
      
      
         [image: Cover Image]

      
   
      
      

      
      Jane Rogers has written eight novels including Promised Lands, which won the Writer’s Guild Best Novel Award 1996. She also writes for TV and radio and is Professor of Writing on the
         MA course at Sheffield Hallam University. She has two children and lives in Lancashire.
     



  

      
      
      Also by Jane Rogers

      
      Separate Tracks

      
      Her Living Image

      
      The Ice is Singing

      
      Promised Lands

      
      Island

      
      The Voyage Home

      
      The Testament of Jessie Lamb



  


Copyright




Published by Hachette Digital

ISBN: 9781405512633

All characters and events in this publication, other than those clearly in the public domain, are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Copyright © 1991 Jane Rogers

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of the publisher.

Hachette Digital

Little, Brown Book Group

100 Victoria Embankment

London, EC4Y 0DY

www.hachette.co.uk.
     





      
      
      In memory of my father

      
      PROFESSOR ANDREW ROGERS



  
      

      

      
      ‘We have it in our power to begin the world over again. A situation, similar to the present, hath not happened since the days
         of Noah until now. The birthday of a new world is at hand.’
     



       Tom Paine

      
      Common Sense
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      Leah

      
      
      ‘The Lord has instructed me to take of your number, seven virgins for comfort and succour.’

      
      Seven? They say his wife is sickly, but seven? Judith touches my elbow, I know, I am trying not to giggle. It is so quiet,
         it seems no one breathes in the whole of Sanctuary. I must not laugh. I must not. Will he really? Will they let him? Who?
     

      
      Once Abigail Whitehead said to me, ‘Can you imagine doing it with the Prophet?’ We laughed with our heads beneath our quilt
         work, for fear God might have overheard. He is staring us out, everyone looks down. They are still and reverent; they take
         it for God’s will. When Abigail said it I imagined his strange back, which is like the thick shoulders of a bull. He is the
         ugliest man I have ever seen, but he is powerful.
     

      
      Would I? People begin to clear their throats, to glance at one another. My sister Anne is looking at me. She widens her eyes.
         Me? I smile at her and pull a face. But she is serious; she mouths a word. ‘Thomas.’ Thomas. When her own child is born, she
         will have no time for mine. I must remove him. I have promised.
     

      
      But what is she thinking? To the Prophet’s house? Does she think he will take kindly to a virgin with a bastard child? Perhaps
         she thinks that I could hide him there, keep him secretly. It may be possible. They say the Prophet’s house is vast. I watch
         him now. His eyes continue to move slowly over the congregation, the silence goes on and on. He sees me. I can feel the blush
         rising up my cheeks. He is looking at me. The congregation shifts and sighs. There are girls they would be glad to give. I know some as eager to be rid of daughters as any farmer his vicious cow on market
         day.
     

      
      You can see what he wants, how he stared at my blushing. If I did … If I went… I would be the prettiest there. They will hardly
         hand over the marriageable ones.
     

      
      Is this what Anne means? What if he did not like me? He sits himself down, now, and we are on with the hymn singing. Thank
         heavens it is not now. There is till this afternoon to decide.
     

      
      Is he looking? Glance quickly. Yes. He is looking at me again, now all eyes are on their hymn books. If he wanted me, I could
         make him do anything. Could I live that life? Surely they would not make us pray all the day. We should have fine rooms, and
         servants at our beck and call. The church has money. ‘Comfort and succour.’ Pray, how must we comfort him? I cough to save
         myself from laughing. We would not be prisoners. If it is anything tolerable, then I should be able to bear it. Will Judith?
         And the Elders and church close by: he could not maltreat us.
     

      
      If I could win his favour … I should be in a fine position. The favour of a man who talks to God, and whom the entire church
         fall over themselves to obey. But I should like to know what he has done with his wife.
     

      
      If I stay at home, I make my daily visit to my sister’s, to see poor hidden Thomas. I am locked into my room at night and
         guarded, ever since my father caught me creeping in at dawn. Allowed to walk out only with my saintly insipid cousin, who
         would faint away at mention of my child (although his thoughts are so fixed upon matters spiritual that I doubt he has any
         notion of how a child is conceived). What other escape will I ever be offered? The Prophet will never guard seven as closely
         as my father guards one.
     

      
      He is still looking at me. Has he noticed me before this day? I never thought of him but that once, with Abigail. If I did … he would
         be obliged to agree to Thomas. For his own preservation.
     

      
      It is as neat as a row of my good plain sewing. The answer to my prayers. That makes me laugh. Judith pats my back, I cannot catch my breath. Hush, I must be calm.
     

      
      How it would please my father! To so far exceed his neighbours in virtue, as to give the Prophet a pretty daughter!
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      Joanna

      
      
      ‘The Lord has instructed me to take of your number, seven virgins for comfort and succour.’

      
      Praise God. This is the sign the women are not forgot. My heart leaps to his words, as the instrument to the hand of the craftsman.

      
      The joy of that moment will never leave me – nor, I think, will it be easily forgotten by any of those blessed enough to be
         present. God was indeed among us, He spoke to our hearts, He called us to join His glorious service. The joy within was so
         overpowering that I could do nothing but fall to my knees and thank Him – a thousand times – for calling His unworthy handmaiden.
         When I became conscious again of the world around me, I saw that a similar feverish joy had gripped the hearts of many. The
         sign we have waited for has come – Southcott’s call to the women: the time of the women approaches. Ann Taylor was so overwhelmed
         by holy ecstasy that she fell in a dead trance upon the floor, and their good neighbour Brother Paine assisted her father
         to carry her out. A hubbub arose in the pews at the back – I could not quite see who was involved, but I do not doubt it was
         caused by a number of girls who, seeing the general enthusiasm, feared that they might not all find a place among the seven.
     

      
      And this proved, sadly for many, to be the case. Elder Caleb announced that those who knew themselves called by the Prophet’s
         request should attend a special meeting in Sanctuary at four in the afternoon: and when I entered Sanctuary, ten minutes before
         the appointed time, I saw that ‘many are called, but few are chosen’.
     

      
      The magnitude of the calling was proving almost too much to bear for several young women, whose tear-stained faces testified to their tremendous love and hope of selection. One or two
         were so overwhelmed by the call of the spirit that their bodies were turbulent and agitated, and they had to be clasped and
         held secure by their loving parents. Brother and Sister Mayall, blest as they are with nine beautiful daughters, held fast
         to the hands of their elder two, sisters Rachel and Rebekah, while many a solemn tear of happiness and overwrought anticipation
         trickled down the cheeks of these two.
     

      
      I felt no fear, for I knew myself chosen – I knew, from the arrow of certainty that pierced my heart as the Prophet spoke.
         Does a bird know when the dawn will rise? Can a woman tell when her child quickens in the womb? And when he stepped out into
         the gallery and gazed down upon us, I looked up fearlessly, knowing myself already dedicated heart and soul to this work.
         The call reached many a heart I might previously have thought unprepared for it – or even, hardened against it. How grossly
         we are able to under-estimate the faith and courage of our fellow creatures. Little did I think that Elizabeth Ogden, whose
         honour has been maligned by so many, and whose present girth gives rise to a persistent rumour concerning her chastity, would
         have so repented as to be eager to devote her future to His service: I praise Him that He calls the sinners and the outcasts.
         Nor did I guess that Ruth Brierly, who is so beloved by her widowed father that all remark upon it, might feel her heart called
         by God so that she could contemplate leaving the poor distraught old man, who clung to her in an embrace more like a lover’s
         than a father’s, unable to see the workings of God’s greater will, for his own small human unhappiness.
     

      
      The word had spread even outside members of our church, for there were several unfamiliar faces present. When the Prophet
         stepped into view in the gallery one of them gasped and began to sob. She had not seen him before, she did not perceive the
         power of the spirit within, but only the poor fleshly covering. It is a grief to consider the desperation of such creatures,
         who have neither home nor faith to call their own, and must resort to seeking shelter amongst strangers whom they fear. After
         the choosing I hastened to speak to her, in the hope of bringing her to knowledge of God’s love – but she fled at such a speed
         that she was lost to me.
     

      
      
      The Prophet raised his arms for silence. ‘The Lord directs me to chose, His ways are closed to our eyes, blessed be the Lord.
         Let her name be spoken, who is chosen.’ He remained still for a moment, then took up his iron staff, and pointed. At me. I
         knew. Chosen and blessed of the Lord, I knew.
     

      
      ‘Joanna Bamford!’ the servitor called, and I answered ‘Praise the Lord!’ Two of the Elders came into the congregation to lead
         us forth. From my new position on the dais I was able to see quite clearly those blessed women who are to be my sisters. Rachel
         and Rebekah were chosen, I rejoice to say, and they greeted their fate with a flood of grateful tears. Next came Dinah, the
         cripple; oh praise Him, for he loves and is merciful to the meek and the lame. Next Leah Robinson, the draper’s daughter –
         and one of the fairest in our church. Next a tall veiled woman, unknown to me; I believe I have seen her father, a farmer,
         in Sanctuary before today. And lastly beautiful Ann Taylor, who was supported to the front by Brother Paine and his wife,
         but whose rational faculties gave way utterly under the solemn pressure of the moment, so that she threw herself upon Brother
         Paine’s neck and, as he stepped back in amazement, fell upon the floor in a fit. Screaming, weeping and threshing uncontrollably,
         the poor girl was helped into the vestry room in inner Sanctuary, and efforts were there made to calm her. The Prophet, having
         conducted the choice, departed: we were blessed by the priest and asked to return in two hours for a dedication service –
         so gloriously swift was to be the execution of His will. As we departed the building (with many a pitying glance for those
         unfortunate creatures who remained unchosen, but who will, I am sure, be given their own ways to serve God) Ann Taylor’s screams
         rang out more piercing and shrill than ever, leading me to fear greatly for her soundness of mind.
     

      
      My fears were most terribly borne out by events later that evening: for while the rest of us prepared ourselves in white robes
         and earnest prayer, poor Ann Taylor, in a demented fit, burst out from the care of those who sought to help and protect her
         in Sanctuary, and flung herself under the wheels of the passing post chaise. I am told she has sustained the most terrible
         injuries, and lies close to death at her father’s house. It is a source of overwhelming grief to all who know her; her good
         neighbour Paine has sent at his own expense to Stalybridge for Doctor Green, thinking he may be able to make her more comfortable than our own humble apothecary
         Failsworth.
     

      
      The service of dedication was delayed by this tragedy, as the Prophet visited her father’s house to carry thither God’s forgiving
         love, and to urge fortitude on her grieving father. As we six waited in Sanctuary, Elder Caleb brought us the news that a
         seventh virgin was chosen, having been offered by her aunt and uncle when Ann’s distressed state of mind became evident. And
         sure enough a seventh white-clad figure joined us, only minutes before the Prophet himself arrived, and the musicians struck
         up their glorious solemn sound.
     

      
      Miraculous indeed the holiness of that moment; as the Priest blessed us and each of us in her heart offered up her most secret
         hopes to God. Joanna Southcott’s prophecy will be fulfilled: the women shall play their part, as this material world draws
         into its final days – we shall play our part, in the establishment of His glorious Kingdom on earth. To this end was I born;
         to this day has my whole life tended. I rejoice in the hour of my calling, and in the company of my blessed sisters-in-God.
         After solemn prayers and the blessings of the Elders, we departed in procession for our new home.
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      Hannah

      
      
      My aunt and uncle have given me to a prophet.

      
      Given – handed over – with less heartsearching than they would undergo in parting with a crust to a beggar.

      
      It is a Christian Israelite: I have been once to their meeting place, which they call Sanctuary. The prophet is a small crazed
         hunchback with the manners of a bear, who foretells the end of the world. The elders of their church resemble tribesmen one
         might have found wandering the deserts of Palestine three thousand years ago, in full-length robes and hair and beards uncut,
         bedecked with outlandish jewellery. From the hands of the meanest pair of scavenging crows on earth, I pass into the care
         of a lunatic band of would-be ancient Jews.
     

      
      I looked sick enough today for them to agree to leave me here while they went about their religious duties; on their return
         this evening my aunt comes pushing into my chamber (never doing me the courtesy of a knock) and demands that I come downstairs.
     

      
      Down in the houseplace stands my uncle, with his back to the cold cheerless chimney, for they never light a fire on a Saturday.

      
      ‘We have heard the word of God at meeting today, Hannah.’ I wait in silence. ‘He has called you.’

      
      Me?

      
      ‘Your aunt and I have worried over you, and prayed over you, and begged God for guidance over your future. We have asked to
         be shown your place in His great scheme, because a woman of your age with neither husband nor parent in this world is a trouble
         to herself and others.’
     

      
      To you. A trouble to you. ‘Yes uncle.’

      
      ‘Today at Sanctuary the prophet showed us the way for you, as God has spoken to him. The Lord has guided him to ask for the offices of seven virgins, to give him comfort and succour in
         his work.’
     

      
      He stops and looks at me. I must try not to be insolent. I know from their expressions, and from my aunt’s constant gnawing
         at her thumbnail through the split in her Sabbath white gloves, that this is serious. But I have no idea what they want. ‘You
         are slow to understand God’s will, Hannah. You are one of the chosen. You are one of the seven.’
     

      
      ‘Me?’

      
      ‘Yes, Hannah, you.’

      
      ‘He does not know me – how could he chose me?’

      
      ‘My child, beware of insolence. Your understanding of the ways of God is frail. He sees not as we see.’

      
      My aunt chips in, her voice high and nervous. ‘We offered you, Hannah. We both saw that it was God’s will, and we offered
         you to serve Him in this way.’
     

      
      ‘And the prophet accepted,’ buts in my uncle hastily. ‘Praise to the Lord.’

      
      My silence makes them irritable.

      
      ‘You are to live with the prophet, Hannah. To further his work, in accomplishing God’s will.’ They are both staring at me
         narrowly; my aunt is rigid with anxiety, neck outstretched, fists clenched against her skirts. This pair have given me to
         a prophet.
     

      
      I start to laugh. It comes up in bubbles from the pit of my stomach. My body pops with the unfamiliar pleasure of it, I cannot
         stop. Through the tears unsettling my sight I see the pair of them inflate like hot-air balloons and slither unevenly across
         the floor to the right. My aunt whispers to my uncle, ‘She will disgrace us.’
     

      
      I shake my head, trying to breathe normally. I have the hiccups. ‘No – no I will not.’ I can imagine how their mean hearts
         leapt in unison at the thought of handing over my mouth to be fed and my body to be clothed. By what other means could they
         ever hope to be rid of me, an ill-favoured woman, entrusted into their care by my father on his deathbed, and lacking any
         other kin in this world? Not only will they escape any censure from their fellows, but they are also gaining, through their
         generous gift to the prophet, credit in their account books in the sky.
     

      
      When I had conquered my laughter I placated them, agreeing that the prophet’s request was indeed God’s answer to our prayers. I nearly upset the applecart again by asking, ‘Why virgins?’ because my uncle answered, ‘For purity in God’s work,’
         and my aunt gasped, then began to choke on her own spittle, and had to run for a draught of water. My uncle stepped after
         her – I could almost see her, standing round the corner beckoning in her stiff awkward way – and then I heard her croak –
         ‘She is not pure! That is why she asked, you fool. What shall we do?’
     

      
      There was a silence and I moved nearer to the doorway for fear of missing his answer. But it was clear enough when it came.
         ‘Well how is he going to find out?’ No reply from my aunt. My uncle laughs. ‘There is only one way. I think she is safe enough.’
     

      
      My aunt coughed, or pretended to. ‘For shame!’

      
      My uncle came back into the room, still smirking to himself. ‘You may pack your things. The virgins are to be given to the
         Prophet at Sanctuary, an hour from now. You must wear white; pack the rest in the portmanteau your father left.’
     

      
      Given. Like a slave. If it is even more disagreeable than this house, surely I will be able to summon the energy and courage
         to run away.
     

      
      It is dusk when we leave Sanctuary. Dressed in billowing white, blinded and half-choked by veils which flap against our noses
         and mouths in the icy wind, we lumber like cows along the rutted lane to the prophet’s new mansion. He strides behind us with
         the proprietorial air of a farmer returning from market. One of the virgins is crippled, with short bowed legs – another has
         taken her arm and supports her lurching career over the uneven ground. Now the church mumbo-jumbo is over I find myself curious
         to see these other women. We are ushered into a huge hall and suddenly abandoned; the elders have gone, the prophet has gone,
         the doors are shut and seven of us stand around a large mahogany table, trapped.
     

      
      The light is poor, a couple of tapers only burning at each end of the table, and a small smoky fire hissing in the great hearth.
         The place smells damp and unused. With no chairs to sit on, we all instinctively move in away from the dark walls. In an effort
         to see better, I throw back my veil. One by one the others follow suit, all except for a tall woman who remains leaning against
         the wall opposite me. The room is surrounded by a dark gallery at the upper level. It is chilly as the night outside. The
         cripple is leaning over the table, her white knuckles braced upon it: clearly standing is a greater difficulty to her than walking.
     

      
      ‘Sister Dinah! There must be a chair.’ The woman who supported her moves hesitantly towards the passage, then disappears into
         it. She returns almost immediately with a rush-bottomed chair, which Dinah sits upon, and begins to cry – whether with pain
         or relief I do not know. The chair-fetcher pats her shoulder and looks up at me. ‘Welcome,’ she says, as if the house is hers.
         ‘I am Joanna. This is Dinah, Leah, Rachel, Rebekah. I think I have seen you in Sanctuary?’
     

      
      Of course – they all know each other. ‘Hannah Lees. Yes, I have been there once.’

      
      She nods. ‘Welcome, Sister Hannah. God has found work for us all to do.’

      
      Her voice is as warm and soft as a dove’s, and her face, of all of them, the most generous and intelligent. An unworldly woman,
         not beautiful, but with a saintly face – large, guileless eyes and a high forehead, accentuated by the swept back, pale brown
         hair above it. Her nose large and flatfish, like a negro’s, her lips wide.
     

      
      Leah, beside her, is a different type. Younger, prettier, sharper. She has already appraised each of us, passing over me without
         concern, checking, testing, comparing. Her eyes are fixed now on the veiled woman against the wall. Leah is the sort of woman
         who looks at a woman like me and, in her heart, laughs. I have seen Leahs in the streets, in pairs, blooming from their stays
         like flowers on slender stems, putting their heads together to giggle.
     

      
      Rachel and Rebekah are both very young, sixteen or seventeen, I should say, dark-haired and shy, holding hands. They are sisters.
         Dinah, the cripple, has golden hair and an old-young face: she is calm now, and nods to me when I smile at her.
     

      
      Leah speaks first. ‘Who is that?’ The woman by the wall.

      
      Joanna says, ‘Hello Sister?’ but there is no response. Rebekah and Rachel giggle nervously.

      
      ‘It is not Ruth Brierly.’ Leah’s voice makes it clear that Ruth Brierly would not be welcome. The tall woman remains quite
         motionless. ‘Who are you? Have you lost your tongue?’ Leah moves towards her, following her own sharp question, but there
         is no reaction.
     

      
      Joanna shakes her head. ‘Sister? You are among friends, in God’s own house. I pray you, put back your veil.’ No movement.

      
      
      ‘Can you not answer when you are spoken to?’

      
      ‘Leah –’ Joanna’s dove-voice is soothing, but Leah is not appeased.

      
      ‘Answer me!’ She lifts her hand to raise the woman’s veil, but as she does so the woman ducks, shielding her head with her
         arms. Leah glances across to Joanna, to confirm a witness: she did not strike her. Joanna comes over to the crouching woman
         and puts a hand on her shoulder. We can see her stiffen beneath the idiot ruckles of white cloth.
     

      
      ‘Do not be afraid. No one here will hurt you, my child. Come.’ Something in the gentle tone of that soft voice unthreads me
         – loosens the tight constriction in my own chest and throat and sets tears swimming in my eyes. Gentleness, kindness: they
         have been lost for so long. The veiled woman allows Joanna to raise her up, and lift her veil.
     

      
      We see Martha’s face. Blue, purple, yellow; bruised and split like an old fruit that has fallen underfoot at market. No movement,
         no expression, she never even turns her eyes to look at Joanna – much less the rest of us. The eyes remain blank. An animal,
         beside itself with fear, might show such a face. Silence – then Joanna’s pitying, ‘Child, child –’
     

      
      This time her gentle voice makes me weep in earnest. How could her soft voice remind me of Father’s whispering rattle? I do
         not know if Martha spoke – I think not. We were taken, or sent, to the bedchambers.
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      Joanna

      
      
      The workmen have been at improvements to the Prophet’s house (mansion, indeed, I may call it) round about a year now. Formerly
         we set this down to the important role it will play as Southern Gatehouse, little thinking it would be God’s intention to
         there house seven of the women also. The greatest joy occurs always where it is least looked for: praise His mysterious goodness.
     

      
      Our church has provided great employment for builders and workmen, since it was revealed to the Prophet that the New Jerusalem
         is to be situated in the county of Lancashire, in our own town of Ashton-under-Lyne. We do all we can to prepare for that
         great day. Singular and fortunate are we to be chosen, amongst all the noble towns and cities of the world. Though it has
         been revealed formerly to others that Britain is to be the centre of His second reign on earth (there are those indeed who
         argue that the first Jerusalem was builded here), it is only to our Prophet that the exact vicinity of the New Jerusalem has
         been vouchsafed. It is fitting that it should be Ashton, for here are humble working men and women – not bloated aristocrats
         or crafty politicians, but the lowly – those He has ever chosen for His own. And here are more of the faithful gathered, Praise
         Be, than in any other Israelite centre; even Bradford now lags behind us in numbers attending Sabbath meetings. Our building
         projects prosper wonderfully, the new Sanctuary is complete and all four gatehouses are in the process of building or extension.
         Only the construction of the City Walls between them presents a difficulty: which God of His goodness will make clear for
         us, when the time is right. At present the short-sighted interests of landowners and farmers prevent them from donating or
         even selling to us, the narrow strip of their land which we require. Many are insisting that we purchase entire fields or rows of cottages for which we have no use, simply
         to get the length needful for building the City Wall. However, debate continues between the Elders concerning the precise
         construction and dimensions of the Wall; it is as well that work cannot begin before these questions are resolved.
     

      
      Of the gatehouses, I have previously seen only the Eastern; a fine new building standing at some distance from other dwellings,
         out along the road to Mossley. To the east it faces open country and the hills; a majestic sight on a morning such as the
         one of my visit, for the sun arising from behind the hills cast great beams of silver light up between the black hill-top
         clouds, bringing one in mind of the nearness of His coming, which is already foreshadowed – as was that dawn – by the first
         beams and darts of light among the cloudy darkness of our lives. Besides dwelling space for Samuel Lees and his family, there
         is at Eastern Gate a large open hall where a goodly number, sixty or more, can with comfort gather together.
     

      
      Southgate, the Prophet’s house, which I now call my home, lacks a room of these dimensions: but it is as a whole better proportioned.
         It faces across a meadow and the canal, towards the town. It was originally I think a gentleman’s house, but is now so greatly
         improved in its appearance that one would think it from the outside to be altogether new. The approach along a lane gives
         one a first sight of the new stone front complete with steps and noble Doric columns.
     

      
      But I run ahead of myself. On the evening of our arrival, no more than a dark outline against the sky could be seen; and the
         great housebody where we were left waiting seemed almost forbidding, for there was little light and nothing to sit upon (a
         difficulty now most happily resolved, for I today procured from Mr Bentink the joiner a half-dozen straight-backed mahogany
         chairs to the table, and when I tell Sister Evans of his generosity, I hope we may have three more off her brother). The maid,
         Mary Quance from my Tuesday Bible class, appeared after a time to lead us up to our sleeping quarters: when my sisters in God were comfortably settled I followed Mary back down to the Prophet’s study, where
         she left me to speak with him. He appeared tired and in poor health, and our interview was brief: he gave me charge over the
         others (which I had already assumed, God’s guiding hand in this matter being clear to me) and informed me he must leave before
         dawn on a preaching mission to the northern towns.
     

      
      ‘Are the servants advised as to the running of the house in your absence?’ I enquired – for I had no idea of how we must proceed.

      
      ‘Servants?’ he replied in astonishment. ‘I keep no servants, Sister Joanna, there is only Mary Quance and my good Samuel in
         the house besides ourselves. We are people of God, Sister Joanna, not keepers of servants.’
     

      
      I was much ashamed of my mistaken assumptions, and begged his forgiveness, saying I could not understand how a house of such
         grandeur could be kept without the help of servants.
     

      
      ‘Come, sister, I will take you round. It has not yet been kept, for I have not spent above half a dozen nights in it. Mary has swept it out and set the fires for us. Once you and
         your sisters have settled in, she will return to her mother.’
     

      
      The Prophet showed me through the main rooms of the house with haste: none save the housebody were lit, and my impressions
         had to be gleaned by light of the Prophet’s lamp. The great empty rooms seemed to yawn before us. I am thankful to say that
         a few days’ experience of the house goes some way to dispelling the disturbing strangeness of that introductory tour, for
         it then seemed to me like a great cave, or an open mouth, into which I might peer (or indeed fall) but whose furthest confines
         I might never be able to see. Now I know it to be quite other: spacious but not vast; light and airy rather than dark; welcoming
         rather than forbidding. How foolish and contrary the impressions we receive when the spirit is overwrought with excitement.
         Just so dark, fearful and partial is our daytime eyesight now, in comparison with the glorious open vision the commencement
         of His reign among us shall bring. By daylight I perceive that the workmen have with great skill removed the original front
         wall and extended the house forwards, thereby ennobling the dimensions of the rooms, and making possible the insertion of
         modern sash windows.
     

      
      
      When we had glanced into each room, the Prophet repeated the necessity of his early departure for Bolton, and handed me the
         keys.
     

      
      ‘I pray that you and your sisters may devote your best energies to the comfortable arrangement and preparation of the house.’

      
      I took the responsibility gladly, and only as I ascended the stairs did I recall the principal practical duty of a housekeeper
         – that of providing meals. The Prophet was closing his door as I turned back into the corridor, and was rightly impatient
         of my foolish questions.
     

      
      ‘You must arrange it in the morning, Sister Joanna. There may be food in the larders. You must consult with the Elders concerning
         money for household expenses. I have no money; I carry no money. Good-night sister, God be with you.’
     

      
      ‘And with thy spirit.’

      
      He was absent for five days, during which time we laboured to make ready the house, and had the joy of working and conversing
         together as sisters in God. After prayers on Sunday morning Mary Quance set to work on the fires, and Sister Leah and I made
         a survey of the kitchens and offices. We found nothing edible there but some jars of preserves and two great cheeses, which
         were donated to the Prophet this week by a new convert. I despatched Rachel and Rebekah to fetch Elder Tobias, and by noon
         we had gathered from Sanctuary members the wherewithals to make ourselves a dinner and a supper. We have a goodly quantity
         of unleavened bread from Sister Benson, but I trust it will not be long before we can bake our own. There is a deep old baking
         oven but its door is so severely warped that it will not close, and must, I think, be renewed. Nor do we have sufficient fuel
         to attempt baking, yet; there is no peat or furze, and the stocks of wood and coal will last no more than a week, if this
         cold spell continues. The kitchen is little changed from earlier days, I fancy; there is a range, with spits in a rack above
         the fireplace, but no convenient method of heating water, which I had looked for. To be sure, we have a pump just outside
         in the yard, convenient both to the offices and to the wash-house, so the carrying of water will not be a difficulty.
     

      
      Sister Leah is quick and apt for housework, seeming to guess at many tasks before I have even thought of them myself: I fear
         she may become a little impatient, but I had rather proceed in an orderly way than rush into error. Nor can one neglect the fact
         that three of our number are ill fitted for bustling household duties at present. Poor Sister Dinah can barely hobble about,
         and yet she is most anxious to assist. She has no skill with the needle, and I am hard put to invent tasks which may be performed
         sitting down; the dear girl has already peeled near a hundredweight of potatoes.
     

      
      Sister Martha falls asleep wherever she stops. I have prayed with her but I fear she knows less of God’s loving kindness than
         the squawking hens Brother Taylor brought down for us this afternoon. Tending her physical injuries and calming her fears
         must be our first aim: today after she had fallen asleep for the third time, broken a chamber pot and a good china serving
         bowl, besides dropping a basketful of coal across the drawing-room carpet, I told her to go to bed. But I fear she regards
         it as a punishment, and when I went to their chamber in the afternoon I found both she and Sister Dinah (whom I set to watch
         with her, pleased at finding a task so well suited to Sister Dinah’s abilities) in a wretched state of agitation: Sister Dinah
         because she desires to play a more useful role, and Sister Martha simply afraid, not knowing what it is not to be working,
         whimpering and staring like a caged animal.
     

      
      Sister Hannah is a different case; though educated and rational, she lacks faith. She is grieving for the death of her father,
         unsustained by such comforts as belong to members of our church; for she seems to regard death as a terrible, final separation,
         instead of a glorious beginning. She moves about the place in a dream, and lapses into silent immobility at the completion
         of each task, so that it seems a cruelty to set her to the next duty.
     

      
      Sisters Rachel and Rebekah are good, helpful girls, and have run about busily. How young and innocent they are! When I led
         them into the drawing room both stopped in the doorway staring wide-eyed and would come no further.
     

      
      ‘What is it?’ I asked them.

      
      Sister Rebekah indicated the fireplace. ‘Is it the devil’s work, Sister Joanna? Must we not keep away?’

      
      I saw she was pointing to the mantelpiece, which is supported on the heads of two carved figures of women, most beautifully
         executed in white marble. They are clad in a Biblical or classical style, clearly appropriate to a climate warmer than our
         own. I patted her arm and praised her for her vigilance; indeed, I was at a loss myself for a moment, to think how such things might
         be permitted in the Lord’s house. But were not our own forbears, Adam and Eve, naked and pleasing to God in Paradise?
     

      
      ‘There is nothing wrong in the beauty of the naked female form,’ I told her, ‘nor in the craftsmanship which so exquisitely
         celebrates it. This house must feature the most skilful work our age affords, for anything less would be an offence to God:
         did not the wise men bring priceless gifts, of Gold, Frankincense and Myrrh? Only the best, dear Sister Rebekah, is good enough
         for the Lord.’
     

      
      Besides the difficulty of reconciling my dear sisters’ varying skills and abilities to the multitude of tasks which cry out
         for performance, if we are to have clothes to our backs and food on the table, there are other pressing concerns I must resolve
         speedily. The rainwater butt must be cleared out, I fear some bird or small creature has tumbled into it and drowned, for
         the water is very bad smelling. The joiner must be called back tomorrow or as soon as we may, for the new back door has come
         right off its hinges, and may topple and injure the first unwary soul who tries to heave it open. I can find no convenient
         sized tubs for washing, nor can I think who may be approached to donate such a thing. I pray God will ease Sister Dinah’s
         anxieties; she is at me constantly to know what she must do next, and my unworthy brain is then so mithered I can give no
         useful directions at all. Help and direct us dear Lord; lead us in Thy path.
     

      
      *

      
      The household tasks begin to be resolved into a kind of order. The Prophet has given me a timetable into which our domestic
         duties may be slotted. As God established Order from Chaos, at the first; as day follows night, and summer, spring; so we
         now have order in our little world, making proper time for matters of the spirit and for more mundane cares. Samuel Walker,
         who accompanies the Prophet at all times, will rouse us soon after five-thirty, by ringing a handbell as he and the Prophet
         depart for Sanctuary. After ablutions and private prayer, we scatter to various domestic tasks, such as the raking of ashes
         and laying of fires; bringing in fuel and water; milking the cow and feeding the hens. We assemble again for household prayers and to break our fast, then down to the
         serious household duties of the day, heating water, washing dishes, emptying slops, making beds, sweeping and dusting, preparation
         of food and cooking, churning, and so on. We next come together for that interlude of the day which gives me greatest pleasure;
         hymns and musical practice. From the halting beginning of a few days ago we are already progressing to sweeter harmonies;
         the voices of Sisters Rachel and Rebekah, which have long been a source of joy in Sanctuary, are heartrendingly lovely in
         a duet, leading us up out of dull routine and almost into the presence of Him whose gift they are. I am in hope that, with
         such an example, we may one day coax joyful sound even from dumb Martha.
     

      
      The larger office, which I have set aside for the sewing room, is by this time well warmed, and so our next task is sitting
         at our needlework; sewing garments for ourselves, besides household and sacred linens. After dinner we busy ourselves with
         further domestic tasks, with renewal of household goods and tending the kitchen garden, tending the fires, ordering and storage
         of foodstuffs, the deliveries of tradesmen (whose accounts I must oversee and settle) and with Sanctuary duties of polishing,
         trimming and renewal of candles, etcetera. We make a space in the late afternoon for a reading lesson for Sisters Martha,
         Dinah, Rachel and Rebekah, to be followed by household prayers and singing. Then we prepare and eat our tea, before scattering
         to the final tasks of the day, bringing in fresh water and seeing to the fires, tending to the cow and hens, cleaning up in
         the kitchen and washing dishes, washing of smalls, and one of us to be engaged always from seven to eight in the evening with
         reading to the Prophet. When each one’s task is done she may devote herself to private prayer and Bible reading, or to a comfortable
         seat by the fireside with her needlework, and a share in a light supper.
     

      
      This pattern for normal days: on the eve of the Sabbath a greater emphasis must be laid on preparation of food, cleaning,
         and so forth, that no work may be done on the Sabbath. Likewise on the eve and feast of the New Moon each month, and on the
         other occasional feast days. There must also be a day, maybe two days, set aside with regularity for the laundry of Sanctuary, household and personal linens. At present I fear our stocks are so
         small we must wash once a week, but as our needlework creates a greater abundance of linen and robes, I aspire to a monthly
         laundry, which will cause less frequent disruption. We shall bake once a week, on a Thursday, which will remove our sewing
         time; and I fear there may be many other routine tasks in a household of this size, of which I am yet ignorant. Interruption
         to our tasks will be occasioned by the Prophet’s visitors, who must be received and accommodated. With God’s help, however,
         with God’s sustaining grace, we shall find our way to do His will.
     

      
      Within this framework of order there are no times for contact with our previous lives. We are now dedicated to a new way,
         joyously renouncing our earthly ties, as do members of the old monastic orders. Sister Leah, however, has a strong and touching
         affection for her earthly family, and has applied to me for permission to see them. It can never be God’s wish to abruptly
         sever the true ties of filial affection, and so I have permitted her, during the times for domestic duties, to visit them.
         I have been in some anxiety concerning the others on this subject for though none have expressed a desire to see their family,
         yet surely they may? I applied to the Prophet, and he has relieved me of this responsibility by stating that if any wish to
         leave the house on other than household duties, she should apply to him. Leah was, I fear, much vexed by this news, and absented
         herself from sewing this morning. I shall trust to her own conscience to bring her into obedience with the Prophet’s desires,
         for she is a sweet and sensible girl.
     

      
      Last night my old aunt was much in my mind, and I thought of the pleasure it would give her to hear about the Prophet (or
         Yaakov, as he has asked us to call him, after his given name of John) and the new life that I lead. Though I saw her in Sanctuary
         at Sabbath, it was not possible to exchange words; I shall, God willing, engage to visit her in the coming week.
     

      
      I thank God that an order has been established, and pray for the strength of mind to keep in step with it. For inspiration
         and guidance I fix my mind on Mother Southcott, who never failed in her earthly work and duties, though she was called to God’s work at all times of the day and night. Once indeed she committed
         a most grievous sin (which she freely admits, in her writings) which was to be so preoccupied with the completion of a trivial
         household task (she was about sweeping the floor, and then had to put the potatoes on to boil in time for dinner) that when
         the Spirit’s voice began, and demanded that she set aside her broom and write down His words, she was impatient at His interrupting
         her earthly routine, and wished Him gone. I pray God I may never come to this: that I may safeguard for ever a quiet corner
         of my mind to Him. Dear Lord, I know there must be cooks, and sweepers, and maids of all work: but you have promised to call
         the women to your real work, to be missionaries and preachers, to be instrumental in the commencement of the New Age. I pray
         that we may not be forgotten.
     

      
      *

      
      I am ashamed, now, of my presumption. Indeed, I wonder at the source of my discontent, and think it more than likely due to
         the walnuts I ate the other night – for they have given me a swollen, heavy sensation, with prickling in the hands and feet.
         When I mentioned it, Sister Rebekah said their mother never eats walnuts, for that same reason.
     

      
      I have only to look about me, to see opportunities to do His work which are offered by my sisters under this very roof. Sister
         Hannah is closed, curled like a winter hedgehog, repelling the merest touch of kindness. She does not pray, yet she sits,
         many a time, an hour together in silence, and I then feel the spirit of the Lord interceding and lifting her sorrows. Likewise
         He works upon the sad de-natured Martha, and has calmed her, though she is as ignorant of His love as is the dumb beast in
         the field.
     

      
      These are your works, Lord: teach me to be content with small gains, for is not the soul of one who repents and turns to you,
         worth more than a thousand who never fell away? Sister Hannah is your Kingdom to conquer. Sister Martha is yours to be made
         captive, and I the midwife to their births into the spiritual world.
     

      
      Hannah has asked me about the history of our church. It gives me pleasure to cast my mind back, for that sweep of memory retrieves
         many incidents and moments which enhance the value of the present, establishing it in context, like a jewel in a rich setting.
     

      
      We had no leader of our own in Ashton before Prophet Wroe, but were under the leadership of the Bradford Prophet, George Turner.
         When Prophet Wroe first came among us he was much distrusted. Some of our number did not readily remember that He prefers
         the poor, that He will often choose as His mouthpiece the rejected, the humble, the despised: a carpenter’s son from Nazareth;
         illiterate fishermen disciples; a poor farmer’s daughter from Devon. How natural then that His mantle should fall upon John
         Wroe, the crippled woolcomber’s son from Bradford. It was when I saw his public baptism in the Medlock that I myself became
         convinced he was of God.
     

      
      Many elements combined on that day, to add weight to his claim. I dreamt, the night before, of a small dark creature – a bat,
         I think, although I could not be sure – which fluttered and seemed to limp in the air across a field until it reached a body
         of water, into which it fell and, as I thought, drowned. But this dark and disturbing creature (I had been loath to approach
         or touch it, its quick fluttering motion being curiously repulsive) was transformed, once submerged, into a silvery fish of
         great size and magnificence, which soared and leapt through the water with beautiful agility. I have no need of an interpreter
         to tell me that this refers to Prophet Wroe, whose unprepossessing physical appearance, hunched back and dark aspect had led
         many (including, shamefully, myself) to mistrust him – but that in the spiritual domain, his power and excellence are beyond
         all doubt. The fish indeed figures Christ, and prefigured also the transforming element of water to be used in that day’s
         baptism.
     

      
      The day was full of miracles: a hot, glorious September day, on whose clear air the joyful sounds of our musicians in procession
         carried so clearly that crowds of the poorer sort came out to follow us. Though they were noisy and boisterous – some of the
         young men, indeed, shamefully under the influence of strong ale, and inclined to offer insults to our women – yet I thank
         God that they were amused to follow us, for having followed, many found themselves swayed and called by His power. We crossed
         the Medlock at Oldham Road bridge, and spread down along the bank; some of the crowd following, some remaining on the bridge,
         and others fighting their way down on the opposite side, among the close-growing stunted oak trees and blackberry brambles.
         When the Prophet stood up on the back of a cart to speak, some of the poor lost souls on the bridge began an obscene chant,
         soon taken up by others of their number – the repetition of which drowned out his voice. With perfect dignity, the Prophet
         descended from the cart and began to wade, fully clothed, into the water. We (may God forgive us for our lack of courage)
         clustered fearfully together at the water’s edge, uncertain if we were to follow him or no, and dreadfully afraid of the jeering
         mob. When he was in waist deep, the Prophet stopped and, facing the crowd, raised his arms above his head. There was a sudden
         increase in the clamour on the bridge, and a number of missiles flew through the air and splashed into the water around him.
         He did not flinch, though one fell close enough to make a splash right in his face. His immobility seemed to enrage them and
         then the air was thick with flying objects – pebbles, sticks, bottles – some even flung their clogs, and others joined together
         to heave rocks towards his head. He was soaked by the gigantic splashing on all sides but, by God’s divine protection, not
         one of these objects so much as grazed his body. The hail ceased as suddenly as it had increased – all eager, no doubt, to
         see how they had hurt him – and in the silence his voice rang out.
     

      
      ‘I praise my Maker for His protecting love. He offers you forgiveness, and the same protection from spite and danger, by the
         washing away of sins in this pure water. Come down and join His flock.’
     

      
      Truly they were astonished by his courage, and by the miraculous protection God had provided him from their clumsy on-slaught.
         I have heard cynics, talking of that day, say that Mr Wroe would not have had so many willing to be baptized, had not the
         heat of the sun and the choking dust of the crowded road driven them to seek refreshment in the water: but are not the sunshine
         and the dust also of God’s making, do not His great designs and purposes run through all things? Within minutes the river
         was swarming with people. Many, in the rashness of their enthusiasm, jumped from the bridge, and I thank God none were seriously
         hurt. Three of our Elders waded out to assist the Prophet, and with their help he baptized and blessed one after another steadily
         for upwards of an hour. Elder Caleb counted one hundred and eighty-seven baptized that day, and if that is not a miracle, what can be? It was difficult, from the seething mass of bodies
         in the water, from the pushing and the calling, the jubilant splashing of excitable youngsters, and the rejoicing of the newly
         baptized, to see clearly what was happening: but God steeled my courage, and arm in arm with Ann Taylor I waded out into the
         water and at length found the Prophet, and received his blessing along with a good ducking in the Medlock water. I am grateful
         to God not only for the spiritual forgiveness and regeneration of that holy moment – a still, close moment with God, even
         amongst the shouting and splashing of hundreds – but also for His practical goodness in protecting us all on that day from
         the ill effects of the river water. For on many an occasion before and since I have seen the water run black or cloudy with
         waste stuffs from the mills, and glimpsed the bloated bellies of poisoned fish floating downstream in shoals. None who entered
         the water that day felt any other than its symbolic effects, of cleansing and purity: this again I count a miracle.
     

      
      From that day on the Prophet’s power increased among us: his courage and dignity are truly of God – and if any should have
         doubted and desired further proof, the veracity of a number of his prophecies must have provided it. His prophecies have ranged
         over matters great and small, and in all cases they have been accurate, either materially or spiritually. He has predicted
         sickness (of the Malloy family; of Reverend Beecher; of Sarah Vaughn’s child), death (of Mrs Baker, Elder Joshua, the younger
         children of the Andrews) and recovery from sickness (of too many to name, who have joined the church as a result of his intercession
         with God). His foreknowledge of the weather is legendary with our farming people: he foretold the late snows last May, the
         high winds of the previous autumn, the perpetual wetness of the preceding spring. They come to him now for advice on when
         to cut their hay, when to let the sheep out on to the hills at winter’s end – when best to sow, when to reap – a thousand
         pieces of invaluable advice are made available to them by him. He can tell the best day for a wedding or a baptism. In politics,
         he foretells the violent demonstrations and strikes of the machine breakers – and their suppression by masters and soldiery
         (the failure of the Bradford woolcombers’ strike being the most recently fulfilled prophecy of this sort). He foretells also the up and down turns in the fortunes of our church, announcing before John
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