb and forefinger and started to pray, knot by knot, each prayer slow, measured, geared to his breathing, which slowed too, and as his mind and body stilled, he drew the silence of the abbey church around him. The silence, like the stillness, was imperfect. There was the faint thump and whine that was always there, and the occasional gurgle of the radiators, the whine and rattle of a milk float on its rounds, and the far-off sound of a car alarm wailing. But these were distant, beyond the silence he wore like a habit when he prayed.

In that silence he could normally tune in to the frequencies he needed to, among the hiss and static of daily concerns, but sometimes he could not because the hiss and static were too loud. When that happened it was a matter of discipline, like running through exhaustion in a marathon, not that he knew what that was like, but Neil did.

He shifted along the string, bead by bead, on each one calling to mind his sins. His love for Neil he knew was not sinful, although the Church, its long tradition and nearly everyone he knew would disagree. He knew his resentment that Neil did not love him as he loved Neil was sinful, definitely, but he had been hurt, and when we are hurt we respond ungenerously.

He had never felt this way before. He had never wanted to feel this way before, but the urge to . . . give himself, was it that? . . . had been so powerful, and so obvious, he thought its return was inevitable. So to have that not only refused but not even recognised had wounded him. He hoped he had not flinched; he was sure Neil had not noticed the blow he’d inflicted, but keeping that to himself would come at a cost, he knew. And he could not put on a brave face to everyone, not to Neil, nor to Honoria, nor to Alex, nor to his mother. He felt a surge of grief and anger, and his thumb slid off the bead.

A cock crowed, waking to another day of business with the monastery’s hens. How enviably simple that must be, he thought, to wake without consideration, to mate without discrimination, to sleep, to wake again, to mate again. Cock-a-doodle-doo. And then it crowed again, and it made him think of betrayal.

Daniel collected himself, and started his work again – ‘Always, we begin again,’ Father Aelred liked to say – and he made himself on each bead send prayers to God for the welfare of his parishioners, for the safety of those in trouble, prayers for those to whom prayer was owed, and for his friend Paisie in Romania. The metanoi, he understood now, connected them across the thousands of miles between Champton and Ias¸i, between his comforts and privileges in a vision of English pastoral and his friend’s privations and danger in the wobbling Eastern Bloc.

Suddenly a bell started tolling, sounding all the louder for the silence encircling it. It was the bell for Matins, and so habituated to it were the brethren that they stopped whatever they were doing and turned to head towards the rows of hooks in the cloister where their hooded cowls were hanging.

In the darkness of the chapel Daniel heard Father Gregory stir and grunt as he rose from his seat against the wall and started shuffling towards his stall in the choir. The double doors to the cloister creaked open and closed and there followed the faint squeak of a wheelchair heading there also, for the older monks who could not manage the processions took their places before their brethren arrived. Daniel got up too, his unflexed knees complaining now, and went to find a seat in the pews at the back of the nave, a couple of them already occupied by guests who, in the self-­effacing discipline of Christian living, had competed fiercely to take the humblest place.

He wanted to sit down in an inconspicuous seat where he would not be observed. He liked to be left alone in church when he was not on duty, and he was worried he could burst into tears without warning and then someone might practise their compassion on him.

He saw a chair against the wall behind the pews and was about to sit on it when a man appeared and hissed, ‘This one is TAKEN . . .’ and then saw the collar and added ‘. . . Father.’ The man was slight and wiry with wild white hair mirrored by a wild white beard so he looked in the half-light a bit like a dandelion clock. In between the two, Daniel could make out a cross little face. He would normally yield out of habit in any encounter like this, but resistance rose within him and instead he looked at the angry man without saying anything. After a two-second stand-off, the man nodded resentfully and retreated. Daniel sat. Then the lights in the north transept were switched on, and the lights on the altar and over the choir, enough to see where you were but still maintaining the shadow and silence of the predawn. Then there was a faint swishing, like a distant scythe to the corn, and two by two, in the black cowl of the community, the brethren processed in, perfectly in step, for they did this every day, and every week, and every month and year, round and round, in common life until they died. You never know a monk or nun, thought Daniel, until you see them in their community.

As they stepped into the choir they tilted their heads back so the hoods fell onto their shoulders to reveal their faces, monkish anonymity yielding to familiarity – in the lead were Father Paulinus, who sat in the precentor’s stall, and beside him, the occupant of the succentor’s stall, Father Dominic. They looked, thought Daniel, like Battery Sergeant-Major Williams and Gunner ‘Lofty’ Sugden from It Ain’t Half Hot Mum. Paulinus was tall and imposing and walked with purpose. Dominic beside him looked his junior, which he was, although older than Paulinus, with thinning grey hair that had been brushed like a schoolboy’s. He had a slightly flinching manner – flinching from Paulinus? – and a forehead that looked corrugated with worry. Daniel recognised also Father Cuthbert, Father Crispin (who had arrived after Daniel had left and taken the name he no longer required) and Father Chad, looking even more corvid than he had twenty-­five years ago, smoke-scented Father Gregory, then Brother Joseph and Brother Charles, and some novices he didn’t know wearing the blue scapular instead of the black, and last of all the abbot, Father Aelred, his confessor and friend, with the pectoral cross on his chest, the only sign of his rank. Abbots of Ravenspurn used to wear a gold cross, a beautiful and historic jewel that had been owned by a martyred English abbot of the dissolution of the monasteries, but Aelred found it too grand and chose another made of four nails, forged from iron.

There was a rustling as the brethren settled into their stalls and found their office books, marked up with ribbons for the prayers of the day. One of the novices, charged with minding the guests, handed Daniel a book with a slip of paper, on which were printed the commemorations of the week. He doubted the Dean of Westminster would be able to decipher the encoded instructions to find the relevant place in the book, so bespoke were the customs of Ravenspurn, but once learnt they were never forgotten, and Daniel already knew that today was the commemoration of William Temple, Archbishop of Canterbury during the Second World War.

Normally such a person would not merit too significant a rejig of the provision for the day, but Temple was such a significant figure he was afforded a dignity equal to Pope Gregory the Great. So Daniel turned up the special texts for bishops, the Collect, the readings, the hymn, and settled back in his pew pretending not to notice the other guests turning forwards and backwards as they tried to work out how to join in. ‘Don’t,’ would be his advice, if asked, ‘leave it to the pros, sit back and enjoy the flight,’ but Church of England people think it their sacred duty to join in with everything as if it were Songs of Praise and get shirty if provision is not made for them to do so.

‘Oh Go-o-d make speed to sa-a-ve us,’ sang a single voice.

‘Oh Lo-o-rd make haste to he-e-lp us,’ the monks responded. Some of the keener guests joined in, one irritatingly half a second behind the others, and they bowed their heads with the brethren on the ‘Glory be to the Father and to the Son and to the Holy Ghost . . .’ and stood straight again to sing ‘. . . As it was in the beginning, is now, and ever sha-all be, world without end. Ame-en.’

Audrey stood on the grand staircase of Champton House that led from the upper floor to the hall. It had once been a courtyard, but in the improvements of the Georgian era the outside had been made the inside, to provide a splendid space for the theatre of power and influence that the de Floures family enjoyed at the time. As she carefully made her way down the staircase she decided it was almost too grand, better scaled to horses than to people, and she imagined them galloping up and down the steps like they did at Sandhurst, was it? Or at Westminster Hall for the Coronation Banquet? She wasn’t sure, but this was apt, for on the wall opposite an equestrian portrait of Charles I looked back at her. It was surrounded by portraits of de Floures ancestors, recognisable in their different centuries from the repeating characteristics of coppery hair and blue eyes, a pedigree as traceable as the Champton shorthorns painted in the reign of the Georges and hung in the Rudnam Room.

Audrey knew her way to that but did not yet know how to find the working sections of the house, where splendour gave way to utility and Mrs Shorely presided. So she sniffed the air, detected a suggestion of burnt meat, and followed it.

The smell led her to the kitchen, where Honoria was standing in front of a double Aga so ancient it was crusted with overspilled brown Windsor soup from the last visit of Queen Mary. She was prodding a big frying pan, in which something not unlike bacon sizzled in lard.

‘Breakfast Slices,’ she said. ‘Awful stuff made from the leftover parts of pigs, but Mrs Shorely thinks they’re fine. They’re not.’

Audrey had eaten snoek for king and country. She could manage a Breakfast Slice for Bernard.

‘We’re through there,’ said Honoria, pointing with a fish slice to the door opposite. ‘There’s tea and coffee and toast.’

Lord de Floures sat at the head of the breakfast table, which had no cloth to cover it, though the cutlery was magnificent, in what was once the servants’ hall. He was fifty-eight and florid, dressed exactly as his father had, in tweeds and a regimental tie, and was reading The Times when Audrey came in. ‘Dear lady,’ he said, ‘allow me . . .’ and leapt up to gallantly pull out the chair on his right, not only to afford her an honour, but to spare them both having to look full face at each other.

‘So kind, thank you, hmbmmhm . . .’ said Audrey, using the indistinct sound she used instead of his Christian name, which she did not yet dare use.

‘Tea, coffee?’

‘Coffee, please.’

He took a stainless-steel pot from a hot plate and poured with just enough of a suggestion of labour to indicate his unfitness for the task.

The door banged open and Honoria reversed in carrying three plates, waitress style. Bernard winced to see it.

‘Breakfast’ – she turned to face them – ‘is served. Do help yourself to toast.’

What looked like two cat’s tongues, untimely ripped, lay across Audrey’s plate.

‘Thank you, dear,’ she said, ‘such a treat!’

There was the sound of approaching footsteps from the corridor and Mrs Shorely appeared in the doorway holding two envelopes. ‘M’lord?’

‘Yes, Mrs Shorely?’

‘Note for you.’

‘From whom?’

‘The rector, I think. And another for Mrs Clement. Left on my desk.’

She took one to Audrey and, without breaking her slow, regular stride, took the other to Bernard and went right out again.

Bernard opened the envelope with his unwiped knife, which left a thin smear of butter along the edge. Audrey ripped hers open with a finger and there was silence while they both read the notes inside.

Then Bernard said, ‘Called away! Will be gone for a few days. And written in evident haste. I wonder why? Does he say why?’

Audrey said, ‘No – the same, he’s been called away. Must be an emergency of some kind. And he’ll be incommunicado! That’s very unlike him.’

Honoria frowned.

Audrey said, ‘Any idea, Honoria?’

‘I don’t think so. I can’t remember if I saw him after the service last night . . .’

‘I didn’t see him,’ said Audrey. ‘But it was All Souls – and if someone was upset afterwards he would have dealt with that. Theo walked me back here and was bidden to supper with Alex and . . . Honoria, you didn’t see him?’

‘I went straight to Alex’s . . . Dad, you didn’t see Daniel?’

‘No. I had the sandwiches Mrs Shorely left out and a Cup a Soup. Normal Sunday supper. Then I went to my study until bedtime. Didn’t see anyone.’

‘I don’t want anything after a Sunday lunch,’ said Audrey. ‘I was in bed by nine – sheer bliss.’

They sat in silence, save the crunching of toast and the dainty clatter of silver and china too good for the occasion. Only Honoria knew who Daniel had seen after the service: Neil Vanloo, who had joined her in the warrener’s cottage later, more excited, she thought, to have received Daniel’s blessing than to see her.
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