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The fated people – the worshippers and poets, the magicians and lovers – who live by the light of the stars
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‘Well, what’s he like? Hurry up, can’t you? Lord knows it’s miserable enough, stuck here all evening … I been looking for you since the church went seven.’

Gladys Barnes did not hurry up. She just glanced through the open door into the bedroom she shared with her sister, who was sitting up in their big double bed. Annie was wearing two thickish old coats, and a woollen balaclava helmet shrouded her untidy silvery head; her eyes glared with eagerness through her glasses.

‘I’m putting my slippers on, should think you could see,’ Gladys’s tone was repressive, but less hurried, less nervous, than usual; this was always so, after her Sunday evening church-going.

She unlaced her shoes without haste, and put them side by side under the table. She untied a scarf from her head and folded it and laid it in a drawer, and slipped on a large wool cardigan and settled it about her. Then, and only then, did she look again at her sister.

‘For ’eaven’s sake, Glad,’ said Annie, in a voice suggesting the control, with difficulty, of seething impatience.

‘S’pose I can take me things off, can’t I?’ Gladys advanced into the bedroom with an unhurried step, unlike her usual blundering bustle. ‘Pillows all upside down again,’ she observed, whisking away the warm untidy nest they made and shaking them, in spite of protest, into coolness and plumpness.

‘You can’t half be unkind, Glad,’ Annie said resentfully, ‘you know I don’t never get out not to see anyone nor hear a bit of news.’

‘If I don’t,’ Gladys said awfully, ‘I ought to, by this time.’ She sat down in an old Windsor chair, which she pulled out so that she was beside her sister. Then stooped, with difficulty for she was stout, and picked a thread off the worn rug.

‘’Ave everything comfortable, then we can enjoy ourselves,’ she observed.

‘Oh do get on, Glad, you aren’t half a trial.’

Gladys leant back, with folded hands. ‘Like a cup of tea? I could do with one.’

‘I don’t want no tea, I want to hear what he’s like and what the vicar said and everything … I don’t know though, p’raps it would be nice. You can tell me while you’re making it.’

Gladys’s desire to tease, concealed beneath all this picking up of bits of cotton and plumping of pillows, had apparently died away. But she did not move.

‘I’ll just ’ave a bit of a sit down. My legs don’t half pay me,’ she observed.

‘Tisn’t all that far.’ Annie was now leaning comfortably back against the pillows, and the glare from behind her glasses had subsided.

‘I don’t know, must be half a mile. More like three-quarters.’

‘Three-quarters! You and your three-quarters, it’s not more than half, if that. I used to run along there in no time. I remember one Christmas Eve I was late for that service they always have, what’s it called, the one with the candles. They have the church all dark, and walk round it singing, lovely it used to be, and then they light it up again –’

‘Pascal candle.’

‘No that’s Easter, Glad. Something – something – I shall forget my own name next.’

‘It’s on the tip of my tongue, too.’ There was a pause, while both sisters gave quiet attention to the matter.

The room was small and low. It was lit by a central light, weakly shining from the middle of a ceiling dark brown with age, under a torn shade equally grimed, and furnished with pieces frail with age and the battering of many moves, spread over the seventy-odd years of the sisters’ joint life. The wallpaper’s pattern was almost indistinguishable, and older; even older. Gladys and Annie alleged that it was bunches of pink roses tied with blue ribbons. The bed and its shiny blue coverlet was just, but only just, clean.

Dust, grease, dimness. Yet the room was cosy. Thin red curtains kept out the foggy night at the square window, and Gladys, the one who went out to work every day, knew that, from outside, they made a faint but heartening ruby glow; the little, old, broken gas-fire burned with an opulent roasting flame. It ate shillings, fair ate them, was the sisters’ verdict, but what could you do?

On the mantelpiece there was one of the pink roses given away with a detergent packet; Gladys had put it into a green glass vase. Annie liked a bit of green; always had. The sisters had been born in the country.

Gladys shook her head at last.

‘It’s no use. It’s clean gone.’

‘I can’t remember, neither. Put the kettle on, Glad, and let’s have our tea.’

The new curate appeared to have been forgotten. But not so. When the tea had been measured into a brown pot just big enough for the two, and they had suggested having a bite to eat, and said that they really oughtn’t to, and reminded each other that it was only Sunday, there was the week to get through, and then given way as they usually did and set out the sliced bread and the margarine, the subject was reintroduced.

‘Go on, Glad, tell us. What’s he like?’

‘Young,’ pronounced Gladys, a pleased light in her big blue-grey eyes, as if at something remembered. ‘Around about twenty-six, I’d say. And ever so … severe.’

‘Severe! But nice-looking, is he, Glad? The Reverend – Gerald – Corliss. Posh name.’ Annie’s quick, babbling voice hurried out the words.

‘I wouldn’t say nice-looking. No, not to say nice-looking. He’s ever so thin.’

‘Well that’s not his fault. They have to be.’

‘No they don’t not in our church, that’s Roming Catholics.’

‘They do fast, Glad, I used to hear Mr Fleming tell us, when I used to go.’

‘Course I know some people do. Tisn’t the same.’

Here there was an interruption to the talk.

It was so faint that ears less accustomed to being on the alert for the tiniest sound that hinted and threatened an invasion of privacy might have overlooked it. But Gladys and Annie both heard the slow footsteps padding across the floor of the attic above, and both paused, Annie with her bread and margarine and Gladys with her cup, suspended. They exchanged significant nods.

‘First time to-day,’ whispered Annie. ‘Asleep, I expect. Didn’t do so well last week, can’t have. I never smelt no fish and chips last night.’

‘Think we ought to run up and see?’

‘Nar!’ Annie’s sudden violent outward sweep of her hand in rejection of the suggestion, and the harmless shout in her voice, hinted at a girlhood spent in a younger, rougher, yet more innocent London. ‘He likes to keep himself to himself. You know that.’

‘I know he’s very funny, you have to admit it.’

‘No more mental than what you are,’ Annie said obstinately. ‘On his own, no-one to look after him …’

‘A lot’s done for people that didn’t used to be, Annie. For mental people and old folks … and homes and that …’

Gladys’s voice trailed away and her sister, glancing quickly at her, said, as loudly as her weak voice permitted:

‘It’s all that Jean calling him Old Mental. Like her sauce. He’s an educated man. Used to be a teacher, I shouldn’t wonder, and come down in the world.’

‘Ought to know better than going out begging, then.’

‘It isn’t begging, not downright it isn’t. He works,’ Annie protested.

‘Work! Bits of dolls made of straw – who wants them?’

‘Go on about the curate,’ Annie said.

Gladys began on a rambling and roundabout account of the new curate’s first Evensong at Saint James’s, interrupted by questions from her sister about who was there, and what everybody was wearing. This evening, there was also a young girl and her boy to be described, whose banns had been published.

The other room belonging to the sisters was both living-room and kitchen: the furniture was as battered and the rugs as worn but there was one pretty thing in it: a piano with pleated silk, once green, behind its rosewood rack, and bronze candlesticks blackened with age: in front of the grate were two unbelievably shabby armchairs. Sometimes, Gladys would help Annie to creep out and sit in one: the window in this room looked clear out across the roofs to the Heath and the rampart of Kenwood’s trees, and she could see the Fields, as they called them; ‘up the Fields’.

Outside on ‘their’ landing was a tap above a slate sink, and under it their rubbish bucket and another, empty now, which would later contain coals. A third bucket, handleless, rusty, but neatly lined with newspaper and containing a few branches of wood with their leaves still adhering stood by the other two, but at a distance. The stairs, narrow and hardly covered in a black shrouding of bare, ancient carpet, went down into a dimness faintly haunted by the smell of cats.

There was a family on the ground floor, a young woman and her husband and two children and another coming. Gladys took a great interest in Mr and Mrs Simms, while dismissing all their casual attempts at neighbourliness, and unfailingly describing their inquiries as to her health and welfare as ‘nosiness’. This, however, she confided to her sister alone, keeping up with the Simmses a series of hearty, daily, meaningless exclamations and smiles.

This small house was one of a pair, standing side by side and detached from the others in a row of tall brown brick ones, in a cul-de-sac. To get to Rose Walk, a way must be found through a maze of broad roads lit by the baleful glare of lamps that poured down thin orange light, and then along side turnings where the softer glow of the old lamps shone on small hardware stores, and grocery-dairies that still carried the faintest flavour of the little Welsh-owned milk and butter shops that had kept a cow in the yard at the back fifty years ago: drapery shops selling knitting wool and nylon stockings and an occasional gay cotton dress; newsagents with windows full of pornographic paperbacks and cigarettes – and then the street curved unexpectedly and you faced an upward slope paved with big old slabs of stone. Impersonality was given to the scene by a big block of Council flats opposite, and then, as the eye wandered over the dim sheds and slopes of choked, tortured grass and the general desolation of some railway tracks, it was caught by Rose Walk, tucked away on the left.

It was a double row of brown-brick houses, half of them bombed and boarded up, and not a whole window in one. At the end stood these two small stout cottages, painted white; thick little places, solid and secretive, with a bearded, coarsely-moulded face looking mockingly down from the wall exactly where the two were joined. The Barnes sisters lived in the far one of the two. Surprisingly, it had a name; it was called Rose Cottage. The other, equally surprisingly, was Lily Cottage, and had been unoccupied for years; even in these times, it was in such bad repair as to be uninhabitable, and this street was not on the Camden Council’s priority list for demolition.

And all around the pair of cottages, for mile after confused mile, far as the wearied eye could reach, the lights smouldered through the foggy night and the cars crept throbbing along the over-lit roads. The poisoned air stands for thousands of feet above the city: the Wen, the great Wen, that never sleeps.
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Just after the church clock had chimed, footsteps ran smartly up the stairs and paused outside the door of the outer room. A woman’s voice called, ‘Anybody home?’ Then someone knocked.

As if suddenly pricked with a pin, Gladys sat upright, frowning, all her good-nature gone, while Annie pulled her coats closer and seemed to retreat within the balaclava. A litany of whispers began.

‘It’s that Jean.’

‘What does she want?’

‘Banging up ’ere. No peace.’

‘Don’t take no notice.’

‘Glad. Glad! It’s me – Jean – are you asleep?’ and more knocking.

‘Better go, I suppose.’ Gladys shuffled into her slippers, which she had discarded in the cosiness of Sunday evening, ‘Won’t get no peace till I do.’

‘Make it sharp, Glad – don’t let ’er come in here, I don’t want no Jeans round me.’

Gladys said, ‘No fear,’ nodded reassuringly, and went out through the dark outer room to the door.

‘’Ullo – what’s up?’ she demanded.

‘Oh there you are, I thought you must be asleep or sunnick.’ Mrs Simms stood in the doorway, the light from the inner room shining dimly on her tower of yellow hair and sharp young face. ‘She was round just after tea. Told me to tell you. She’s sold the ’ouse.’

She seemed to launch the sentence into the dusk, without preparation, cruelly.

Gladys actually lurched forwards, as if the words had been a blow on her back, clutching at her cardigan, dragging it round herself. She gave a great gasp, but instantly checked her breath, with a wild backward glance towards the inner room. She shook her head frantically, jerking her thumb towards it, and Mrs Simms significantly nodded. Gladys turned back, blundering across the room, and shut the door, mouthing something reassuring to her sister, then drew the visitor into the living-room, switching on the light. Its weak rays shone on her face, pale as lard, sweaty, fallen with terror.

‘She never ’as, Jean! She can’t ’ave – oh God ’ave mercy, Lord help us, what’ll I do?’

She sank into one of the armchairs and sat there staring wildly up at the young woman. Mrs Simms stood staring back with mixed curiosity and a kind of gloating pity.

‘She ’as, though. Told me herself. Said would I tell you and your sister and Old Mental.’ She nodded, jerking her head at the ceiling.

‘Oh, Jean, isn’t it terrible – oh God, be merciful to Annie and me and that poor old gentleman –’

‘’Ere, who’s a gentleman? Selling dollies round people’s places, he ought to be put away. Well, that’s what she said. All fixed up, it is. She said you’d better go down to the Town ’All about it, the men’ll be coming in any time now to paint the place, she said, and do it up. Not before it was time, neither – Christ, if I’d known the kind of dump Ted was going to land me up in, I’d never ’ave married ’im, baby or no baby.’

At another time this remark, which confirmed, from her own lips, suspicions as to the age of Mrs Simms’s eldest compared with the time she had been married, would have filled Gladys with a detective’s triumph. Now, she merely uttered a kind of moan and said faintly, as if trying to escape the torture of her thoughts:

‘What’ll you do, then – with those two little children – oh, isn’t it awful –’

‘Not to worry about us. We got a Council flat. ’Eard last night. Down Hampstead Road, it is, nearer my work. Move in end of the month. Suits me. Near the shops, plenty of company, I can walk to work – no more one and six a day touch on fares.’

‘I’m … glad. I really am glad for you, Jean.’

‘Ta and all that.’ Mrs Simms looked uneasily away then went on, ‘She’ll be coming round to ’ave a natter with you, she said.’

‘I don’t want to see ’er! She’s let us down – swore to me not six months ago – yes, six months it was, just the six months, I remember because I’d been just six months working with Kyperiou’s – swore she wouldn’t never sell the place. Swore it.’

Mrs Simms shrugged. ‘She’s gettin’ old. Wants to retire to the country – she can ’ave it, for me. Old folks, they’re always changing their minds, Ted’s mum does, she gets me down.’

Gladys was pressing her lips restlessly together and twisting her hands as if trying to gain courage to ask a question, and at last she almost whispered:

‘Jean – tell us, dear – did she say ’oo’s bought it?’

She waited, her large frightened eyes fixed on the other’s face. Mrs Simms stared back, spite, pity, all her former expressions replaced by a solemn one that made her suddenly look even younger.

‘That’s just it, Glad,’ she said, half under her breath, ‘it’s one of these here rackmans. A real bad type.’

Gladys made a kind of terrified lowing sound, her eyes fixed, wider and wider.

‘But he’s got plenty of money. ’Eaps of money, she said, and he offered ’er a good price and his money’s as good as anyone else’s.’ She shrugged again. ‘So she’s sold it. And next door, and all the row’s gone, too, she said.’

There was a silence. Into it, from the next room, there came faintly a voice calling, ‘Glad! Glad – what’s it all about? Glad!’

Gladys stirred in her chair. ‘I’ll ’ave to tell her,’ she said fearfully, ‘it’s no use. She’ll ’ave to know … did Mrs Adams say when she’d be round? … not that it’ll do any good, if ’e’s – ’e’s that sort … we’ll be out before you can say Jack Robinson.’

‘Oh don’t be so soft, pull yourself together, can’t you?’ Mrs Simms suddenly almost shouted, ‘his kind’s not all that popular nowadays, you go down to the Town Hall and moan a bit, they’ll do something for you – you’re a pensioner and God knows what, aren’t you, I’m damned if I’d take it like you are.’

‘You’re young, Jean.’

It was unanswerable. Mrs Simms shrugged, and put her fingers up to the tower of hair above her peaky white face. She hung for a moment, as if uncertain what to say, then said sharply, ‘We got some ice cream. The kids didn’t want it – care to finish it?’

‘Thanks, Jean. Annie would like it, I expect,’ Gladys said dully. Mrs Simms shrugged again, and after another glance at the doughy, downward-gazing face, down which tears were now running, went out of the room.

In a little while, Gladys forced herself to get out of the chair. She straightened her cardigan, which was a bright turquoise blue and looked as if it had formerly belonged to an even larger wearer than herself, and uselessly fingered her hair, hanging in curls round her face, while staring unseeingly at herself in the dusty looking-glass over the mantelpiece. Then she turned out the light and marched across to the bedroom door.

‘Well!’ Annie observed, as it opened and her sister stood there in dramatic silence, ‘what in ’eaven’s name was all that about? I thought you was never coming.’ She peered closer. ‘You been crying?’

Gladys had intended to be brave. But the sight of the familiar room, with the teapot and loaf on the table and her sister sitting up thin and birdlike in their bed, broke all her bravery down. She gave a great kind of howl, and fell across the shiny blue coverlet, weeping out that Mrs Adams had sold the house to one of those awful rackmans who was going to turn them out into the street. The gas-fire, with that meticulous sense of the fitting sometimes shown by domestic objects assumed to be insentient, chose this moment to go out. Gladys heard its expiring groan, and cried the louder.

‘Well,’ said Annie, temporarily stunned by all this, looking down bewildered at her sister’s grey-streaked head, ‘crying won’t ’elp. Do get up, Glad, ’ere, ’ave this – and tell us all about it.’ ‘This’ was a paper handkerchief.

Some natures find relief in telling, and hearing, all about it, and Gladys’s was one of them. Already, too, her dramatic, colourloving spirit was relishing the drama of their situation … and though it was awful, shocking, terrible, they were not out on the street yet, and Annie, amid her cries of amazement and indignation at the baseness of Mrs Adams, and her shudders at the hints of their new landlord’s nature, managed to remember there was a shilling in a pocket of one of her old coats.

Under her directions, Gladys first dried her eyes, then hunted, still whimpering, through the row hanging behind their curtain, found the coin, and put it into the meter. Then, as the gas began its heartless but cosy roaring again, another cup of tea was suggested, and made, and in twenty minutes from the breaking of the unbelievable news, the Barnes sisters were discussing it, and trying to work out a plan. The arrival of a saucerful of melting ice cream, delivered safely by a staggering toddler, cheered them further.

Gladys’s attendance at Saint James’s Church, which was fairly regular, had given her a sense of relying upon ‘God and Jesus Christ’, in the larger problems of their lives. She went to church because one of the ladies for whom she had worked encouraged her to keep up the custom. Annie’s mysterious bed-ridden habits, it was taken for granted, prohibited church-going for her.

Gladys now began to think that some of ‘them up at the church’ might help.

‘They’re educated, Annie. They know what to do. I’ll go round and see someone there first thing to-morrow.’

‘You don’t hardly know no-one there, Glad.’ Annie, at first the calmer of the two, was now looking more frightened and desolate than her sister. That’s Glad all over, she was thinking. Creates like anything and properly upsets you and then all up in the air and everything’s going to be lovely, and you can get on with it.

‘I do know him. He always shakes hands with me and says “Good-evening, Miss Barnes”,’ Gladys said with some indignation.

‘Not to know him intimate, Glad.’

‘I don’t want to know him intimate. He’d only be on at me to go up there every day or something. I just want a bit of help.’

‘Well if I was you I’d go to the Town ’All. You don’t ’ave to know them.’

‘Nor I don’t ’ave to know the Vicar. All I want’s a bit of help. That’s his work, isn’t it? Living for others. Loving thy neighbour.’

‘We ain’t his neighbours. You can’t call living up ’ere right on the top of the Archway Road neighbours.’

‘Top of the Archway Road! It’s a good mile.’

‘That it isn’t. I could walk down there in a few minutes in the old days. I remember –’

‘Oh well you always was one for flying along. Couldn’t never keep up with you. All I know is, it takes me a good twenty minutes getting down to Kyperiou’s.’

‘You’re stout,’ Annie said flatly.

Her anxiety and fear would have its outlet, and it flashed out in the comment. If that wasn’t just like Glad – start talking about something important and off she’d go, like some old cow in a field, wandering – but it wasn’t nice to think of your sister as a cow, and Annie inwardly scolded herself.

‘I am not!’ Gladys exploded, large eyes indignant and sad behind her glasses, ‘I’m slimming – you know that.’

‘Oh yes, you’re always slimming. Show you a doughnut and where’s your slimming then?’

Gladys suddenly laughed. ‘Can’t say “no”, can I? Don’t let’s ’ave words, Annie.’

‘I’m sorry, Glad. I didn’t mean to be spiteful.’

Annie re-emerged from the balaclava, into which remorse had sent her as a tortoise into its shell.

‘Forgiven and forgotten, ducks. Then I’ll go down first thing and ’ave a word with ’im.’

‘With ’oo?’ The dartings and short-cuts taken by Gladys’s mind often left her sister three or four stages behind in what, for want of a better word, must be called their discussions.

‘The Vicar, of course,’ impatiently.

‘Well I’m sure I don’t know what good ’e can do and if it was me I’d go down to the Town ’All like you say Jean said – the Vicar ain’t supposed to know about the ’ousing problems.’

‘It’s all Christianity,’ was Gladys’s final contribution; a cavernous yawn, immediately infecting Annie, warning them both that it was after ten, and they were exhausted with talking and terror and blown out with four cups of tea apiece.

By mutual though silent consent, they said no more about the threat; awful, to them, as that of any looming hydrogen holocaust. The lengthy preparations for Annie’s going to sleep began: the drawing of water from the tap on the landing, the warming of it, the modest washing, while she slowly and painfully stretched her arms to bathe neck and face, and even managed, at the cost of an actual, though brief, agony, to wash her feet. Nurse came twice a week to bath her but she liked her wash every night.

She would never allow her sister to help her unless she was too ill – ‘like that time I had the pewmonia’ – to move. A country cleanliness, though overlaid by sixty years of life in London, still chirped feebly in her spirit.

When she was ready for sleep, the usual exchange took place.

‘Glad? Coming?’

An absent answer from the next room, where already a faint air of festival prevailed; a mouth full of biscuits, a chair drawn nearer to the flaring gas-fire, and Gladys sprawling in it with a copy of that week’s Reveille.

‘Shan’t be a sec. Just having a read of “Revel”.’

‘That means twelve o’clock,’ her sister observed, ‘wasting the gas.’

A biscuit-y mutter, then silence.

‘Glad! I’m ready.’

Gladys got up, without a shade of irritation on her face, brushed away quite a lot of crumbs from her chin, and went into the next room and bent over her sister, as she lay, small and muffled in many nightclothes, on her side of the bed.

‘’Night, Annie. Don’t you worry, old dear.’

‘’Night, Glad.’ They exchanged the brief dry kiss of age.

‘Oh, Glad – isn’t it awful, isn’t it awful?’ Annie suddenly wailed, raising herself on her elbow, ‘what shall we do? There ain’t no-body, there ain’t no-body.’

‘Then we’ll ’ave to ’elp ourselves, won’t we?’ said Gladys, giving her a second, warmer kiss. ‘Now you go to sleep.’ She gently pressed the trembling body back into the bed.

Soon there was silence in the darkened room. Gladys sat on, studying the jocular pages of Reveille with eyes that could read perhaps two-thirds of the joke-captions and snippets of information and news.

But she could not enjoy it, as she usually did, for Jean’s news hung and gloomed at the back of her mind, darkening every picture she looked at and every thought that came into her head. At last (and it was twelve o’clock, as Annie had foretold; the wind was their way and she just heard the bell of Saint Barnabas’s, across the Archway Road, striking the hour) she scattered Reveille all over the floor with a despairing gesture and turned off the light. She had decided nothing, but that she would go to-morrow to see the Vicar.
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Whenever Gladys walked across the small churchyard of Saint James’s towards its hospitably open door, she felt as if she were in the country. There were so many trees about, and the Fields were near at hand.

The Vicarage was an enormous house, built of dark-grey brick, standing in a large garden beside the church; comfortable, dignified, even secluded. The hell of the traffic pouring ceaselessly up and down the hill was separated from it by only a few yards, but the garden was laid out with the Victorian lavishness in the use of land, and its thick laurels and its bushes of bay whose rich green was dimmed with soot did create a privacy: threatened, perpetually broken by noise, but nevertheless a prevailing privacy.

Gladys had not reckoned with having to march up to the door of the Vicarage; she had had some vague idea of a chat with the Vicar at the door of the church, where their encounters always took place.

But she was not intimidated by the house. Before the 1914 war, she had been in service in a mansion in Belsize Park, and again, between the wars, had worked as daily help in two good places in Hampstead, and she knew what the inside of a big house was like.

But she had not been prepared for the new curate opening the front door.

Tall and grave, and looking even more severe than at church on the previous evening, he stood, seeming seven feet tall in his long black cassock, and said, ‘Good-morning.’

And no more. Behind him, cavernous passages and closed doors and high pale arches receded into the dusk lurking in a dark old house on a November morning. A very faint scent of distant coffee did something to relieve the generally forbidding air but, though Gladys’s senses welcomed it, neither by any sudden cheery reference to it from the curate, nor of its own accord, did it approach any nearer.

Still – ‘good-morning’. Polite, anyway.

‘I want to see the Vicar,’ she said, peering up at him through her glasses. These, suddenly to her dismay, grew misty; a blush of embarrassment had come up into her face.

She must have heard the Vicar’s name over and over again but it had never clung to her memory – where, indeed, there was little room for facts. She always thought of him as the Vicar. But you could not call anyone Vicar when you spoke to them. Not polite. At Belsize House, she had always been called Barnes. Housemaid. Not tall enough for parlourmaid …

‘The Vicar is out.’ Pause. Gladys could think of nothing but coffee. The steam slowly dried from her glasses while they stood staring at one another. Then the curate said:

‘Perhaps … what did you want to see him about. Er … perhaps I can help you?’

More likely to frighten me, thought Gladys, with that long face – and he can’t be thirty yet. Give me a nice fat face like Georgie’s, any time.

‘Well it’s like this,’ she began, but broke off the comfortable easy beginning to ask doubtfully, ‘When’ll he be back?’

‘To luncheon, at one o’clock.’ As he spoke, the church clock struck eleven: Gladys had never been one for early rising unless compelled, and she did not go to the Cypriot café where she worked as cleaner until the afternoon. Sudden despair overcame her, and she was so hungry!

‘Oh I can’t never wait all that time,’ she almost wailed, ‘it’s ever so urgent and serious.’

‘You had better come in,’ Gerald Corliss said, and stood aside to let her pass.

‘I am a parisher.’ The mutter just caught his ear as he strode swirlingly ahead of her down the stone-paved passage.

‘What?’ he said, half-turning.

Manners, thought Gladys, what, indeed. She repeated her avowal in another form. ‘I mean, I go to Church regular. I was there last evening. Eveningsong. I saw you,’ she added, hoping to defrost the atmosphere a little.

‘Well, you could hardly avoid that, could you? I was not so fortunate. The congregation, small though it was, just looked to me like so many hats and faces.’

He led the way into a room that looked like an office, darkened by the shrubs that grew closely about its small ogive window, and seated himself at a large old desk, covered in faded green leather and with many drawers and pigeonholes. He waved her to a hard chair opposite, and she sat down. The scanty light fell full on his bloodless young face as they confronted each other.

‘Now.’ He folded thin hands together. ‘What is … the … trouble?’ He sounded as if he were searching for words.

Gladys replied by starting up in her chair and crying, ‘The milk! The milk!’

Mr Corliss also started, as well he might.

‘The milk?’ he repeated, looking dazed.

‘The milk for your coffee. It’s boiled over. I can smell it. We’d better go and see to it.’

And she bounded away, following the reek that led her un hesitatingly down another gloomy stone-paved corridor and through more than one crypto-scullery into a huge mournful cave of a kitchen, where, on an electric cooker of the newest design, a small saucepan was bubbling hysterically in a white froth.

Gladys, charging across the kitchen, grasped the handle and shrieked. Mr Corliss, gliding rapidly up behind her, took it from her and said, not mildly, as he set it in a place of safety:

‘It isn’t hot. They can’t get hot. It’s a patent handle.’

‘No more it isn’t. Silly of me,’ said Gladys. She glanced about her. ‘Now, where’s the cups?’

Mr Corliss, now looking unmistakably irresolute, silently indicated the giant’s dresser, where six of them, among a scanty collection of other china, hung forlorn. Gladys quickly had two down.

‘That was … my mistake,’ he said suddenly. ‘I had just put … the saucepan … on when … the doorbell rang.’ The words seemed to come out in sharp little bites.

‘Just like me, butting in at the wrong moment,’ his parishioner said sunnily. ‘Sugar? In the cupboard, is it?’ She darted at a Brobdingnagian door.

In a few minutes the Reverend Gerald Corliss was returning to the Vicar’s study with a laden tray. On it were the coffee pot, two cups and a plate of biscuits. His visitor marched behind with the jug of hot milk.

This was certainly better, thought Gladys, eating and drinking and looking around her. Cheered you up.

‘Go on, aren’t you having any?’ she said gaily, waving a biscuit at the grave figure seated opposite.

He muttered something and poured out a scant black cupful.

‘Can’t think how you can drink it like that and no sugar neither … biscuit … no? Oh come on – treat yourself.’

Angry colour rose in his face. He felt young, inexperienced; he detested people, he detested the world, he was rotted through with spiritual pride, and it was the deadliest sin on the list, and why had he been cursed with a temperament, background, upbringing and education that made him unable to stomach, even after prayer and concentration, creatures like the fat blowsy woman sitting opposite? God forgive him, he hated her kind and her.

‘Perhaps you had better tell me what the trouble is,’ he said, and dislike made his musical Public School voice even colder than usual.

Thus sparsely encouraged, Gladys gave the following account.

‘Mrs Adams, got two houses up Archway Road way, well, I say houses, a row it is really, let out to all these men, a lot of railway workers, nasty dirty work, she slaved for him, years, it was, not really married they weren’t, excuse me mentioning such a thing but we’re all ’uman aren’t we, I said to her, slaving for him all those years well she didn’t get her reward. Left it to that Elsie. All of them. And the men wouldn’t stand the place going down. So off they went in the car. Brighton, it was, and owns our house too, and swore to me on the Bible only six months ago Gladys Barnes, she said, your home is as safe as mine and then leaves Jean, that’s the young woman in my house, you would have thought he’d have left it to her after all those years, and she’s very nervy, and said she wouldn’t marry him, not if he was hung with diamonds, and I suppose that led her up to sell it.’

Mr Corliss seized the pause, when Gladys broke off to refresh herself with more coffee, to say rather faintly, with a now gentle coldness:

‘Er … I’m afraid … it isn’t quite clear … a friend of yours is in trouble?’ He took a hold of himself, fighting off distaste. ‘She … isn’t married, I understand?’

‘Hasn’t been for years,’ Gladys said robustly, taking another biscuit. ‘No, it’s my home. She sold it.’ Her eyes, wide with suddenly remembered distress, stared at him grey-bluely through her glasses. ‘It’s me and my sister. She’s got this trouble, they don’t know what it is. In bed all day but Nurse comes twice a week, don’t like her much I must say, always on about something, and Jean said go to the Town ’All but I don’t trust them.’ She stopped abruptly, took off her glasses, and wiped her eyes on a piece of rag.

At least it was not something ugly. Mr Corliss’s distaste receded, and was replaced by a faint concern for his visitor. She was apparently threatened with losing her home. A picture of his own ancient home, set in the midst of humpy Wiltshire hills and their scarves of dark woods, rose before his inward eye:

Ah, shall I ever in after-time behold

My native bounds – see many a harvest hence

With ravished eyes the lowly turf-roofed cot

Where I was king?

he thought. O Virgil, serene master …

He read his newspapers, as a part of his training to be a priest in the modern world, and he had at least learned how serious, nowadays, was the loss of a home.

‘And she’s threatened to turn you out?’ he asked.

‘Never said a word,’ retorted Gladys, ‘told Jean to tell us and the old gentleman what lives up in our attic, well I say gentleman, though he does make these little straw dolls and totes them round, little figures and that, nothing but begging really but she needn’t be personal, worst of it is, she says he’s the rackman kind. You know, a really bad man.’

The last words, in their simplicity, set so many echoes ringing in a head not so long ago down from a theological college that again Mr Corliss had to pull himself together.

‘You mean … your new landlord is a thoroughly bad type?’

‘That’s what I’m saying, aren’t I?’ Gladys’s tone was impatient; she had lost her awe of Mr Corliss and was rapidly forming a low opinion of his intelligence. He didn’t seem to understand what she said.

The despised one was, in fact, silently praying for help. Even at twenty-seven, there were many humiliating years of self-knowledge behind him, and the briefest of prayers, launched with a kind of calm desperation, was a tried resource.

It seemed to him that this one was answered. He leant towards her.

‘Do nothing at all,’ he said firmly. ‘Just go home, and wait until you hear something more either from your old landlady or this new … chap … who has bought the house, and then decide what you will do. Er … how … about … er … funds?’

‘Eh? Money, do you mean?’

He nodded. ‘Yes. Are you … er … in immediate … want?’

‘Not immedit. I got my pension, see, and Annie has hers, and we get a bit off of the Assistants. And I got me cleaning work. Not that that’s much,’ she added hastily fearing to scare away any funds that might be available, ‘no, not immedit.’

‘Because I dare say we could … if you were …’

‘Now don’t you worry about me,’ said Gladys, fortified by coffee and biscuits and comforted by having been told to do exactly what she wanted to, namely, nothing at all, ‘I’ll be all right. Trust in One Above,’ she added, feeling it was high time something about God came into it; after all he was the curate.

‘Yes, exactly,’ he answered almost inaudibly, ‘if … that’s where … He is … but certainly … trust.’

Well that’s a nice thing to say to one of his own parishers, thought Gladys, marching away from the front door to which he had scrupulously escorted her. If that’s where He is, indeed. Where else should He be? and she glanced up at the heavy sky louring over the Fields. And never told me to come again or anything. Oh well. Better write him off, as they say. A washout. She went off towards the bus stop.

‘There was a caller for you this morning,’ Mr Corliss said to the Vicar over their lunch, ‘a Miss … Barnes.’

The Vicar, an elderly widower, shook his head. ‘Don’t know her. Is she a regular?’

‘Apparently. She said she was … a parishioner.’ He decided his ears must have misled him about Gladys’s version; there wasn’t such a word.

‘What did she want? Money? Was she collecting? or did she just drop in for a chat?’ Mr Geddes glanced, as if in search of something or someone, round the vast dining-room. ‘Some of them do do that. Margery – my wife used to keep them at bay. Everyone, or almost everyone’s, so lonely, that’s the trouble nowadays.’

‘She said she was threatened with eviction. Or so I gathered. She … her account was rather confused.’

‘Eviction – oh dear. Unless it’s very bad, young children and so forth, I don’t think we’d better get ourselves mixed up in that. The local Press would be better – or the Town Hall best of all. If there were young children I would consider letting them come here, the parents too, just until they were settled somewhere, there are those bedrooms standing empty upstairs and very much on my conscience. But an elderly woman – you did say she was elderly?’

‘Between sixty and seventy, I should say … only … it’s so difficult to judge. Unusually talkative,’ Gerald added, hoping his distaste did not sound in his voice.

‘Barnes – oh, Gladys Barnes. Of course I know Miss Barnes. Yes, she is unusually talkative. I don’t know her well, she’s a rather irregular attendant, has a sister with some mysterious ailment – nervous, I should think – that keeps her bedridden, so our Miss Barnes can’t always get away. Threatened with eviction, eh?’

‘So I … gathered. But it … wasn’t very clear.’

Mr Geddes laughed shortly and observed that he imagined it wasn’t. ‘Did she leave an address?’ he asked.

‘Yes, she did as a matter of fact. Rose Cottage, Rose Walk, N.W.5. I remembered it because … an unexpectedly charming name.’

If Mr Geddes thought this hardly the right reason for remembering a parishioner’s address, he said no more than a dry ‘H’m – it doesn’t look very charming,’ as they went out of the room. Mrs Hemmings, who came in every day allegedly to care for the comforts of the elderly widower and the young bachelor, was hovering, wanting to clear the table.

‘I’ll get along there to-morrow, if I can make time,’ the Vicar promised, as he went into his study. ‘I called there once, when I first came here, I remember now.’

But he was thinking more of how much he disliked poor Mrs Hemmings’s cooking and her sour face. Would it be shockingly selfish to bring his mother down from Harrogate to look after him? She had only been released from the tyranny of many stone-floored, rambling, draughty, mousey vicarages three years ago, and the hotel was warm, pretty and comfortable.

Dammit, he thought suddenly, of course I’ll ask her. Don’t we both know, bless her, that she’s only dying to come?
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It was well after dusk, the next evening, as he climbed determinedly up the short flight of stairs that led to the Barnes sisters’ rooms.

As usual, he had had a long day; up for the six forty-five; then another service at ten for those too old or frail to attend the earlier service; the tasteless lunch (a minor comfort now, with others oh how unbearably greater, lost to him, had been his wife’s cooking), hospital visiting, perhaps the dreariest task that falls to a parish priest, all the afternoon; then Evensong, read through with the curate in the dim, empty church; and now the visit to Miss Barnes. It was to be followed by the meeting of the Men’s Group, at eight, at the Vicarage.

At the top of the stairs he was confronted by darkness made just less impenetrable by a dim glow falling through a skylight. There was the musical dripping of a tap somewhere. He thought he could make out another flight of stairs, presumably leading to an attic. He was confronted by a shut door, with a dim light shining under it. He tapped.

A gaping child had opened the front door to him and nodded when he said ‘Miss Barnes?’ He had carefully moved aside the chair on which it had climbed to turn the latch, and had distinguished a murmur about ‘Glad’. He had smiled at it – pale, trousered, sticky and apparently hermaphrodite – and realised that, from this moment, he was on his own.

He repeated the tap.

At once came a distant squeak. ‘I’m all right, Jean, I don’t want nothing, Glad’ll be back any minute.’ The tone was full of quite unequivocal rejection. Mr Geddes cleared his throat.

‘It’s the Vicar, Mr Geddes. The Vicar. From Saint James’s Church.’

Stunned silence followed. Then – ‘I’m in bed. Bedridden. Can’t ’ardly move.’

‘I wanted to see the Miss Barnes who comes to Saint James’s,’ he called, feeling the strain on a sixty-year-old throat.

‘I can’t get out of bed. Very weak. It’s my sister you want. She’s just popped out.’

‘Now don’t disturb yourself,’ patiently bawled Mr Geddes through the twilight. ‘You stay comfortable, and I’ll wait here until she gets back. I don’t expect she’ll be long, will she?’

‘Just popped out. Ran out of bread. It’s only round the corner. Joneses.’

Silence fell. Mr Geddes wondered if he might venture to sit on the stairs. Better not, perhaps. He sighed.

‘Did I hear a male voice?’

Mr Geddes jumped nearly out of his skin. It was the hoarsest of near-whispers and it seemed to float down from the ceiling. Glancing rather wildly upwards he could make out a glow, of a faintness to match the eerie sound of the question, at the top of the attic stairs.

‘It’s Mr Geddes, the Reverend Robert Geddes. I’ve come to see Miss Barnes but she’s out.’ He launched his explanation hopefully into the gloom, upwards.

‘Ah …’ breathed the voice, as if satisfied. ‘I’ll come down.’ At the same instant there was a courteous squeak from Miss Barnes’s hidden sister. ‘If you’ll just open the door, sir, and come into the front room, you’d be more comfortable waiting there. You could switch the light on. It is just by the door.’

‘Thank you – I will. Thank you.’ The mild nightmare showed signs of dissolving.

But now slow, slapping footsteps were descending the attic stairs, with an effect of caution, as if the person coming down were feeling their way; old footsteps, conveying weakness, as had the bodiless voice.

Mr Geddes, not a romantic or imaginative type, had had enough. He was also hungry.

He opened Miss Barnes’s door with a jerk, fumbled against the wall, and crisply switched on the light. The room’s cosy poverty was revealed and also the further room, with Annie, sitting up muffled in some of the coats, nothing of her visible but her eyes, glaring out of the balaclava. She uttered an unintelligible sound conveying welcome, and Mr Geddes lowered himself thankfully into an armchair.

He turned his eyes towards the door.

Another moment and a little old man crept up and stood framed in it as if he were a picture, looking mildly in.

He wore clothes faded to barely distinguishable shades of dim brown, sage and stone colour, all toned down
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