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CHAPTER ONE

JACOB MARTIN



IT WAS IN EARLY NOVEMBER that the news began to reach the city. Not that anybody took much notice at first. Life was hard enough here, with the scurvy, leprosy, food shortage, and crippling taxes following the recent disastrous harvest. There was no point in bothering with some new trouble, especially one so far away as Dorset.

Then one mild, wet market day in the middle of the month, a peddler arrived from Gloucester with a sack of knives for sale. That evening he shared a flagon of wine and a salted herring pie with a little group of local tradesmen at the Black Bear on the corner of St. Peters Street. They were glad to have a newcomer bringing tidings from another part of the country.


But the news the peddler brought filled them with dread. A terrible sickness had attacked the southwest ports, and was spreading across the map of England like a dark and evil stain. Now it had reached Gloucester and was less than thirty miles off! There, the man told them, the churchyards overflowed with new graves, and there were not enough men left to bury the dead, who were either flung into great pits or left to rot where they lay, continuing to spread the fatal corruption even after life had departed.

The peddlers story was soon widely known, and fear began its stealthy journey around the city walls. Strangers were no longer welcomed but treated with suspicion, or even turned away altogether. Neighbors became distrustful of one another. The city was no longer cheerful, bustling, noisy, but sullen, brooding, watchful.

At last, one day at the beginning of December, a woman burst into the cathedral during Mass and begged the monks to come and bring the Sacrament to her dying husband. The monk chosen to accompany her took one look at the sick man and fled.

That night the man died. The bishop ordered that his blackened and swollen corpse be buried secretly, by night, hoping that it was an isolated case and the people of the city might never know that they had harbored a victim of the Black Death. But within a week the monk who had fled began to shake with a high fever, and an ugly dark swelling appeared under his arm. Four days later he was laid to his final rest in the monks cemetery. By the middle of that month eighteen more deaths had been reported, all bearing the horrifyingly unmistakable signs of the disease.

Now the terrible plague was among them; it was no longer a vague rumor from a distant town but a hard fact, with freshly turned earth in the churchyard to prove it. Doctors were powerless to cure or prevent the infection, and the clergy were mostly too afraid for their own lives to give comfort to the sick and dying.

One man was unaware of the fear and distrust spreading as rapidly as the disease itself, and this was because for four weeks he hadnt spoken to a single soul. Jacob Martin was old, sick, and gradually dying of starvation, but his eyes still burned as brightly as when he had been a young apprentice fifty years ago.

Late one afternoon toward the end of December, he sat alone in the attic room of a half-timbered house in a narrow, evil-smelling alley that ran alongside the north wall of the monastery stables. It was bitterly cold in the room. He had no money for fuel; he had had barely enough for the single candle that inadequately lit his workbench, and when that burned down he would have nothing but the darkness and the numbing cold as companions. The need to finish the statues obsessed him. While he worked he forgot that he was hungry, that he was tired; he forgot everything except the task before him.

At last he sat back, exhausted. Gouges, files, chisels, and rasps covered the scored and battered workbench; he didnt need them now, would never need them again. He thought sorrowfully that he had no son to give them to, no apprentice who would use them; there had been apprentices, of course, but none who had lasted long. Jacob Martin demanded a dedication and passion for his craft that he had never found in any of the young boys sent to him for instruction, and it was too late now.

The Virgin and Child were carved from a single piece of oak, but were unjoined. For infants cannot remain always attached to their parents, and one day this baby would leave his mother and grow to be a young man, and at lastFor a few seconds it seemed to Jacob that the shadow of the Cross passed over his beloved figures, and the eyes of the mother were filled with a sadness that he had not put there. Then the illusion passed. The Virgin gazed into the eyes of her Child with an expression of tender astonishment, the baby returning his mothers loving smile with delighted infant laughter.

He closed his eyes, remembering that warm, bright day the year before last when he had ridden out from the city in the spring sunlight in search of firewood. But the little gray mare had seemed to have other ideas. When she led him to the ancient hillside with its crown of oak, he knew at once that this was no place to gather firewood. A dull wash of low cloud stained the sky above the grove of trees, and the sound of birdsong that had provided such cheerful accompaniment to his journey was now stilled entirely. Silence wrapped itself around him like a shroud, chilling his bones. This was a holy place. A terrible place, from which the sun itself had fled to escape the taint of old ritual that hung still in the air, like smoke from sacrificial fire.

Then he saw it. The huge white oak lying newly felled by the spring storms; a great warrior chief surrounded by his shocked and grieving army. The tree was surely dead, cruelly severed at the base of the trunk, yet the spirit still hovered, waiting, waiting for the moment of rebirth.

And today it had life once more, the wood new-fashioned by the file and the rasp. Jacob felt a profound sense of release. His lifes work was over and he could die with a quiet mind.

But now fatigue and hunger made him weak. With difficulty he stood up, took his three remaining coins from a stone jar on the empty hearth, grasped an earthenware pitcher on the bench, and slowly made his way down the rotting wooden steps to the cobbled street below. A fresh fall of snow made the ground slippery and treacherous and twice he stumbled and almost fell, but at last he reached the little group of market stalls and ramshackle dwellings that huddled up against the monastery wall, like chicks clustering around a mother hen. The stench of rotting fish lying on the greasy cobbles was mixed with the powerful smell of animal skins coming from Tanners Lane, and the filthy river water added its own particular quality to the pungent air.

A penny bought him a newly baked loaf of rye bread; the remaining two he spent on weak ale to fill his pitcher, not trusting the water from the city well, which was as often as not contaminated by the dung from the assorted animals that roamed freely and occasionally had to be shooed from the cathedral itself.

Returning, he noticed a young woman and her baby crouched against the monastery wall, sheltering from the icy wind. As he approached them the woman looked up, her eyes dull with hunger and tiredness. The baby stirred fretfully and gave a sharp, shrill cry. Jacob bent down and set the jug of ale on the ground beside them, placing the loaf above it. With difficulty, because his old arms were stiff, he took off his threadbare cloak and placed it carefully around the womans shoulders so that it covered her child as well. Then he slowly climbed the narrow steps. Although he had no supper now, he could still feast his eyes on his finished work.

But Jacob never saw his Virgin and Child again. As he reached the top of the steps, a terrible faintness overcame him and a searing pain gripped his chest. He pitched forward, clutching at the stair rail, and collapsed, lifeless, on the wooden platform. This was where the landlords wife found him when she came to collect the rent the following morning.

The woman went straight to the cloisters to tell the monks the old man was dead, for it was common knowledge that he was working on an important commission for the cathedral, and she was eager to remain in favor with the monastery. It could provide them with a new tenant, perhaps.

Two monks were immediately dispatched to the attic workshop, their cowls pulled tightly around their faces. As they approached the door, the elder of the two turned to his companion.

There is nothing to fear from this house, he said softly. Jacob Martin perished from want of food and physick, not from the pestilence.

Then, at the same moment, both men caught sight of the completed carving, which stood just as Jacob had left it for the last time. They gazed in silence.

The younger man was the first to speak. It is fine, is it not, brother?

It is more than fine. The older man turned his head away. His mouth was set in a hard line, and the olive skin of his face had turned pale. It is possessed, he muttered, under his breath.

And the money?

What of money?

The commission. It has not been settled.

The old man has no need of money now.


But his family? Will they not claim what is due?

He had no family. The work was to be paid for upon completion. Not a penny was to be given for his labor till then. The church has no obligation.

The two men looked toward each other and smiled slightly. Then, remembering their office, they looked grave and departed.

So it was that on the twenty-fourth of December, thirteen hundred and forty-eight, while the monks observed the eve of the Feast of the Nativity and the Black Death stalked the countryside all around, the cathedral gained the statues of the Virgin and Child for nothing.

But from this moment, in the city itself, the disease lost its power.

Jacob Martin had given more than the statues. He had given his own life.








CHAPTER TWO

THE STORM



TO BEGIN WITH, THE ONLY ODD thing about Friday, October the twenty-eighth, was that the weather forecast was wrong.

Today will be bright and windy, with temperatures a little below average for this time of year, the man on the radio had said at breakfast time.

But by two oclock in the afternoon all the lights were on in classroom 8B at Manningham School; the air was warm despite the open windows, and the sky outside was a dirty, yellowish gray, the color of a fading bruise.

Miss Millicent Murdoch drew herself up to her full height of five foot two, tucking in a strand of long gray hair that had escaped from the knot at the back of her head. Her chin receded slightly beneath a long, pink-tipped nose, giving her the look of an anxious mouse.

I want you to imagine a man with two left hands and one right, she announced.

Class 8B considered this remote possibility in weary silence. They were used to this kind of thing from Mad Millie.

He has five pairs each of black, green, and red gloves, and he wants to be sure of selecting two left and one right of the same color, went on Miss Murdoch bravely. How many gloves must he take from his drawer before he can be certain he has the right combination?

Is he blind, Miss Murdoch? enquired Sophie Brown politely.

As well as having three hands? asked Matthew Cole, rather less politely.

Miss Murdoch took a deep breath. I think we must assume there has been a power outage and he is in the dark, she said firmly.

There was a distant rumble of thunder and the lights went out briefly, as though trying to set the scene.

Then why does it matter what color his gloves are if no one can see them? called out Sam, who was very good at math and enjoyed confusing Millie Murdoch, though she needed no help from him.

You mustnt take this too literally, she said, beginning to sound slightly desperate. Its only a math problem! Now, he has thirty gloves of three colors. If we call each color x, that means x equals three. So to be sure of two left and one right, he would have to take out?

Nineteen, said Sam promptly.

Miss Murdoch closed her eyes briefly, then continued as if there had been no interruption. He must take out all the right-handed gloves plus two of at least one color, which will of course be 6x plus 1. That is because 10x is the total number of gloves, so 5x is the number of right-or left-handed gloves. In this case, however, we must say right.

Hannah tried hard to concentrate on what was being said, then sighed and gave up the struggle. She was hopeless at math on the best of days and today wasnt the best of days. She had woken up to discover that she had gained another two pounds, and a large red pimple on her nose. Her math homework had been returned to her with See me after school written in red ink, and the close, stifling weather was giving her a headache.

She gazed discontentedly out of the window. Why couldnt she be beautiful like Emily? Or clever like Sam? Or good at sports like Sophie? Or funny like Matthew?

If he adds 1x plus 1, he must get at least two left-handed, Miss Murdochs voice twittered on.

In fact why couldnt she be absolutely anybody except fat, pimply, boring Hannah Price?

The class grew restless. Pencils were dropped. Chairs scraped on the floor. A light murmuring began. Thunder rolled again, slightly closer this time, and Hannah continued to gaze out the window.

She noticed how the odd, lurid light made the goalposts on the playground stand out harshly against the somber sky; she saw how the line of elms in the field beyond was so sharply outlined that the trees seemed closer than they really were; she observed the peculiar quality of gray that made storm clouds so different from any other kind. Her hand itched for her pencil.

Hannah Price was different from everyone else at Manningham School, but it wasnt because she was overweight, or had bad skin, or was useless at math. The thing that made her different was that she noticed things other people didnt. And once shed noticed them, she knew how to draw them.


However! If he has sixteen, he could have got fifteen right and one left

Reluctantly, she turned back to the classroom and gazed longingly at the clock on the wall, but it said only two fifteen. It had to be later than that!

Miss Murdoch chattered on brightly, illustrating her remarks with minute, mouselike figures on the blackboard that nobody could see except herself.

At last the bell rang for the end of the class, and before leaving, the teacher gave them their homework, which was to draw a graph showing how the problem could be solved most efficiently.

My mom says she can never understand why she ends up with so many odd socks, said Susie. I wonder if I should get Millie Murdoch to explain how it happens with the aid of a graph.

Hannah looked at her watch, puzzled. It said two forty.

The clock must have stopped! She turned to Sam, who was putting away his books.

Yeah. It stopped when the lights went out.

But the lights came back on again.

He shrugged. Mustve been on a different circuit.

I thought that lesson was never going to end! Did you get what she was saying?


Mm. All stuff we did last term. Stupid old thing makes it look like rocket science. They shouldve retired her years ago.

Can you give me a hand with the graph? Kind of explain it very slowly, like I was a retarded five-year-old?

His thin, freckled face broke into a grin. All right. We could go and see that new movie thats on at the Odeon tomorrow afternoon, then my mom can give us something to eat afterward and well do the graph.

Hannah blushed with pleasure. She hardly ever got asked to do anything on the weekends. We could see if that new girl with the glasses wants to come to the movie, she said. Jessica something-or-other. She doesnt seem to have made many friends yet. You okay with that?

Sure. And Ill pay for the movie. Ive got cash. He winked at her.

She didnt like to enquire too closely into the state of Sams finances, but she took the wink to mean that the family was for some mysterious reason in funds at the moment. Sams father seemed to divide his time pretty well equally between being at home out of work, and doing time at the city jail for housebreaking. Whether he was inside or not didnt seem to make much difference to the family fortunes; in fact the Fallons were often suspiciously better off just after Arthur had been sent down for a stretch. At the moment, Hannah knew, he was inside, which might account for Sam suddenly having cash.

On the face of it Sam Fallon and Hannah Price had absolutely nothing in common except that they were the same age and went to the same school. The odd thing was that ever since their first day, something between them had clicked. When she was with him, Hannah forgot that she had acne and surplus fat; not because Sam was too polite to mention these thingsSam was never polite to anyone! He just didnt seem to notice.

Come on! he said. Last lesson of the week. Art. Nows your chance to make the rest of us feel like retarded five-year-olds!

Normally, this was the best moment of the week for Hannah, but today she felt tired and listless, and her headache was getting steadily worse. The atmosphere in the art room was heavier than ever and the thunder, though still distant, was almost continuous.

The class was divided into pairs, to draw portraits. Hannah found herself paired not with Sam, as shed hoped, but with Emily Rhodes. That was all she needed! Emily was tall and slender with long blond hair, a flawless, honey-colored complexion surrounding a straight, delicate nose, a small neat mouth, and wide, slightly slanting green eyes. And she was clever. One of the most brilliant students in the class, destined for one of the top universities. Admittedly she didnt seem to come from a background where there was much money, as her school uniform, though always clean and carefully pressed, had a slightly threadbare, mended look, but for some reason, far from detracting from her prettiness, this only seemed to accentuate it. It wouldnt have been so bad if Emily hadnt always been so terribly nice to Hannahthen she could have hated her quite cheerfully. As it was, whenever she got anywhere near her, her body seemed to grow to twice the size and her personality felt as if it were shriveling up, like a dead fly in a tub of lard. But there was one small crumb of comfort. Although Emily was beautiful and better at absolutely everything else than Hannah, she wasnt quite so good at art.

Im afraid I dont seem to be getting a clear picture of your bone structure, Emily said now, apologetically.


Thats probably because its invisible. My face is too fat.

Emily frowned and shook her head. Oh dear! she sighed. This is so hard. Youll just laugh when you see it.

Look, dont worry about it, said Hannah, scowling. Im not exactly an artists dream model. Just do me a favor and leave out the pimple on my nose. Okay?

Sure. Though my dad always says you should draw what you see, not what other people want to see.

I suppose thats honest, at least.

Being honest doesnt necessarily put food on the table! Emily smiled wryly. It certainly never put any on ours.

Hannah looked at her curiously. So your father is an artist?

Yes. She went on drawing, glancing at Hannah every now and then. Not a very successful one, I guess.

So that explained the frayed, carefully preserved school uniform.

Well, youll be different. Youre so smart youll never be short of money! You can be a doctor, or a lawyer like Tabithas dad. Her family is really rich. Hannah glanced in the direction of the girl sitting just behind them.

Tabitha Trelawney was striking rather than beautiful, with glossy black hair and very pale skin, large dark eyes made even more dramatic by black eye shadow and a strong, slightly sulky mouth. Ever since her arrival at the school the previous year, several of the other girls had copied the eye shadow, dyed their own hair black, and adopted a lot of white face makeup, with the result that nearly half the girls in 8B now looked as though they suffered from some mysterious illness. Hannah smiled to herself and turned back.

I dont want to be a doctor or a lawyer, replied Emily quietly.

Well, a banker then. Youve got the head for it. Youre good at math.

I dont want to be a banker either.

Well, what do you want to do then? Hannah looked at her with interest.

I want to be an artist.

Hannah stared at her in disbelief. But why? she blurted. Youve already said theres no money in it. You know that from your father. Besides, you could do anything! You dont need to choose something youre Less good at, shed been about to say but she stopped herself just in time.

Im not going to be like my father, said Emily. Im going to be famous and successful. Im going to paint what people want to see!

And when after ten minutes she turned the easel around, Hannah saw a face that was still quite recognizably her own, though subtly altered. It wasnt just that her acne had miraculously disappeared; her nose was very slightly narrower, and there was a faint suggestion of definition to the chin and cheekbones. The eyes were the same size and shape, but the lids and lashes had been darkened, which made them seem bigger, and the mouth was straighter and more regular. But what struck Hannah most forcibly was the almost complete absence of expression. It was, she thought, a face without attitude. Well, maybe shed been more successful than shed thought in trying to disguise the surprise shed felt on hearing that Emily wanted to be an artist!

She smiled. Thanks, Emily. Definitely an improvement on the original.

You could do the same with a little makeup, Emily replied kindly.

And six months dieting!

Perhaps not quite six months.


Hannah gritted her teeth, removed the picture of herself, clipped a fresh sheet of paper to the easel, and prepared to draw Emily. She began by taking a long, close look at her subject. Then she took out her pencil. She worked steadily and in silence, forgetting everything except the task in front of her. For twenty minutes she even forgot how she felt about Emily, who sat quite still, without speaking. She seemed to be staring at a spot just behind Hannah.

At last Hannah sat back and examined the portrait critically. She was pleased with the lines of the face, the shape of the chin, the pretty curve of the upper lip. Something about it wasnt right though. She had always considered Emily to be beautiful. Now she wasnt quite so sure.

She looked up to see the art teacher standing at her shoulder.

Thats very good, Hannah, said Miss Beamish thoughtfully. Very good indeed.

Somethings wrong though, isnt it? She frowned in an effort to see what it was. She looked back to Emily, who now appeared serene and lovely as always, and Hannah was struck by how vividly green her eyes were. It was impossible to show that with only a pencil of course, so what was the matter with her drawing? There was something about the expression that she didnt understand.

I cant see anything wrong, said Miss Beamish. Come and see what you think, Emily.

Emily got up and walked round to the other side of the easel while Hannah watched carefully to see her reaction. She noticed that her expression changed very slightly when she saw what Hannah had drawn, and the odd thing was that now it seemed she had gotten the eyes right after all.

Miss Beamish was looking at the picture of Hannah. Very nice, Emily, she said, smiling. But you have left out something that makes Hannahs face special.

What? An uncharacteristic flush momentarily darkened the honey-colored skin.

Her personality.

Hannah blushed in embarrassment and looked down at the floor, but the awkward situation was mercifully saved by the bell, which signaled the end of the class.

The students left quickly, eager to get home for the weekend, and Hannah found the new girl, Jessica, in the coatroom, where she suggested going to the movie the following day. Jessica looked surprised but pleased and they arranged to meet outside the cinema at two oclock.

Then she remembered that before going home she had to see Miss Murdoch about her math homework. She took her time packing her book bag and walked slowly to the staff room, half hoping that Miss Murdoch wouldnt remember to wait for her.

However, when she got there she found not only the math teacher but Mr. Henderson, who taught geography, with Tabitha Trelawney. He seemed to be discussing a piece of homework with her and the two of them looked up briefly as Hannah came in.

Miss Murdoch greeted her enthusiastically. I wanted to see you, Hannah, because I feel you are still very confused about these equations and I think you and I should get together after school one day next week to really come to grips with the problem and clear your mind of the fog!

Hannah couldnt help thinking that any help from Miss Murdoch was only likely to make the fog thicker, but she found herself saying thank you and agreeing to visit the teachers house the following Thursday afternoon for some extra tutoring. Then, blushing as she noticed Tabithas eyes raised toward her, and thinking that now it would be common knowledge that Hannah Price was so useless at math that she needed special help, she escaped to the coatroom, put on her coat, and made her way to the entrance hall, where, after a few seconds spent arguing with her conscience, she bought a Mars bar from the vending machine. It had been a bad day, she told herself. She needed something to cheer herself up on the way home.

Although the air was now stiflingly close, the storm still hadnt broken. Most people had already left, but Katie Brown, a small, pale girl who looked as though she didnt get enough to eat, was standing by the front door peering up at the purplish and threatening sky.

Wheres your coat, Katie? asked Hannah, as Katie seemed to be preparing to leave in just her sweater and skirt.

Cant find it, replied Katie unhappily. I had it this morning, but when I came down at lunchtime to get some money out of the pocket, it was gone!

Hannah looked at her in alarm. So what did you do for lunch?

Nothing. I didnt have any.

What? You must be starving!

Katie nodded miserably and Hannah reached resignedly into her pocket.


Have a Mars bar, she said. At least itll stop me from getting even fatter!

Katie took it and immediately started to unwrap it. As she ate, a faint color returned to her cheeks.

Hannah went back to the vending machines, inserted another coin, and waited for the heavy clunk that told her a can of Coke was waiting in the tray at the bottom. She picked it up and handed it to Katie, who was starting to look more cheerful.

Maybe someone took your coat by mistake when they went outside at lunchtime and accidentally wore it home. If they left theirs behind, you could take that instead. Lets go and take a look.

But a quick glance around the coatroom, though showing plenty of abandoned clothes strewn on floor and benches, didnt reveal a spare coat.

How far have you got to go?

Linton Green.

Thats quite a long way, isnt it? Which bus do you get?

The ninety-three, but my bus pass was in my coat pocket.

Ill lend you some money and you can pay me back tomorrow. Hannah felt in her pockets, but discovered that after paying for the Mars bar and the Coke, she now had only ten pence. That wouldnt get Katie as far as the end of the road.

Tell you whatyoud better take my raincoat. Itll be far too big for you but at least itll keep you dry. Dont forget to bring it back on Monday though, or my mother will kill me!

Thanks, Hannah. Katie took the coat and put it on.

Hannah giggled. Its nearly down to your ankles! The hoods zipped inside the collar. Youre going to need it any minute, though.

What about you? Youre going to get soaked now.

Ive got my pass, and the bus stops only the other end of Tanners Lane. Id better run, before the rain gets going.

Hannah watched Katie retreating like a sleeping bag on legs and set off in the opposite direction at a brisk trot. But before she had gone far, there was a deafening clap of thunder as the storm broke directly overhead, and a minute later she could hardly see where she was going for the blinding downpour.








CHAPTER THREE

THE STATUE



THERE WAS NO POINT in trying to reach the bus stop nowshe would just have to try to find a place to shelter until the worst of the rain had passed. There were no shops nearby, only the vast, towering cathedral, loftily impervious to the sudden storm. It had seen far worse than this in the last nine hundred years.

Battling against the driving rain and strong wind, Hannah reached the end of the north wall and came to the beginning of the wide gravel path that led up to the great west door. She could just make out that a smaller door inside it stood open. She ran with difficulty along the deep, loose gravel, stepped over the sill of the larger door, and stood dripping on the enormous mat.


Immediately the noise of rain and traffic ceased, and she was struck by the sudden hush. There was a sort of stillness that held itself quite aloof from the soft murmur coming from the visitors, who walked sedately, inspecting stone tablets and gazing up at the vaulted ceiling. It was very cold.

There was a smell of ancient stone and timber, of dust and candle wax. She breathed in slowly, enjoying the strangeness of it, then sneezed violently. This attracted the attention of a man wearing a black cassock, who ambled over in her direction, a friendly look on his face. She noticed that he had a small white tag pinned to his chest, with the words Day Chaplain written on it.

Strange how many turn to God when the weathers bad, he observed, winking at her.

Hannah felt herself blushing. Ijust came in to see the Virgin and Child, she said with an attempt at dignity, trying to make it sound like it was something she did regularly.

Go ahead thentheyre waiting for you, said the chaplain. But you wont find them down that aisle, he added, as Hannah set off purposefully toward the other end of the cathedral.

Oh. She stopped and turned. Have they been moved then? She was still trying to make it seem as if she had a better reason for the visit than simply keeping out of the rain.

Not for the last four hundred years or so, he replied equably. Before then I couldnt say. Try up there.

Hannah admitted defeat and followed his direction slowly down the north aisle, passing a tomb where the stone effigy of a medieval knight lay, hands crossed on his chest, sword reaching down to daintily pointed toes. She glanced up at the great north window, but she wasnt able to make out the stained glass with the day so dark outside and couldnt remember what story it told. She passed the strange modern signs that seemed to be warnings against exploding lunchboxes but in fact were only forbidding flash photography, and came at last to the end of the aisle, to the left of the altar. There stood the ancient figures of the Virgin Mary and the Infant Jesus, for which the cathedral was famous all over the world.

Hannah couldnt see the statues immediately, as a small crowd of Japanese tourists was looking at them respectfully and obediently not taking photos. She sat down in a pew to wait, near a man who was leaning against a pillar and fiddling with the spokes of an umbrella. She shivered as the damp seeped through her thin clothes. At last the little group moved away, and Hannah found herself alone with the figures.

They were smaller than life-size. The Virgin stood at a height of about four feet, holding a baby that was in fact a separate figure, able to be removed and put back in its mothers arms, just like a real baby. The Virgin gazed at her Child with an expression of devoted and almost bewildered tenderness, while the baby looked straight back into her eyes and smiled happily.

Hannah hadnt set foot in the cathedral since that time six years before when she had come with the rest of her class on a field trip. She remembered how one of the boys had reached out to stroke the Virgins hair and a different chaplain, a lady that time, had been very angry with him and told him not to touch the statue because she was so old and special and it was disrespectful to go putting sticky fingermarks all over her. Somehow Hannah had gone away with the impression that the Virgin didnt like small children much, which didnt really make sense when you thought about it.

But now that she was older and had a chance to see the statues alone, she was struck not only by how astonishingly beautiful they were, but also by an overwhelming sense of friendliness that seemed to radiate from the small couple.

She reached into her book bag, pulling out her sketchbook and a pencil. Something made her want to capture the expressions on those faces for herself. Slowly she drew a few tentative lines and, gaining confidence, settled to her task with absorption.

Then something very strange happened. Quite suddenly she found herself growing warmer. The chill left her fingers and they began to tingle, as if she were sitting in front of a hot fire. At the same time she felt the pencil grow firm and quick and deliberate. It traveled with complete assurance, tracing the soft, gentle eyes, the protective, encircling arms, the long, flowing folds of the robe, the babys outstretched fingers.

Hannah had no idea how long it took her to complete the sketch. It could have been twenty seconds or twenty minutes, but at last her pencil stopped moving and she sat back, exhausted. Sweat broke out on her forehead and she felt sick and faint. She unwound her scarf and threw it down. Then she closed her eyes.

Feeling all right?

She looked up to see the chaplain standing anxiously over her.


Yesyes, I think so. I suddenly
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