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‘Sooner murder an infant in its cradle than nurse unacted desires’

William Blake

‘No gown worse becomes a woman than the desire to be wise’

Martin Luther

‘But I suffer not a woman to teach, nor to usurp authority over the man, but to be in silence’

1 Timothy 1:12

‘Painting is the grandchild of nature. It is related to God’

Rembrandt van Rijn
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One

Clarissa walked past the tower and gazed into paradise. It was an image that she’d seen almost every day for the past five years. The symmetrical intimacy of the figures in the foreground had formed the backdrop to her prayers and sermons. The heavily laden bough, which traced the arch of the panel, hung down before her as she elevated the Host. She’d expounded on the wolves and lambs frolicking in the meadow to children at Sunday Group who, unlike their parents, were not disturbed by the artless self-absorption of the two youthful lovers. She’d wearily corrected visitors, who questioned the authenticity of the quinces clustered tantalisingly above the couple’s heads. She’d defended the scriptural snake in discussions with colleagues and scholars, as much from loyalty to Seward Wemlock as from theological conviction. She’d been filmed describing how in 1987, as a young radio producer, she had herself interviewed the artist as he worked on the decorative scheme for the body of the church. But she could not recall the last time she’d stood quietly at the west wall and gloried in Seward’s singular, provocative yet compelling vision.

She well remembered his impassioned defence of his Eden: the choice of colours, the mauve, red and blue of the knobbled tree trunk and the orange and purple of the grass, so confusing to villagers who looked for a more realistic depiction of the natural world; the choice of fruit, the bright yellow quince, an affront to traditionalists who claimed that the forbidden fruit was an apple; the choice of two fifteen-year-old models, one his own daughter, as Adam and Eve. Asserting both their agelessness and innocence, he’d nevertheless taken pains to avoid offending those who would have had them ashamed of their nakedness before they’d even tasted the fruit. Adam knelt, straight-backed, his thighs at a perfect right angle to his calves, his arms hugging Eve and covering her breasts as she sat, legs crossed, pressed against him, poised to receive his kiss. Yet, while it was true that there was no overt display of their budding bodies, their pose was imbued with a sensuousness that made even sophisticated viewers uneasy, along with a purity that challenged their unease.

Most contentious of all had been the portrayal of the serpent: not wrapped around the tree or lurking in the undergrowth, as in conventional iconography, but deep in the background, on what, from the distance of the altar or the pulpit, looked to be a rocky landscape but which, from where she stood now, was without question a crumpled scroll. Moreover, what had seemed to be cliffs and crevices in the preparatory drawings was seen to be Hebrew script, several words concealed in the folds but still discernible as the Genesis verses in which, confronted by God, Adam blamed his disobedience on Eve, who in turn blamed it on the serpent, who coiled above his Hebrew appellation, [image: image], like a blot on the scroll.

Clarissa surveyed the rest of the church. Above the arcades, flights of angels, their skin, wings and robes a lustrous white, with flecks of gold in their aureoles and sporting strikingly incongruous footwear, led the saved souls heavenwards, as fondly as the children who gathered their mothers to the altar on Mothering Sunday. The eight figures, one for each spandrel, had been chosen by Seward to reflect the diverse parishioners, both the old farming families and the incomers who had revivified the village. With no hint of mortality, the models were instantly recognisable: Lucy Dutton, last in a venerable line of Tapley cheesemakers; Dickon Yates, whose forebears had cultivated watercress on the wetland for almost as long; Hugh Clifton, who had set up a conservatory factory in his grandfather’s barn; Stanley Furness, headmaster of the now defunct grammar school; Heather Fenn, long-serving barmaid at the Wemlock Arms; Bob Goodfellow, lock-keeper on the nearby Llangollen canal; Penny Harkinson, founder of the Tapley museum; and, in what some took to be a stumble but the subject himself insisted was a genuflection, Clarissa’s predecessor, Vincent Slater, wearing a cassock and biretta which had dated him even then.

Four of the models were dead and, she prayed, enjoying the bliss prefigured for them in the paintings, one was in residential care and another refused to enter a church tainted by her presence at the altar. Two, however, remained regular congregants: Heather, who, after forty years of breathing in tobacco fumes, sat at the back, away from the asthma-inducing thrusts of the thurible; Bob, now in his eighties, who sat directly beneath his middle-aged self, affirming ‘the resurrection of the body’ in the Creed with a confidence that Clarissa could only envy. While less intense than the furore over Eden, there had been discord over the spandrels, with some would-be models suggesting that the choice should not be left to Seward but decided by lot. Clarissa couldn’t help thinking that Daisy Quantock, the most vocal objector to the entire scheme, might have been mollified had Seward featured the headmistress of the primary school rather than the headmaster of the grammar.

The final panel hung above the chancel arch, depicting Christ in glory, with Adam on his left and Eve on his right. The presence of the primal couple had caused further dissension, but Seward justified their inclusion both artistically and theologically. His was a God of forgiveness, not judgement.

For all the responsibility of their custodianship and the wounds that were reopened whenever the panels came under discussion at the parochial church council, Clarissa gave thanks every day that God had sent her to a church with what experts described as the most richly painted interior of the past fifty years. Her husband, Marcus, attributed it to chance and her mother, Julia, to the enduring respect for her father in his former diocese, but Clarissa herself saw the hand of providence in her return to a parish with whose fortunes she had once been closely connected. Besides, although nothing had been said, she was convinced that it was the art which had secured Marcus’s support for her move. While he’d long since renounced the faith that had brought them together, he attended services more often than at St Cuthbert’s, where the chief visual attraction had been Lucy Skinner, the choir’s buttery soprano. Clarissa was well accustomed to the Lord’s mysterious ways, but how wonderful it would be if Seward’s pictures proved to be responsible, even in part, for reviving her marriage!

After locking the door and setting the alarm, a requirement that always depressed her, she made her way through the churchyard. Opening the lychgate, she stared back at the ancient tower, a constant concern to one entrusted with the care of bricks and mortar as well as souls. The church was the heart of the village, even for those who rarely set foot inside. Attesting to six centuries of sustained devotion, its walls were as hallowed as the words spoken within them. The tower itself had suffered three lightning strikes during the last century alone, the only casualty being one of its twin clockfaces, whose hands had stopped twenty or so years earlier at 10.25. This had created a perennial diversion for the village children, who watched for the moment when the two sets of hands concurred, as eagerly as she and Marcus had once waited for the Apostles to appear in the windows of the great astronomical clock in Prague.

A fleeting glance at the undamaged clockface led her to quicken her step, as she crossed the road to the church hall. This had been the gift of a Regency Wemlock, allegedly after losing a bet with the rector that he could name all seven of the Deadly Sins (he had overlooked Pride). She felt a twinge of envy for a time when the rector could rely on his patron’s munificence to fund building works. Her eye drifted to the row of almshouses, newly converted into three luxury homes, and the envy turned to shame. Taking a deep breath, she entered the hall. The two wardens were busily arranging the chairs in a circle: Alec Whittle, a retired auctioneer, in his all-weather sludge-grey cardigan, the loose leather patch on his left elbow a product of persistent scratching; and Petunia Wyatt, widow of the late area coroner and commandant to an army of stray cats. Marcus had nicknamed the pair Slough and Despond, unfortunately in the hearing of their son, Xan, who, at fourteen, used every parental indiscretion to his own advantage.

The hall swiftly filled with the elderly women, who were not only the backbone but the blood and sinew of the church. Eager to attract a younger, more mixed congregation, she took comfort from the thought of Rodger Ashdown, the ever-jovial plumber, who’d rebuffed her invitation to an Open Saturday, explaining, ‘When the mortgage is paid and the kids are through school, then I’ll have time to think about the Man Upstairs.’ She doubted that Lewis Heathcote, a Nantwich wine merchant and the only man in the hall under forty, had ever applied for a mortgage, but that couldn’t be the only reason he and Keung, his Cantonese lodger (the euphemism was their own), were among her most faithful congregants. She greeted him with the beaming smile that Xan accused her of saving for anyone gay, black, disabled or living in social housing. Determined to prove him wrong, she deflected its full force on to Lewis’s neighbour, Daisy Quantock, who looked understandably startled.

If anyone were likely to oppose her proposal for the new lighting system, it was Daisy. Prone not only to speak her mind but to pronounce on the virtue of doing so, she had spearheaded the opposition to the paintings themselves thirty-two years ago, taking her case as far as the consistory court where, in another black mark against Clarissa, it had been dismissed by her father. Even so, she had remained a stalwart of St Peter’s, as well as headmistress of its primary school, until, outraged by Father Vincent’s introduction of the Roman Missal and sacramental confession, she led a small group of recusants to join the village Free Church. She had re-entered the Anglican fold on Clarissa’s appointment, announcing her return with a graceless gibe that a woman rector could hardly be worse than a womanish one.

On her left (the chair between them conspicuously empty), sat Pamela Salmon, Clarissa’s closest friend and ally, who’d succeeded Daisy at the school, her innovations incensing her predecessor (‘Stars just for turning up!’), long before the current uproar over relationships teaching. She greeted the remaining members of the council and took a seat next to Wendy Plowright, the district nurse and lynchpin of the flower-arranging rota. She accepted a cup of tea from Shirley Redwood, the parish secretary, discreetly pouring the spillage back from the saucer, and a brownie from Hetty Blakemore, the doyenne of the homemade produce stall at the Autumn Fayre.

Clarissa opened proceedings with the Collect of the Day. Shirley read the minutes of the previous meeting, her muted tones accompanied by the whistle of Hetty’s hearing aid. Alec reported on the progress of the Churches Together group and Petunia on the printing of the new welcome pack. Daisy, the recently elected safeguarding officer, explained that she was still awaiting instruction on whether PCC members themselves required DBS checks. Katy James, the refreshments organiser, expounded on the revised – ‘one might say refreshed’ – rota (‘There again, one might not,’ Wendy murmured), before thanking Lewis for the gift of a state-of-the-art coffee machine, which, she confessed, was ‘a little complicated for some of us oldies, who can’t tell our macchiatos from our flat whites’. Amid a ripple of sympathetic laughter, Lewis, who took his coffee very seriously, sat stony-faced, before offering to give the team a demonstration, whereupon Katy looked even more flustered.

Pamela, whose husband Brian was tower captain, reminded members that it was St Peter’s turn to host the annual South Cheshire Six-Bell Striking Competition, to which all were invited. Clarissa then relayed a request from Dickon Yates’s niece to install a memorial bench in the churchyard to her late uncle, which, after warm recollections of the much-missed Dickon’s idiosyncrasies, was unanimously agreed.

‘Now to the main business of the day: the lighting of the Wemlock panels!’ She heard – or imagined she heard – the sound of positions becoming entrenched. ‘Seward Wemlock’s paintings are masterworks: treasures that we’re privileged to hold in trust. But we don’t display them to best advantage.’

‘Are we an art gallery or a place of worship?’ Daisy asked, dusting down a musty argument. ‘I only seek clarification.’

‘You already know the answer.’

‘Your answer.’

‘The answer of bishops and priests through the ages. The beauty of the art is an aid to worship. Just as it was with the original wall paintings six hundred years ago.’

‘Back then the peasants were illiterate. Happily, that’s no longer the case. At least it wasn’t when I had charge of the primary school. I’m aware that there are different priorities now.’ Clarissa gave thanks for Pamela’s restraint. ‘Besides which, there are all the stories about Wemlock’s private life. The various women at once . . . I mean one after another . . . at any one time.’

‘Give her enough rope,’ Wendy whispered audibly.

‘I suspect that if you looked closely at any artist, very few would meet your exacting standards,’ Lewis said.

‘Not only artists,’ Daisy replied pointedly. ‘But most have the decency to keep their indecency to themselves. Lord Wemlock flaunted his. Models from London lolling about, wearing next to nothing. His wife – his common-law wife that is – and his brother’s widow sharing a “love rota”. It’s no wonder that daughter of his went mad.’

‘That’s pure speculation,’ Clarissa said.

‘It’s the truth. It’s no secret that I had my differences with Father Vincent. But at least he saw the danger in Wemlock’s Eden. Hence the curtain he put up to hide it from impressionable minds. You’d not been here five minutes when you tore it down. Now look what happens! Only last month, Hayley Seagrove and that lad from Maynard’s farm were caught kissing in the transept.’

‘I don’t think we can lay that at Seward Wemlock’s door,’ Clarissa said mildly.

‘Or at Clarissa’s,’ Pamela interposed, ‘since the PCC endorsed her decision.’

‘I wasn’t a member then!’ Daisy said, the tell-tale vein in her forehead throbbing. ‘More’s the pity!’

Clarissa would have laughed off the incident, were it not for the ramifications in the village and, indeed, in the rectory itself, where Xan denounced any attractive girl who failed to show an interest in him as a ‘slag’. Although she could think of no more suitable setting for young lovers to meet than a church, she acknowledged that the majority of her congregation drew a sharp line between the sacred and profane. It was Marcus who, on their arrival in the parish, had insisted she remove the curtain, arguing that its very presence signified an outrage that didn’t exist. What neither of them had known was that Andrew Leaves, the model for Adam, had subsequently married Daisy’s daughter Susan. So, having made her peace with St Peter’s, Daisy was affronted by her naked son-in-law every Sunday morning.

‘I fear we’re straying from the point here,’ Hetty said. ‘I’m sure that we all share your horror at Hayley’s behaviour.’

‘She wasn’t there alone,’ Pamela said, although it was apparent that Hetty took the boy’s delinquency for granted.

‘If the lights were brighter, there’d be fewer snares . . . dark spaces . . . shadows,’ Katy said diffidently.

‘As I understand, the proposal isn’t to relight the entire church but simply to spotlight the paintings,’ Alec said.

‘In principle,’ Clarissa said. ‘But we must be open to all options. It may be that spotlighting the paintings makes the rest of the church look drab. Now’s not the time for half-measures. Seward Wemlock’s work is attracting ever more interest. As many of you know, it’s to be the subject of a major retrospective at the Tate in 2021.’

‘Curated by your husband,’ Lewis said, with an encouraging smile.

‘Indeed. It’s bound to have a knock-on effect. And with the growing number of visitors heading here from their canal boats or stopping off on the Sandstone Trail, we must do everything we can to entice them into the church. This is a real chance to increase our income: not only postcards and guidebooks but tea towels and T-shirts, mugs, paperweights . . . I’m talking off the top of my head. Not to mention the queues for Katy and her team’s delicious teas.’

‘Oh dear,’ Katy said, ‘I’m not sure whether we can—’

‘I’m not sure whether anyone can,’ Petunia cut in. ‘Where will we find the manpower . . . that is, people power,’ she said, in deference to Clarissa, ‘to supervise these hordes? Look how stretched we are on Open Saturdays! They’re a lovely idea, Rector, I’m not saying otherwise. Let the rest of the village come and see what we’re about . . . flag up all our various activities. But in practice, what happens? Warren Davies drops in for free tea and biscuits while he reads his paper. Travis Crook from your Doubters’ Group turns up to make mischief. And three lots of parents from the Chapel Hill estate dump their children in kiddies’ corner while they slip off into town to shop.’

‘Kiddies’ corner!’ Daisy harrumphed.

‘But with the extra money we generate, we can afford to pay attendants,’ Clarissa said.

‘Instead of volunteers?’ Katy asked, with a pained expression.

‘Absolutely not. They’ll always be needed. But we’re jumping ahead of ourselves. All we have to vote on for now is whether to employ the consultant. He or she will let us know what’s feasible. I’m sure we’ll have many, many more meetings before we reach a final decision.’ She strove to keep the edge from her voice.

The motion was carried by a margin of eleven to three. Clarissa snapped shut her file in relief and closed the meeting with a prayer. Gathering her coat and bag, she asked Alec to lock up, while she hurried home to see what havoc her son had wreaked in her absence. She felt a pang of guilt, since she knew how Xan hated being used as an excuse, but it did well to remind them that she had responsibilities elsewhere.

She headed for the door amid a flurry of goodbyes and returned to the rectory, which was deceptively quiet. Even alone, Xan preferred to cocoon himself in his bedroom than to occupy the rest of the house. He reminded her so much of Alexander, although there was no one she could tell: not Marcus or her mother, who would each have cause for concern, and certainly not Xan himself, who took being named after his dead uncle as evidence that his parents had never respected his individuality.

‘I’m back!’ she called, to the usual silence. She walked into the kitchen, gazing in resignation at the remnants of his recent meal. She pondered heating up the leftover chilli but opted instead for a glass of Sauvignon, taking a moment to relax before going upstairs to check on Xan.

For fourteen years, she had sought to reconcile the demands of work and family. She’d made it clear, first in Putney and now in Tapley, that she would answer to Vicar, Reverend, Clarissa or even Hey you! but never to Mother. The weight of associations made it more than just the feminine of Father, and there was only one person entitled to use it: Xan. The irony was that he rarely did. He regarded it as a sign of maturity to address his parents by their Christian names. She was Clarissa to her face and the Rev in report, Mum when he wanted something, and Mummy only when he was ill.

Whereas she had thrilled to a clerical childhood, with its privileged place in parish life, Xan resented it. It was doubly painful that, after years of battling her father over the legitimacy of her vocation, she should now be challenged by her son. ‘You choose to wear a dog collar. What about mine? Treated like the rectory pet by every weirdo and wrinkly!’

Xan was equally resentful of her age. She’d been mortified when he first went to nursery and asked her why she was the only mother with grey hair. That Christmas he’d announced to a startled Santa that his best present would be younger parents. Years later, when they moved to Tapley, Pamela, not yet her confidante, asked if she would clarify his circumstances, since he’d told everyone at the school that he wasn’t her son but her grandson, the illegitimate child of her teenage daughter.

Shocked, she assured her that she was indeed his mother. Later, when she confronted him, Xan was defiant.

‘I’m ten and you’re fifty-four. If you’d had a daughter at nineteen—’

‘I’ve never had a daughter!’ Clarissa replied, biting back More’s the pity.

‘I’ve only got your word for that.’

‘Would you like to see your birth certificate?’

‘So what? You could have forged it.’

Marcus laughed off the fiction. ‘All kids tell stories to make themselves more interesting.’

‘Really? I must have been as dull then as I am now. No wonder Xan wants to disown me.’

‘I went through a stage of claiming to be adopted. We should be grateful that he’s allowing us a role in his conception, if only at one remove.’

It was easier to charge her husband with making light of her concerns than her son with fuelling them. Clarissa realised that it was Marcus’s way of coping with his semi-detachment from family life. Even so, it was particularly hurtful from one who’d shared the anguish of hoping, trying and, in her case, praying for a child. Would Xan declare so often that ‘I never asked to be born’ if he knew that his birth had undermined their marriage?

Whatever reasons either of them might cite for their gradual estrangement, she had no doubt that her struggle first to conceive, and then to carry a child to term, had been paramount. She even wondered whether her own unanswered prayers had led to Marcus’s apostasy. She recalled his dismay during the St Cuthbert’s pilgrimage to Bethlehem, when he’d scoffed at the legendary potency of the Milk Grotto, only to catch her sneaking back to light a candle. For all the emotional strain and clinical humiliation, he’d put his trust in IVF. Then, two years after the miracle of Xan’s birth, she’d pleaded with him to try again. No matter that he himself had grown up as a happy, well-adjusted only child, she insisted on Xan’s need for a sibling. No matter that both Marcus and the doctors warned her that, at forty-six, her chances of success were slim, she professed her faith in a higher power. And because he loved her – she must always remember that – Marcus had agreed to a further treatment cycle, which failed.

Even so, he never reproached her. He was tender and patient, avowing that no second baby could ever be as perfect as Xan. It wasn’t until much later that she understood it was a strategy for withdrawal. With every thought focussed on her mewling or sickening or teething or toddling son, she’d been blind to the fact that her strapping six-foot-two husband felt neglected. Over time, she noticed that he mentioned one of his colleagues more frequently than any other: Helen Leslie, the newly appointed assistant curator of photography, a twice-divorced forty-year-old, with two teenage sons. She was spirited, sharp and the author of a well-received monograph on Lee Miller. His admiration for Helen was all the more striking, given his disdain for her specialism. It was as if he’d been willing Clarissa to confront him and, when at last she did, he confessed to their affair.

Honesty, as she instructed her bridal couples, was the key to a lifelong partnership. Although she felt emptier than at any time since she’d lost her last embryo, she was grateful that he’d made no attempt to dissemble. That, together with his contrition, gave her hope that she might salvage her marriage. The three of them met, at her request, in a World’s End café, carefully picked for equidistance and neutrality. Despite her mistrust of Marcus’s puppyish guarantees, she genuinely liked Helen. She was forthright and droll, affectionately puncturing Marcus’s pomposity, neither apologising for their liaison nor parading her sexual supremacy. Moreover, she made it clear from the start that she had no intention of asking Marcus to choose between them.

‘Whatever the two of you decide, that’s your business. Please don’t make it mine. I’ve had two disastrous marriages; I’ve no desire for a third.’

The question for Clarissa was whether she wished to make a clean break or remain in an imperfect union. The answer, which struck her with unexpected force, was to remain. She wanted a husband but, more than that, she wanted this husband. For all his flippancy, his elitism, his increasing intolerance, and even his loss of faith, she loved him and couldn’t envisage a life without him. Besides, however much she assured her congregation that sorrow and adversity were not scourges, she couldn’t shake off the feeling that her preoccupation with Xan was to blame for Marcus’s drifting away. Her duty to her parishioners was a further reason for preserving the status quo. When many had only just accepted a woman at the altar, it would be unconscionable to confront them with a divorcee.

Her greatest fear was that she was emulating her mother, settling for the husk of a marriage rather than daring to face the future alone. But with Marcus pledging that his love for her hadn’t died, it would have been perverse to have rejected him out of pique or pride. True to form, he compared himself to a Cubist portrait, with eyes and mouth pointing in opposite directions. She could bear it, as long as they pointed in the same direction when he was with her.

‘We’re not Mormons,’ she declared, when he proposed inviting Helen to dinner; there were limits to the goodwill she was prepared to extend to her rival. They met every few months at Tate functions where, if any of the other curators were apprised of the situation, they had the grace not to show it. Her hopes that the affair would burn itself out were frustrated, leaving her, Marcus, and presumably Helen, to adjust to the new pattern of their lives.

The pattern was formalised when she was instituted at St Peter’s. Marcus spent his weekdays in London with Helen, whose sons had both left for university, and his weekends and study days in Cheshire. Xan, who grew up taking Marcus’s regular absences for granted, while protesting every time that Clarissa left the house, argued ferociously that he should be allowed to stay in London, blaming her for cutting him off from his friends and dragging him ‘up north’, which he pronounced as though it turned his stomach. He was so intent on punishing her that, for several months, he refused every invitation to play days and parties, claiming that his classmates were ‘muppets and retards’, adopting a pose of misery that punished nobody more than himself.

A month before his tenth birthday, she tentatively suggested that they might celebrate it, fully expecting the usual invective, only to be taken aback when he agreed. Pressing his advantage, he refused to invite anyone to the rectory, demanding that she take his whole class to see the birds of prey at the Cheshire Falconry. The party was a turning point. Almost overnight he was reconciled to Tapley, exchanging his metropolitan contempt for the proud provincialism of his two new best friends, Matthew Salmon and David Leaves.

She was convinced that Xan knew nothing of Helen’s existence and regarded his father’s arduous weekly commute as confirmation of her own indifference to everyone but her parishioners and God. Marcus had long since informed her that Helen had no objections to their sleeping together. She bit her tongue before remarking on his mistress’s generosity. But, having been granted the licence, he rarely exercised it. She’d come to terms with their lack of physical intimacy, dwelling instead on their emotional attachment. But, as he hit puberty, Xan appeared disturbed by their reserve.

‘If you’re worried about shocking the child, I’ll go outside,’ he’d said the previous month, on seeing the discreet peck that Marcus gave her on arrival. More recently, he’d sought to eliminate their need for separate rooms by sending them web links to anti-snoring tablets, clips and sprays.

Aching to see him now, she dismissed thoughts of food and went upstairs. Her knocks unanswered, she followed the injunction on his door to Enter at Your Own Risk. The immediate risk was asphyxiation from the fug, followed by ruptured ear drums, as he shrieked at a higher pitch than he would have wished: ‘Can’t you ever knock?’

‘I did three times,’ she replied as, in one sweep, he tore off his headphones and slammed shut his computer, making her wonder whether Marcus’s suspicions that he’d found a way round the spyware were justified. ‘How’s tricks?’

‘Great. Brilliant. Never better.’

‘Did you have enough to eat?’

‘Amazing news: the child has learnt to use the microwave!’

‘Pity the child hasn’t learnt to use the dishwasher,’ she replied, stooping to pick up his plate from the floor.

‘Was there something you wanted or did you just come up to torture me?’

‘The latter. Have you done your homework?’

‘Zzz!’

‘Do you need any help?’

‘What do you know about transverse waves?’

‘Not much, I admit.’

‘Well then?’

‘You could enlighten me.’

He groaned and buried his head in the pillow.

‘Come here and give your old mum a hug,’ she added, wishing that she’d dispensed with the old.

‘Ugh! Boundaries!’ he replied, but she caught the ghost of a smile as she leant over and ruffled his hair. It was clear that, for all his protests, her cosseting comforted him. ‘Where have you been?’ he asked, ‘does Dad know you’re such a stay-out?’

‘I told you, I had a PCC meeting.’

‘Yeah, Pathetic Christian Cretins.’

She refused to be provoked, any more than by his large poster of the crucified Christ, above the legend: Wanted for Crimes Against Humanity. ‘You’re entitled to your opinion.’

‘That’s good to know.’

‘But if you want me to take it seriously, I suggest you come to my Doubters’ Group. Six thirty every second Tuesday.’

‘Another group! Why does everything have to be a group with you?’

‘You never want to discuss it on our own.’

‘I don’t want to discuss it at all! You say to respect other people’s beliefs. Muslims and Jews and Hindus. Why not atheists?’

‘There has to be a first cause, Xan. That’s all I ask you to remember when you’re studying transverse waves or whatever. I’m sure scientists will advance more and more ingenious theories for what happened before the Big Bang. But nothing comes from nothing. So, unless you’re going to argue that the universe itself is God and willed itself into being, there must be a creator.’

‘Have you finished?’ Xan asked coldly, just as her phone rang.

‘Saved by the bell!’ Clarissa said.

‘Don’t answer it!’

‘I thought you’d had enough of me.’

‘It’s not right that all the saddos are able to hassle you whenever they feel like. You should complain.’

‘My boss has more important matters to attend to.’

‘The bishop?’

‘He’s just my superior. I answer to a higher authority.’

‘I give up!’ He fell back on the bed, revealing a band of pale stomach, which she resisted the urge to tickle. Instead, she took out her phone and played the message.

‘It’s Mr Yarrow,’ she relayed to Xan. ‘He left his shopping bag in the organ loft when he was practising this afternoon. He’s bothered about his frozen peas.’

‘He should be bothered about his frozen brain. His pea-brain.’

‘Shush!’ she said, as she returned the call. ‘It’s all right; it’s gone straight to voicemail . . . Reginald, hi! It’s Clarissa. There’s no problem. I’ll pop down to the church and retrieve the bag. I’ll put the peas in the freezer. You can collect them tomorrow. Blessings!’ She turned to Xan. ‘I’ll be five minutes.’

‘You can’t go out now. It’s dark. You’ll trip.’

‘I’ll take a torch.’

‘You could get mugged.’

‘I’ll be fine. Don’t worry,’ she said, touched by his truculent concern.

‘I’m not worried. It’s your funeral.’

With a smile that he studiously ignored, she went downstairs, threw on her coat and set out. Reaching the church, she was perturbed to find that the alarm was switched off. Only a handful of people knew the code, and she’d impressed on them all the need for vigilance. There’d been a spate of burglaries in churches across the diocese, which the police had advised them not to publicise for fear of copycats. How would they be able to replace the Victorian candlesticks and plate, let alone repair one of Seward’s vandalised panels, if the insurance conditions hadn’t been met?

She heaved open the door. All was dark, apart from a faint glow issuing from the ringing chamber, which vanished at her brisk ‘Hello!’ The silence was palpable, as if the effigies in the Wemlock chapel were holding their breath. She climbed the belfry’s spiral staircase, conscious that, were any thief or miscreant to hurtle down the forty-two uneven steps, she’d be knocked flat, thereby bearing out Xan’s warning. Breathless, she reached the chamber and turned on the light. The six bell ropes, with their brightly coloured sallies, hung in front of her. To one side, pressed against the wall, as though trying to merge with the memorial plaques to past tower captains, was Brian Salmon, and to the other, slumped on a bench, was David Leaves.

Neither spoke, giving Clarissa a moment to speculate on why they were alone in the dark. Was it part of David’s bell-ringing training: depriving his other senses in order to sharpen his hearing? If so, why were Brian’s head in his hands and his spectacles beside him on the bench? Why was David barefoot, with his shirt half-buttoned and the hem poking through his flies?

‘I heard a noise. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.’ Marcus was right: why should she always be the one to apologise? ‘What are you doing?’

Appearances to the contrary, there had to be an innocent explanation.

At last Brian broke the silence. ‘I was giving David some extra practice before the competition.’

‘It’s my fault,’ David said, drawing away from the bench. ‘You mustn’t blame Brian. You mustn’t. It’s all me. I came on to him.’

Brian emitted a groan as rumbling as the tenor bell, but Clarissa refused to be diverted. ‘You’re fifteen. It’s an assault.’

‘That’s not true! I wanted it. I begged for it. I love him.’

‘Stop it!’ Clarissa said. ‘Put on your shoes, tidy your clothes, and go home to your parents.’

‘I love him.’

‘Do as she says,’ Brian told him. ‘Don’t make things worse, please!’

David stepped into his shoes without untying the laces, in a manner so redolent of Xan that Clarissa wanted to scream.

‘I know how it looks, Clarissa,’ Brian said. ‘And I’ve no right to ask. But I beg you not to tell Pamela. For her sake, not mine.’

‘He’s fifteen; it’s an offence. A crime.’ Try as she might, she couldn’t banish the word sin.

‘I’m practically an adult,’ David said. ‘More responsible than my dad. So my mum says.’

‘This isn’t what she meant!’

‘If we promise never to see each other again—’

‘No!’ David shouted.

‘If we promise never to see each other alone,’ Brian repeated grimly. ‘Can’t you forget this ever happened? There’s no need to mention it to anyone.’

‘There’s every need. There are rules.’

‘A code of discipline?’

‘And of decency.’

‘We are decent!’ David said.

‘You’re a child, David,’ Clarissa said, her words confirmed by his snivels. ‘Go now, both of you. I have to think.’

‘Think of the lives that will be torn apart,’ Brian said. ‘Not mine, that’s nothing.’

‘That’s not true!’ David said.

‘Pamela’s and Matthew’s and Margaret’s, and David’s parents’.’

‘I don’t give a shit about them!’

‘Of course you do,’ Brian replied. ‘And David’s life too. Think of that.’

‘I won’t have a life. I’ll kill myself.’

‘Don’t talk nonsense!’ Clarissa said, in unison with Brian, making her shudder. ‘Just go now. Go home, both of you. You shouldn’t be here. I need time to think.’

She watched as they quit the chamber. She didn’t want them to leave together, but nor did she want either to remain behind. She glanced at the ropes, hanging taut and untouched, then switched off the light and walked warily down the stairs.

She attempted to weigh up her conflicting responsibilities, but the calculation weighed her down. She made for the door, only to remember the abandoned shopping bag. Climbing up to the organ loft, she felt a surge of bitterness towards Reginald, all the more acute for being unjust. If he’d been less absent-minded, she wouldn’t be in this predicament . . . She stopped dead in her tracks. What sort of priest – what sort of person – would put her own peace of mind before ending a boy’s abuse? In normal circumstances (the phrase mocked her), she’d pass the matter on to the parish safeguarding officer, but Daisy Quantock was David’s grandmother. Desperate for guidance, she slipped into a pew and knelt to pray, but the voices in her head muffled her petitions. So she moved to the porch, reset the alarm and rang Marcus. But he didn’t reply either.
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