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Part One The Death of a Clerk in Holy Orders






1 Arrival

For in that sleep of death what dreams may come,

When we have shuffled off this mortal coil,

Must give pause.

Hamlet, Act III by William Shakespeare

He was woken by a nurse entering the room and opening the curtains. A warm, golden hue of light filled the room. She was dressed in a crisp white uniform with navy piping around the collar and sleeves, and her blonde hair swept up into a curl and secured above the nape of her neck. She had come to alleviate Alasdair’s pain and had interrupted his thoughts.

They were all that was left, or soon would be if the physicians were right. They were his thoughts, his canzonets as Ezra Pound called them. In the silence of the small hours last night, he thought about it. “Don’t try to be clever or philosophical. What do I feel? What are my emotional reactions? I have lived in this body, soon to return to the dust whence it came, for nigh on eighty years. I have suffered and pondered and taken life seriously. I have tried to make sense of it. I have tried not to make a fool of myself. So what about it? Will this be the end of everything for me?”

The pretty young nurse had sparkling blue eyes, and, together with her smile, they lit up her face, and he immediately relaxed as she set about removing the expired morphine patch and applying a fresh dressing. She then replenished his water jug and looked at Alasdair.

‘Shall I help to make you comfortable?’

As she asked the question, she approached his bed, already knowing the answer, and helped him sit up and then puffed up his pillows. She waited for Alasdair to say something.

‘That’s much better, Nurse. Thank you.’ He looked up. ‘The pain is like an old, bothersome acquaintance, sidling round, and yet knowing that in some inexplicable fashion, he has a right to be there.’ He waited for her response.

There was none, as she wasn’t sure if she was supposed to laugh. She wasn’t surprised by his eloquence as she had been nursing him since his arrival and looked forward to the time she spent with him, listening to him. She knew he was an academic and a popular man by the number of visitors who came and stayed longer than was usual. She broke the silence.

‘It will soon ease, and you will feel much better once you are showered and dressed after breakfast.’

Later in the morning, and feeling tired after the exertions of showering and dressing, the very Reverend Alasdair Sommersby relaxed into the sofa and, closing his eyes, sighed with relief. He was pleasantly surprised when Rose popped into his mind.

Rose had astonished him. He never considered himself attractive and certainly not to a beautiful girl full of vitality and disarmingly unaware of her sexuality beyond flirting. Rose was in her last year of reading History when they met. Alasdair was a senior lecturer in theology. He remembered the incident with the car keys. What a wicked joke that was!

He knew he was popular. A good storyteller. After all, he had twenty years of writing sermons and almost ten years at a grammar school keeping pupils on their seats during Religious Education. Driving a red MG Midget sports car was probably an additional attraction and stood Alasdair apart from his peers, as did the longer hair sometimes tied in a ponytail. He was and remains a rather plain-looking man of slight stature with poor eyesight, hence his thick-lensed glasses, just like Michael Caine when he played Harry Palmer in The Ipcress File.

Perhaps it had been a mistake to play tennis with Rose and her friends. Afterwards, he couldn’t find his car keys, and when he caught up with Rose, she giggled. ‘It will cost you!’

All day, he worried about what that could mean, until he met up with the girls at the end of the day. They kept him dangling as they huddled together, stifling their giggles as they agreed on the conditions for the return of the keys. They burst out laughing and then Rose declared, ‘You can have your keys if we each have a spin in the MG.’

Life has a way of throwing up coincidences. Even so, he was surprised and nervous to receive her telephone call a few years later, hearing her sparkling voice flirting with him.

She said, ‘I’ve been posted to the York office for six months, I should love to meet you again.’

Always polite and interested in others, Alasdair didn’t hesitate and asked, ‘When?’

Once the arrangements were made, he reflected that perhaps he should have resisted. His intentions were honourable, after all, he was fifty-two years of age and very happily married to Ruth, but his emotions were carrying him every which way.

He had never known a woman like Rose, nor since, and was grateful for experiences that, while not unique, were nevertheless rare for most people, and indeed, many people go through life without having them at all. In a petite frame, Rose was as bubbly in character as her curly dark hair; she was a natural beauty and didn’t see the need to wear make-up. Her only extravagance was expensive perfume, something Alasdair couldn’t possibly afford to buy her and saw no reason to as she was just as happy with the small tokens of affection generously given in the form of poems and prose.

It wasn’t long before Rose sweetly allowed Alasdair to discover her naked beauty. The pure pleasure in a curve. The beauty and fullness of the aureoles of her nipples. The nipples themselves swelled up in a majestic splendour from dark, thick, red brown stippled circles that demanded the gentle stroking of a fingernail.

Rose wrote admirable poetry with more than a hint of Lovelace in it, romantic, cultured, refined, and fastidious. She herself was like that. She was as soft, fragile, and feather-light as the gossamer underwear she adored. Her mouth was like the silk she wore. They snatched moments in a soft haze of gauzy passion that did not make too many demands on either of them. The whole episode revolved round the edges of his memory. She was the embodiment of woman, exhaling a kind of ethereal eroticism in silk camiknickers. There was a classical, structured side to her character, which chimed beautifully with her sensual wistfulness, a kind of fastidious wantonness.

He once admitted to Rose, who could never ever have enough sex, ‘Thank goodness we’re not married, darling, as I could never keep up with you.’

To which, she responded delightfully, ‘You have your clever hands, darling. We would manage very well.’

Once when they were together, she was reading a poem of John Donne’s and handed it to Alasdair. ‘Read it aloud. We shall make it come true as we read.’

What a difference a little imagination makes to love. It was a ridiculous suggestion, as if they could bear to avert their eyes from each other. They both knew the essence of the poem and the haunting power of a few words…

Licence my roving hands, and let them go,

Before, behind, between, above, below.

O, my America! My new-found-land.

While living in York, Rose rented a small studio flat in Goodramgate just a short stroll from Betty’s Cafe Tea Rooms, where they often met. To provide a reason for his absence from home, Alasdair arranged with the manager that he would play the piano at six o’clock in the evening for an hour once a week to fill in when their regular pianist had a free evening.

A long time after Rose returned to London, Alasdair arrived home to find Ruth Sommersby sitting upright on the sofa with her hands clasped tightly together in her lap, holding a letter from Rose and a packed suitcase by her side. Rose had sent several letters, none of which he believed were embarrassing, and he had just put them in the top drawer of his desk.

Ruth handed the letter to him, looking him straight in the eye. Her eyes were red and her skin was puffy. She had been crying a lot.

She snuffled, ‘I found this today.’

He took the letter and sat down. He took his time. Alasdair knew full well its contents, but he needed time to focus on some logical and innocent explanation and was relieved to notice that it wasn’t dated.

‘I can see why you might be upset. This is a young student from college, who appeared to have a crush on me a while back. Not sure why it is in my drawer as I would certainly have meant to throw it away at the time.’

The silence between them, although a few moments, seemed an age, so much so that Alasdair got to his feet and sat beside Ruth, who allowed him to put his arm around her and then yielded into his arms as he embraced her while stroking her hair and kissing her forehead.

A little while later, when he was waiting for the kettle to boil, Alasdair thought to himself, “Was I that naive? It seems so”.

The next day, he called Rose at her office in London, asking her to be more discreet and not to write. Over the years, they kept in touch. After all, they had shared a lot of zany, amusing, and erotic moments, but she had the world to discover and soon met lots of wonderful young men eager to love her. Many years later, Alasdair met her husband, whom he instantly liked, and Rose saw that, and it pleased her. If work brought her northwards, they used to meet briefly even after his retirement. The Boar’s Head, Ripley, was the perfect meeting place for a quiet chat and coffee.

He enjoyed hearing about her husband, their two girls, and was in awe of how she managed her career and family life. How Rose, with a degree in history, had achieved a successful career in accountancy and eventually consultancy was a source of amusement to him. Not so much in touch as the years have passed by, but always in his heart. He thought, “I must call her soon and tell her”.

Alasdair had settled in well at St Dunstan’s, happy to fall in with their routine. Although he had been ill for nearly five years, it was still a shock. After a recent routine blood transfusion, he had been violently sick, throwing up blood and bleeding profusely from his nose. The following day, his doctor decided to call for an ambulance. He was in the hospital for several days while his haematology consultant did tests and finally told him that they could do no more. The blood transfusions over several years had caused a dangerous iron overload. Alasdair’s platelets weren’t working, and he was getting progressively weaker.

St Dunstan’s Hospice was a large and imposing stone-built house, set in several acres of parkland just a few miles north of Harlow Carr Gardens. His room was small, not dissimilar in size to his college room at Peterhouse, Cambridge. There, the similarity ended as this tiny room oozes cosiness and prettiness. It had large full-length windows filling one end of the room, so that he could look out at the garden and valley beyond while in bed. It had a small two-seater sofa and coffee table to one side and a wing chair to the other. The wallpaper and curtains were a matching pretty pale blue Toile de Jouy.

One of the scenes showed a small boy with a fishing net over his shoulders; another depicted two lovers having a picnic. The bed linen was pure white cotton, cool to the touch, and the pillow had the fragrance of lavender. Someone had understood how important such things are to someone feeling so poorly.

There was a tall, heavy glass vase on the small oak chest of drawers bursting with autumnal colours of gold and red chrysanthemums. Lady Rossiter had already been to see Alasdair; the flowers were from her garden. This tenderness affected him deeply, because she could so easily have ordered them from a florist.

Every other surface in the room was covered with greeting cards. In the top drawer of the bedside table was a large battered brown envelope bulging with assorted papers, some typewritten, some penned on scraps of paper and card containing poems, musings, and favourite stories.

It was September 1999, and each day, the sun rose a little later through a fine mist and flooded the room with a warm, golden yellow light. It was still warm enough to sit on the terrace and read the paper. The abundance of summer was over. The acers were turning red and the many dahlias, in strong vibrant colours, were a delight. Later, a nurse or one of his friends would take him around the garden.

‘What a taste life has,’ Alasdair thought. ‘I can feel it on my tongue, fragrant and spicy, slightly harsh, just enough to avoid blandness; sometimes very far indeed from blandness, but never merely sweet, and never cloying. A sweet taste that is not only sweet and not only fragrant, but has a strong, refreshing piquancy.’

He once read somewhere that one touch is worth a thousand pictures. It is true. A good deal of thought revolves round the recollections of sense perceptions, touch, smell, and taste. And there is really no substituting one sense for another. That is why erotica in the form of books or pictures can never fully satisfy. Love needs all the senses.

The previous night, his thoughts had turned to the “immortal soul locked in a perishable body” idea, and he couldn’t accept this dichotomy, this sundering of what is essentially a unity. Everything he was, everything he had become, was through the body. And as his mind and spirit had helped to shape it, so has it helped to shape his mind and spirit. Had he possessed a different body, his personality would have been different.

It is all superstition and invention, this soul-body combination; a combination to be dissolved, like an unholy wedlock at death. At death, when the body, that flesh which has surrounded him with love and given him so much inexpressible joy, will be thrown away like rubbish, a disposable envelope, so that the real thing, the soul, can make its journey into the infinite, pure and undefiled, leaving the now redundant body.

How ungenerous. How ungrateful. It was all ancient superstition, from God knows how many millennia ago, and fostered by the desire that something should live on. So, it is the body that must die and the soul that must live on, to survive immortally. What matters if what survives is only a poor bodiless spectre, squeaking and gibbering like a bat in the gloomy halls of the House of Hades? For that is the fate of the poor soul. Greeks and Babylonians alike know only of gloom and the absence of the bright gods.

The gods of the underworld are, like their kingdom of the dead, gloomy and morose. Shaul of the Babylonians, the Sheol of the Hebrews, the Pit, is all darkness. The brightness of Yahweh never shines there.

The later Hebrews were much nearer to actual human experience when they talked about simply seeing the totality of a person, without dividing that person up. You are aware of someone approaching as an object in space-time, in our terms. They make an impact upon you; they remind you that you do not alone occupy the space we call life. And then you meet them; you speak together; you become aware of their personal dynamics, and of the interplay of your freedom and theirs, of your will and theirs, of your willingness to accommodate and theirs, and so on.

Specialists in Hebrew thought-forms might well take a different view from this, but the idea is still a perfectly valid one. It gets rid of a confusion that has haunted Western and Eastern thought for centuries. And it is a confusion, which has resulted because men have seldom come to terms with the idea of the body. Religion tends to be a nature cult in which the cyclical physical processes are divinised or a body-denying premise in which the body is a disposable container for what really matters, the soul. And this soul is indeed nothing but an invented abstraction to hang what we call ourselves upon. Some Greeks used to say “Soma Sema”, which means “the body, the tomb”.

Alasdair, his thoughts interrupted and without hesitating, remembered and recited out loud a verse narrated by Rabbi Ben Ezra in Robert Browning’s poem.

Grow old along with me!

The best is yet to be,

The last of life, for which the first was made:

Our times are in His hand

Who saith “A whole I planned,

Youth shows but half; trust God, see all, nor be afraid!“






2 Nidderdale

What is uttered from the heart alone,

will win the hearts of others to your own.



Johann Wolfgang von Goethe

Frances Campbell met the nurse coming down the corridor and asked, ‘How is Reverend Sommersby?’

‘Comfortable.’ She smiled reassuringly. ‘I have just settled him and replaced the morphine patch.’

‘Tea sounds like a good idea, then?’ She turned around, heading back along the corridor to the kitchenette to prepare it.

Shortly afterwards, she tapped on the door before entering, tray in her hands and her face lighting up as their eyes met.

‘Hello, darling,’ she said, placing the tray down before embracing Alasdair. ‘How are you today?’ She held him close for a few moments.

He looked at her, took her hand, and smiled. He breathed in her fragrance, always L’Air du Temps, and watched her settle down. Frances shone. She was tall with fair skin, and her hair, which she wore in a bob-cut, was highlighted and glistened in the sunlight. Impeccably dressed and elegant in Jaeger, although not particularly pretty, she was comfortable in her looks. What she lacked in beauty, she made up for with her naive charm and her abundantly good nature, resulting in the warmest and generous smile.

She sat down beside him on the little sofa, having already placed the tray on the coffee table and produced two foil-wrapped chocolate hearts from her bag. Frances had been to Oxfam and produced a book of short stories by Raymond Carver, which she considered would be light enough reading for him, together with This Week, which she knew he took regularly, in addition to The Daily Telegraph in order to get a different view of the news. However, it was The Times Frances opened and, finding the crossword, folded it neatly and handed it to Alasdair, saying, ‘There we are. Shall we start?’

Alasdair took the paper and found his pen while she looked on. He could do the crossword in thirty minutes and, in recent years, had shared with her the mysteries of the cryptic clue. They worked the clues out aloud until the answer was formed with Alasdair leading the way, and just once, he waited patiently, in order to keep her interest, and allowed her to get the answer first.

‘Alasdair, do you remember when we used to drive along the side of the River Nidd to the Yorke Arms for lunch?’

‘Yes, darling. Yes, I do.’

‘I have asked Sister if I could take you for a drive. Would you like to?’

‘Very much so.’

‘Lovely, let’s get ready.’

Both wrapped up in warm coats, they left arm in arm with Alasdair, using his walking cane in his right hand for extra support. It had rather an attractive art nouveau-style silver top, and he felt rather dapper using it. Frances loved driving her silver 740 Volvo Estate. Bought second-hand, it now had approximately 150,000 miles on the clock. An approximation, because years ago, her youngest son had smashed the clock when he was being particularly naughty and arguing with his brother. Frances had no plans to get it fixed, but it made gauging when to stop for petrol rather difficult. Today, she had filled up on her way to St Dunstan’s.

They set off in the direction of Ripley, where they would take the road to Pateley Bridge and beyond to Ramsgill. Of all the villages in the Upper Nidderdale, Ramsgill is the jewel. The river ran to their right, rippling down fast over the shallow stony bed, and they looked beyond to the splendour of the fells, with fields divided by grey dry-stone walls and barns built as if they were coming out of a stony outcrop. The only living creatures were sheep grazing on the slopes. Frances drove slowly and let the sun streaming through the window warm her skin. They passed Gouthwaite Reservoir and motored on towards Ramsgill.

On another day, they might have continued on to Lofthouse and How Steam Gorge, a favourite destination when her children were younger. Ramsgill is a grouping of comfortably proportioned stone cottages centred around a large, immaculately kept green and harmonious church. The Virginia creeper, which engulfs the Yorke Arms, looked magnificent, its leaves having already turned to a fiery red. The Yorke Arms was an old shooting lodge and is now a very comfortably furnished inn with rooms.

Albeit sunny, there was a distinct chill in the air and on arrival, they were pleased to find a fire blazing in one of the rooms and comfortable chairs where they decided to settle. Alasdair ordered a whisky mac for himself and a sauvignon blanc for Frances. They were given menus and they sat back and enjoyed their drinks, while browsing and discussing options before ordering. Neither felt like eating a big meal, so they chose from the starters with an eye on the “Warm Almond Tart” afterwards.

Once seated in the dining room, a young and smartly dressed waiter brought a basket of warm bread, together with a jug of water and glasses, before returning with two plates of “Marinated Smoked Duck with Hazelnut Raisin” decorated with delicate salad leaves in a light lemon dressing. It tasted just as good as it looked, and they enjoyed the silence of eating.

The warm fire and the gourmet food were having a good effect on Alasdair, and he looked and felt happy. They decided to share one portion of the warm tart. It was served with crème anglaise. Coffee at St Dunstan’s may be of a good quality instant, but nothing compares with real coffee, and Alasdair relished the opportunity to choose from a list of exotic blends. He chose a Brasilia coffee described as having a rich, intense flavour with a hint of praline.

They arrived back at St Dunstan’s just after three o’clock and Alasdair immediately slumped into the armchair and put his head back, closing his eyes. He said, ‘That was lovely, darling. Thank you.’

‘Yes, it was,’ she replied. ‘I’ll be just a few minutes making tea.’

Alasdair sipped the steaming, rich brown liquid and smiled at her. ‘This must be Yorkshire Tea.’

‘It certainly is. It’s the best.’

Soon after, when Alasdair was feeling revived, he mused, ‘The longer I live, Frances, the more I love stories. I seldom argue with people these days, not only because one’s approaching death makes arguments otiose, but because people don’t seem to be persuaded very much by arguments anyway, at least as far as change of behaviour is concerned. And victory in argument, I have always felt, is a sterile thing. Far better it is to get under the skin of whatever we are talking about by means of a story. And much of the wisdom of the world is contained in stories, fascinating stories often with a surprise ending, a sting in the tail, a twist that blows your mind. I love stories like that, I collect them.’

Frances started to tidy up the papers and put the cups back on the tray. He sensed she needed to leave soon.

He pointed encouragingly at the top drawer of the little chest by his bed.

’Darling, be so kind, open the drawer. You’ll find an envelope with jottings and stories.’

Frances opened it and pulled out a large, dog-eared brown envelope and handed it to him.

‘It would please me so much if you would look through and find a story to read to me.’

She smiled as she looked at the contents, some were handwritten, some had been typed on an old manual typewriter with an ink ribbon. There were pieces of paper, some just scraps. She looked through and started to make sense of what was in her lap and scan the contents. The first one, which looked as though it might be a story, was removed, and she gave it to Alasdair to see.

‘Yes, that will do very well.’

Frances read the story of Diodoros.


Diodoros

There was once a Greek philosopher who lived in Chios, off the Asia Minor mainland. His name was Diodoros, not to be confused with the historian Diodoros of Sicily. He was born about the time of Democritus, whose theory of atoms was all the rage.

Diodoros, while still a young man, discovered what he believed to be the secret of history. This is not unusual, nor as fantastic as it might sound. You may know that Dialectical Materialism makes the same claim as does Oswald Spengler in his admirable Decline of the west.

If what he had discovered was true, it meant that the course of human history could be plotted, and therefore, to some extent, predicted. In spite of this being alien to the Greek view of things, it was a very exciting prospect for Diodoros.

The discovery took the form of a theory, carefully and slowly built up on the ethereal but imperishable framework of pure logic. Unfortunately, the logical process was not complete. Imagine a program for a computer which is loaded into the system, and nothing happens because there is a single, tiny formula missing from the program. Such is an illustration of the situation in which Diodoros found himself. His theory was complete except for a single logical step, which was essential to make but eluded him completely.

In his distress, he confided his problem to a dear friend who could be trusted not to reveal his researches, and to his delight, his friend replied, ’Diodoros, your difficulty is surmounted. In the city of Thebes, there lives a wise woman, a prophetess. To her, Apollo, in gratitude for the receipt of a favour, has granted an extraordinary gift. She has the power to give the true answer to one question and one question only, which shall be asked of her by one person in that one person’s lifetime.

‘It is only a handful of people who are admitted to her company, and I am one of them. I am sure that, on my recommendation, she will allow you to visit her and that she will grant your request and give you the information you require to make your wonderful program complete.’

Diodoros was overjoyed. Thanking his friend profusely and receiving from his hands a letter of recommendation, he made all the arrangements for the voyage to the mainland. After some months, he found himself at the house of the Wise Woman of Thebes.

Attendant maidens led him through sweet groves of blossoming trees, along winding paths bordered with scented flowers, until he came to a pool in the midst of which the delicate spray of a fountain refreshed the air. And lying on silken cushions on a couch of carved marble was the Wise Woman.

She was beautiful. She was the most beautiful thing of all creation that his eyes had ever lighted upon. And when she spoke, her voice held the mystery and rippling secrets of many waters.

‘Philosopher,’ she said. ‘Welcome to my house. My husband is away hunting, so I have a little leisure. I know why you have come to me. And I can satisfy your desire. You have a question to put, a question that means everything to you. Ask it, and I shall give you a true answer. But remember, you may only ask one single question, one only. And you will never have the opportunity to ask another as long as you live. Do you understand?’

‘I do, Lady,’ Diodoros replied.

‘Then what is your question?’ The Wise Woman said.

And Diodoros replied, ‘What time is your husband coming back from the hunt?’

She laughed. ‘Alasdair, that was delightful.’ As she rose, getting ready to leave, Frances asked, ‘Do you need me to do anything?’

He smiled up at her. ‘No, darling, just a kiss.’ She bent over him and kissed his soft lips, brushing her lips gently against his neatly trimmed moustache. She squeezed his hand and left quietly. He cared for Frances and was reminded of her unselfish devotion.

It wasn’t long before Alasdair was aware of pain. This time, it was so acute, he called out “Aaargh…” and reached across to the hand-held device to activate and alert someone that he needed help.

His thoughts returned to the cause of his pain. “My old friend again, who knows me so well, who searches me out in my down-sitting and in my uprising, who comes calmly and patiently to give me a daily lesson in submissiveness and humility. No fake humility this. No religion-engineered spiritual exercise for the good of the soul. No contorting his natural buoyancy and optimism into the semblance of self-abasement! No. This is the real thing. This is the genuine, dyed-in-the-wool article. That deep, profound humility that cries out and bears its own echoes resounding, calling, calling, shivering into a thousand fragments of acceptance of absolute acknowledgement of mortality, of vulnerability, of helplessness, of utter impotence.”

The same pretty nurse entered his room after gently knocking, but not waiting. She was sure of a welcome.

‘Bless you,’ gasped Alasdair. Relieved she was here, he gathered together his strength and determination, and putting on a deep theatrical voice, exclaimed, ‘Bless you. You bear like Hebe, the divine opiate of my personal Olympus.’ His pain was lost in their laughter.

After she left, he looked through his collection of CDs and chose Only Trust Your Heart. He closed his eyes, listening to the sultry jazz voice of Diana Krall and reflected. ‘Oh Rose!’

So rare a gift… this rose, this lovely rose…

But are there not a thousand roses sighing

With perfumed breath within a thousand gardens?

And see this grass with the tinctured blood…

So many hues of blood, of dying roses.

Look at this pool. It holds within its heart

The true, eternal, once-begotten rose

Of which all other roses but reflect

A pale impermanence, a shadow’s shade.

And yet this rose, this lovely rose, is like

No other rose that ever kissed the air.

For this, this very one that now I hold,

Her eyes admired, her fingers plucked, her soul

Delighted in. It was her own sweet hand

That took this rose and put it into mine.

It was her lips, open to give

Her breathless kisses, touched this clustered bud,

And, like those lips, it blushed, and blushing broke

Into a petalled mouth of golden flame.

This rose, so rare, is like no other flower;

No flower that is or was or e’er shall be.

Death cannot claim it, nor can time devour

This one, red rose my lover gave to me.

Behold, how like the ivy or the vine

Do these fair laces amorously entwine

To press this urgent foot into its shoe

And make them into one instead of two.

But, Madame, let they thoughts reflect on this,

That sweet unlacing task at last is done,

Love conjugates the two, to make us one.

On Tying His Mistress’s Shoelace by John Donne







3 Retirement

…what the soul knows is often unknown to

the man who has a soul.

We are infinitely more than we think.

Kahlil Gibran

It was just after one o’clock and Alasdair had finished what he could of his lunch, when he heard Anthony’s familiar tap, tap on the door. Without waiting, he came in to greet Alasdair.

‘Hello, Father. How was lunch?’

He put the large bag he had brought with him on the floor. Contained in it were fresh pyjamas, underwear, and the usual things Alasdair needed. Anthony and Susan lived nearest to St Dunstan’s in Upper Heaton and had undertaken to do this for Alasdair. He put his arm around Alasdair’s shoulders, bent over, and kissed him. Alasdair sensed the smoothness of his skin and the pleasant fragrance of his aftershave.

‘Good to see you, Son. Lunch was fine. I just wasn’t very hungry.’

Alasdair loved all of his children, but Anthony just a little bit more. He was the firstborn; the thrill of seeing him for the first time and lifting him into his arms remains. In that moment, his heart was so full, it felt like bursting, and such joy can only be a once-in-a-lifetime moment. They smiled at each other, and Anthony busied himself with putting away the fresh clothes and collecting a bag of soiled linen to take home.

He looked at his son admiringly. He was a few inches taller than Alasdair, very good looking, his chestnut hair cut short to compensate for a receding hairline line and he moved with elegant comportment.

‘The sun’s shining. Shall we try a little walk in the garden? What do you think, Father?’

‘Why not? We can have a cup of tea afterwards.’

He began to slowly raise himself from his chair. Anthony helped him on with his coat, then took his arm and they ventured out into the warmth of the afternoon sunshine, Alasdair holding his walking stick in the other hand.

It was tough for Anthony to see how frail his father was. Only a few weeks ago, he had been as energetic as ever. This decline in his health had happened very quickly, and he valued their time spent together. They walked very slowly along the terrace and down the steps leading to the sunken garden with stone paving surrounding a low pond with large lilies floating effortlessly on the surface. The September sun flooded down, warming the grey stones of the wall behind them. They found a bench to sit on and breathed in the fresh air. Alasdair looked up at the sky. North Yorkshire has lots of sky.

He missed the moors already and hadn’t been up Sutton Bank and across the moor to Whitby to see the glorious landscape that awaits discovery, a landscape of sky and swathes of purple heather. He and Ruth had never regretted moving from Sunderland. They had always felt North Yorkshire was their natural home. In the early days, Alasdair rode his motorbike with Anthony riding pillion and Ruth and the little ones in the sidecar. They would head out towards the high grassy hills and wide valleys where rivers twisted among the trees and solid grey stone farmhouses lay among cultivated land enclosed by dry-stone walls.

Anthony liked order. He had coordinated a rota of friends and family to ensure his father had company every day. Alasdair had given him a list of books to bring from home. There they sat, piled up on the low table, waiting, past pleasures to be re-visited. Reading passages from books, magazines, or his old sermons, poems, and stories enabled visitors the chance to stay a little longer if they wished, when conversation dries up and is replaced with the inevitable awkwardness of silence. What to say? How long to stay? It is so much easier to share an activity than to try to think of something interesting to say and thus avoid cliches.

Sitting beside each other in the garden, Alasdair lifted his face to the warm sunshine, closed his eyes, and half listened to Anthony telling him all about everything and nothing. It was just the best feeling to be beside his son and hold his hand. All too soon, the autumnal chill of late afternoon ushered them back inside.

While Alasdair settled himself, Anthony went to the kitchenette along the corridor to make tea. It was always Taylor’s Yorkshire Tea.

‘Do you remember when we used to ride the motorbike together. Sometimes with Mum and your brothers in the sidecar? Looking back, the days seem full of happiness, and I have to think hard to remember our poverty. I don’t think we ever wore crash helmets in those days? Did we?’

‘I certainly didn’t. My friends were so jealous at the time. I must have been twelve when you bought it.’

‘It was actually a second-hand Triumph TR6 Trophy model and I felt like Marlon Brando when I let the throttle out.’

‘I know you did, Pa. You used to drop me off at St Cuthbert’s wearing black leather. Crickey! Even then, you had an individual look. Look at you today wearing one of mother’s earrings and your hair tumbling onto your collar. I have always loved that about you, a chameleon approach to wearing clothes for each occasion. Whether wearing a tweed jacket and breeches to visit Lord Rossiter or riding around Moreton on Milo, sitting on your American saddle, wearing leather gaucho pants. You are the only male member of our family to own a pair of tight black leather trousers. You never ceased to surprise your parishioners. No wonder they loved you so much.’

Alasdair smiled. ‘In earlier times, when we lived in Ashington, we were happy. I never think of us as poor looking back. I remember us visiting The Ashington Group, pitmen painters in their hut. I met Oliver Kilbourn and remember him talking about his plans for the paintings to be put in trust. He told me that when they started painting, it was to appreciate art, but that painting had become a passion. We had moved away by the time they closed the pit in 1988. That year was awful, knowing that people you had known were suffering.’

‘The men returned to work not because they had stopped believing in what they were fighting for but because houses were being repossessed, marriages were breaking up, and the kids were going without. There was no end in sight. It was certainly one of the darkest times in our history.’

Picking up The Daily Telegraph, Anthony sat down and, in silence, started to browse the newspaper until it was time to go. As if to introduce his departure, he looked up as he folded his newspaper and shrugged, ‘Another bomb, this time in Moscow and an Islamic group in the Caucasus is being blamed. Some are suggesting that the bombings are a “false flag” in order to legitimise military activity in Chechnya.’

‘Putin seems to be manoeuvring for the presidency again,’ Alasdair responded, as he looked up and saw his son already folding the newspaper and tidying away the cups and saucers. ‘Give my love to Susan and thank her for my goodies.’

As Anthony was leaving and Alasdair was resting with his eyes closed, drifting into sleep, he heard voices just outside his room in the corridor. His door was ajar, and he just made out Anthony’s voice talking to Alasdair’s haematology consultant from Harrogate. She had known Alasdair for five years as she fought to keep the cancer in check and had seen him more often recently as the time between blood transfusions shortened. He distinctly heard her say, ‘Your father’s condition is worsening rapidly.’

Alasdair felt a physical pain as the words sank in, and he found himself experiencing a panic attack. For what seemed an age, he couldn’t breathe. The fight was coming to a close; the cancer had won! A death sentence! When she entered the room, Alasdair couldn’t hold back his tears. She took his hand and kissed it, brushing her own tears away with his hand.

Anthony seemed to Alasdair to be one of life’s plodders with no particular talent other than a common-sense ability to work hard at his job for British Telecom, which he had done until he took early retirement last year. He now enjoyed doing part-time jobs, the latest delivering huge water bottles to offices.

Susan still worked for British Telecom as an IT consultant and had no plan to retire just yet, as her hours are flexible. They never fully explained to him why they had a civil wedding ceremony. Did Anthony’s early years attending church services, sometimes twice on Sundays, put him off? Why did they never talk about it? He rather hoped that it was Susan who made the decision. He was too tired now to broach the subject. It really doesn’t matter now, but it did then.

‘He will be back in a couple of days,’ Alasdair told the nurse who had just popped her head around the door. ‘Upper Heaton isn’t too far away and it is easy for him to drop in, even for twenty minutes.’

Alasdair pondered aloud to himself, something he had been doing more and more since Ruth’s death; he had been amused when he found himself doing it in public and having to apologise. Twenty minutes. He had spent his working life with a built-in clock for twenty minutes. He had a dozen or so well-chosen phrases ready when he needed to leave a parishioner’s home, his favourite being, “No, I am so very sorry, I cannot stay for another cup of tea. I must get home to save my marriage”.

He used that one a lot. Not far from the truth, as Ruth was very possessive and Alasdair never forgot his close encounter with her rage over Rose. He was very careful never to give her any reason to doubt him after that. He did insist that a mobile phone was out of the question. This he considered to be an electronic tag, and that was a step too far.

Retiring from Clifton College hadn’t been the heartache he thought it would be. In recent years, there had been so many changes and the focus of the college had moved away from training teachers. The latest move to combine with another local college, under one principal and management team, had meant a lot of change. Theology as a subject had become less popular, and when it came to it, Alasdair was relieved to go.

His meeting with the bishop had gone well. Alasdair was complimented on his contribution as chaplain to the college, and he was kind enough to acknowledge Alasdair’s achievements before asking him, ‘What would you like to do now, Alasdair? Any thoughts?’

Alasdair had not thought beyond the end of term, so he had little to offer in the way of plans. Fortunately for Alasdair, the bishop had thought about it and asked him, ‘How would you like the idea of being a priest in charge at St Lawrence’s in Moreton, just over a hundred on the electoral register?’

As it was a fair way from Alasdair’s home, he was unsure until the bishop explained, ‘The living includes a vicarage. A small stone-built cottage nestling below the church.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ Alasdair hesitated. ‘I’ll discuss it with Ruth and let you know.’

The way forward was to rent out their home as income. Alasdair wasn’t sure how Ruth would like the idea. So, later in the week, they drove out to Moreton and had a look. They met Harry Bainbridge, the church warden, who showed them around St Lawrence’s and the vicarage. Two months later, Ruth and Alasdair settled into the vicarage at Moreton, and soon after that, their house was let. And so began their life in the North Yorkshire parish of Moreton. The village had no pub or shop. Lord and Lady Rossiter lived at Moreton Park, set back a distance from the main road and reached by a gravel drive lined each side with poplar trees and pastureland.

Sheep grazed in one of the pastures, separated by a ha-ha running the length of the drive. On approach to the main house were kennels and large garages, above which was a large attic space used for shooting parties. There was an expectation that village events were held there, and Lord Rossiter was always willing to oblige. Proceeds were given to the parish council to be used for the good of the community.

Jacqueline was Geoffrey’s second wife. The first Lady Rossiter lived in London, and both their daughters lived abroad. Jacqueline had moved to Moreton with her daughter into a rented house on the estate after her divorce from one of Lord Rossiter’s business associates. It wasn’t long before their affair started. It wasn’t the first time, and wasn’t going to be the last time, that Geoffrey would have affairs with women living on the estate.

Over the years, he had sold off several of the larger houses, including the Dower House, where his mother had lived. The farms and more modest cottages were still owned by him, and the whole estate covered a vast acreage. Lord Rossiter also owned shooting rights on moorland past Stonebeck Up and beyond.

At the age of sixty-four, Alasdair learnt to ride a horse. There were so many people living in the vicinity who had horses and many rode with the York & Ainsty North Hunt. The Arkright family lived at South View, a large farmhouse with stables and paddocks. Vicky, their eldest daughter, was happy to spend time riding out with Alasdair and teach him the basics. It wasn’t long after she went to university that he took on the exercise and management of her horse. Milo was a black Dales Pony with a silky mane and abundant leg feathers. It was then that Alasdair started visiting his parishioners on horseback.

Milo was only fourteen hands high and his calm and kind temperament suited Alasdair very well. Fortunately for Alasdair, Vicky had four siblings, of whom two were old enough and keen enough to help if Alasdair was unable to muck out. So, it suited everyone, including Ruth, who needed Alasdair to have an interest.






4 Harvest Festival

Go sit upon the lofty hill,

And turn your eyes around,

Where waving woods and waters wild

Do hymn an autumn sound.

The summer sun is faint on them.

The summer flowers depart.

Sit still, as all transferred to stone,

Except your musing heart.

from The Autumn by Elizabeth Barrett Browning

The Harvest Supper was a firm favourite in the Moreton parish calendar. Alasdair only had to fall in with the routine, which had taken place for as long as people could remember. As he was the editor, publisher, and sole contributor to Moreton News, he put the notice in the September issue, and the community got on with it. The church would be beautifully decorated by mothers and their children. Those involved in the tradition produced bucket loads of chicken casserole, which was served with rice, kept warm in the small kitchen above the garages at Moreton Park. This would then be followed by apple crumble and piping hot custard.

All anyone had to do was take their plate and cutlery with them. After the harvest festival service, the congregation made their way to Moreton Park. There waiting for them on arrival was a warm room with a glowing fire at the far end and two rows of tables decorated by Lady Rossiter and her team of volunteers. Lord Rossiter, as host, served everyone with wine, beer, or lemon squash.

When appetites were sated, the evening turned to entertainment. The tables were moved to allow for dancing. Alasdair, with Harry Bainbridge, the organist at St Lawrence’s, took in turn to play the piano and get things going. Those who wanted to perform came prepared to sing a song, recite a poem, or do a party trick. Both Alasdair and Lord Rossiter came prepared with at least one recitation. On these occasions, Lord Rossiter was very jovial, so different from how he could be over any difficult issue to do with St Lawrence’s or anything else, for that matter. The warmth from the fire and the effect of alcohol loosened inhibitions, and the party swept along.

The little ones were happy to sit with their grandfathers and listen to their stories. Alasdair, as the master of ceremonies, started the games with “Fetch the Apple”. He placed two chairs at one end of the room and lined up two teams of six players at the other end of the room. He then gave the teams two teaspoons and told them how to play the game without using their hands. It didn’t really matter what happened next, as everyone started shouting instructions, and eventually, one team claimed to be the winner. Everyone who played received an apple.

Another favourite, “Pass the Orange”, had to be done from chin to chin. It was such a funny sight as tall fathers tried to pass the orange to their small children and then back up to their mummies. After musical chairs, Harry Bainbridge would strike up the piano, and Alasdair would lead the singing of favourites like Don’t Sit Under the Apple Tree with Anyone Else but Me, Sentimental Journey, and then the finale. Everyone who could formed a circle and off they went.

Oh! Oh! The Oki Koki

Oh! Oh! The Oki Koki

You put your left leg in. You put your left leg out

In, out. In out

Shake it all about

You do the Oki Koki and you turn around

That’s what it’s all about…

Some new acquaintances were made and old ones refreshed. All in all, a very happy evening. And that was it for another year. Next on the calendar would be the forthcoming Moreton Christmas Party.

Alasdair was woken by a tap on the door, followed by Frances coming in with a tray. ‘Hello,’ she said. ‘Time for tea?’

Alasdair turned to Frances. ‘Do you remember when I kissed you? We’d been spending quite a lot of time together after your divorce.’

‘I remember. We had just returned from a walk around Studley Royal and Fountains Abbey. We were saying goodbye in the hall. You took me by surprise, Alasdair. I never imagined for one moment you would swoop me into your arms and kiss me firmly on the lips.’ She took his hand. ‘It was of the moment.’

After pouring the tea and offering Alasdair his choice of cake from a selection bought from Betty’s earlier in the day, she continued, ‘It was a difficult time for me; it had been dreadful going through the divorce. I was naive to suppose that divorce would free me from Edward’s financial meanness and spiteful behaviour.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me at all, Frances. When Ruth and I came to your dinner parties, I was rather taken aback by how Edward never even picked up a plate to help clear away. It was noticeable how he seemed to be always putting you down. I did my best to avert attention and lift the mood with a story, but Ruth and I often came away feeling anxious.’

There was a long pause. Frances looked out beyond the window to the garden, and then she turned to Alasdair. She smiled.

‘Tell me about Anthony’s visit.’

‘Oh, it went very well. He has been so good to me over the last few weeks.’

Frances got up and, turning towards the chest of drawers and seeing the two bronzes, enquired, ‘These look interesting.’

‘I asked Anthony to bring them from home last week.’

‘How did you acquire them?’

‘The greyhound and puppy are by Pierre-Jules Mene. As a regular collector, I was on Tennant’s mailing list and liked the look of the running greyhound, so I went to the auction in Leyburn with Ruth, making it a pleasant day out. First stop was Masham for coffee and thick buttered cinnamon toast at The Mad Hatter’s Cafe, then onto the auction in Leyburn. I was lucky that day, only one other bidder who couldn






























The Two Friends
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