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To Every Thing There Is a Season  

Ecclesiastes 3:1







The geese were the first sound every morning, long before the light.

There was a moment, in the dark of her room, between the geese and the full waking, where the day had not yet decided what it would be. Emily had learned to stay in the peace a little, just a moment each morning. To let the sounds arrive one at a time. The geese. Then the cattle shifting in the byre below. Then the particular creak of the kitchen floorboards that meant her mother was already at the stove. That board had made that sound since before Emily was born. It would make it long after.

She dressed in the dark, knowing by feel where everything was. Nineteen years in the same room.

The air in October had a bite to it that September had not. Sharper, with something underneath it that was not quite cold yet but was certainly considering it. She pulled on her work clothes, laced her boots and went downstairs.

The kitchen was warm. Her mother had the fire going and something already in the pot, and she turned when Emily came in with the look of a woman awake an hour already, finding the rest of the world slow to catch up. Emily had her father’s thin face and features, but she had her mother’s eyes. Pale blue, catching light in a dark room. On her mother, they looked soft. Emily had never given much thought to what they looked like on her.

“The lower trough,” her mother said, instead of good morning. That was her normal morning greeting.

Emily took the bucket from beside the door and went out.

The yard in early October had a particular smell. Wet earth, old straw and the animals. Not the smell people from elsewhere expected it to be, not foul, but specific, belonging entirely to this yard and this hour. She had breathed it in every morning of her life and had stopped thinking of it as a smell at all, the way a clock that has always been in the room goes unheard.

The moors were not yet visible. The sky was still the colour of ash and the hills to the north were a darker mass against it. Emily carried the bucket across the yard, and the geese tracked her progress with their customary suspicion. They had never accepted her, not in nineteen years, and she stopped trying to earn it.

By the time she had worked through the morning’s tasks, the light had come up properly. A grey October light, even and cool, that made the grass look very green and the stone of the farmhouse very old. She stood a moment at the byre door and looked out toward the moors which were visible now. They rolled away to the north, enormous and indifferent, exactly as they had looked from this spot every morning she could remember. People who had not grown up near them sometimes found them bleak. Emily did not. They seemed to her simply themselves, and very settled in it. She envied that, if one can envy a landscape.

Inside, breakfast was underway.

Her father was already at the table, which was usual. What no number of years had made usual was the number of times he looked at his watch each day. Two or three times before he sat down to breakfast, once or twice more during. He would draw it from his breast pocket with two fingers, flick the case open, look at the face, then close it again and return it to his pocket. The watch had belonged to his grandfather and then his father, and now to him, and one day it would belong to one of her brothers. It was gold, or had been once, worn smooth at the edges, the case rubbed thin from a lifetime of handling. Fredrick Jones checked it perhaps forty times a day. No one had ever seen him look at it and be surprised by what it said.

Fredrick was a grey-haired man with a beard that came down well over his collar. His face had been weathered into something that resembled patience, and perhaps it was. He wore his farm clothes to breakfast and would change for nothing less than church, and even then, the good suit went on with a certain reluctance, as though it knew it was not his natural condition.

Lily Jones was at the stove. She moved between the pot and the fire with the ease of many years of practice and did not sit until the last thing was served.

Her brothers were arguing.

Will and Sam had argued at every breakfast Emily could remember, and the subject was never one that mattered. This morning, it was about the old elm at the north end of the lower field. Was it dying, or merely afflicted, and whether afflicted was even a word one could apply to a tree.

Emily ate and let it run. Across the table, her mother was pouring tea with the calm of a woman who had long ago decided that some weather was better waited out than stopped.

Her mother’s hair was still dark where her father’s had gone grey. Emily was the only one in the house with hair the colour of winter barley. Her mother had spent nineteen years tucking the stray strands of blonde behind her ears as though it required constant management. It did.

By the time Emily had sat down, the twins had somehow arrived at opposite sides of the argument from where they had begun, having crossed somewhere in the middle without either of them noticing.

“Em,” said one of them. “Tell him the tree is dying.”

“Tell her,” said the other, “that dying and afflicted are precisely the same thing.”

“They are not remotely the same thing.”

“A tree cannot be afflicted. It has no feelings to afflict.”

“I didn’t say it had feelings. I said…”

“You said afflicted, which implies…”

“Enough,” Fredrick said, without looking up.

They were quiet. Lily sat down. Emily ate her porridge.

They were the same, her twin brothers. The same height, the same build, the same dark hair and the same way of looking at something they did not believe, a slight narrowing of the eyes. They had dressed alike so long it had become something close to principle. The only person in the house who could tell them apart with any certainty was Emily, and she had nineteen years of study behind that certainty. It had less to do with how they looked than with how they moved through a room, and the way each of them paused before speaking, which was different enough if you had learned it.

They were midway through the meal when the knock came at the door.

It was Thomas who kept the inn at the bottom of the lane. A red-faced man of sixty, he had a letter in his hand and the look of someone who had come slightly out of his way and wanted that noted. Letters came to the inn when they came at all, and Thomas had a habit of bringing them through on his way home, which was a kindness, though he never quite presented it as one. He was looking at one of the twins, who had followed Fredrick to the door.

“Samuel,” Thomas said, and offered the letter.

“I’ll make sure he gets it,” the twin said and took it.

Thomas frowned. “Oh, you’re…”

“Nope,” said the twin, pleasantly. “Other one.” He closed the door. Emily could tell from the pause that he was Will.

The letter was from their eldest brother, Henry.

This was not unusual. Henry wrote more often than Mark or Lucas, though his letters were short and plain, as though he was never quite certain what could be said to people who had stayed on land. Will brought it to the table, and Lily looked at it briefly, then looked at Emily. That meant she wanted it read aloud, which was what Emily always did when a letter came.

She broke the seal.

Henry was well. The ship was in good order. They had been kept in port for three weeks by the weather. He did not say which port, but there was something in the way he named the winds that suggested somewhere warmer than York. Somewhere he perhaps enjoyed more than he would admit to their father. Mark and Lucas sent their love. The wages were enclosed. He hoped Father’s back was holding. Mark had seen something on his last crossing, Henry wrote, that he had promised to tell them about at Christmas, God willing the weather was kind and the crossing safe. He signed it as he always did, with his name and nothing further.

Fredrick took the wages from the envelope and folded them into his breast pocket without ceremony. That was also how it always went. Lily touched Emily’s arm, briefly, her hand over her daughter’s on the table.

The morning moved into the afternoon. The cloud came and went, and the light with it, shifting over the valley in the way it did in October when the season was making up its mind. Emily worked the east fence line with Will, who had a way of keeping easy company, even when neither of them spoke.

They had been at it perhaps an hour when he said, “The church is getting a new deacon. Did you hear?”

She had not.

“Someone from London,” Will said. He pressed a post into the ground and tested it with both hands. “Francis can’t manage the parish alone any more, I expect. He’s getting on.”

Father Francis had been the priest at the village church since before their father was born. He had always seemed old to Emily. She could not picture him as a young man, he seemed simply settled deep into what he now was. Like a tree in a field that had seen a hundred summers before you and would see a hundred more before its time was through.

“We have had deacons before,” Emily said.

“Not from London.”

“It doesn’t much matter where a man is from. He’ll preach the same scripture.”

Will shrugged.

They finished the fence line and walked back across the lower field, and at the gate, Will went on toward the byre, and Emily stopped.

The village was just visible below the rise. The church tower, the lane and behind the tall oak trees to the south she could see the roof of the mill. Behind her, the moors were turning a deeper brown in the afternoon light, the bracken going amber where it had died back. The smoke from the farmhouse chimney rose straight up into a still sky. Her mother would be starting supper. Her father would be checking the time.

It was a good life. That was what she thought, standing there in the field at the end of an October day. A plain thought, but she believed it. There were people she knew who were not content with theirs, who wanted something different or further, something they could not name. Emily had her work and her family and the moors, and the satisfaction of a fence mended and a morning’s tasks done. She did not think of herself as wanting.

She turned back toward the house.

She could not have known, standing in that field in the last of the October light, that something was already moving two hundred miles south. That a man she had never met was already several days into the journey north, watching England change through a coach window. That the world she was looking at, which felt so finished and so complete, was about to admit a new thing into it.

She went inside. The kitchen smelled of bread and fire.

She thought nothing of deacons.
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I Will Lift Up Mine Eyes Unto the Hills  

Psalm 121:1





The coach had been three days on the road when England finally changed its character.

He had been watching it happen through the window since they left the Midlands behind. The flat fields gave way to something with more definition, ridge and fold, the land beginning to insist on itself in a way it had not further south.

The sky opened.

By the second day the air coming through the gaps in the door had changed. Cleaner, perhaps. Less finished.

He was aware this was a fanciful observation for a man of thirty-three who had spent the better part of his adult life in London. He wrote it in his notebook anyway, looked at it, and crossed it out.

He had asked to be sent north. When the Bishop had laid the available postings before him, he had looked at the list and asked to be sent as far as possible, if there was a place.

The Bishop was not accustomed to such requests. He had put his finger on the map and described a parish outside York, a village called Skelwick on the edge of the moors, where Father Francis was eighty and needed assistance. John had said it would do.

He did not think of it as running. He had reminded himself of this at intervals across three days. Seeking purpose was the phrase he had settled on. It was that, at least.

The faces at the coaching inns had changed the further north he went. In London and the home counties they had been quick faces, assessing, never quite still. Here they were broader, more weathered, slower to suspicion and slower to warmth both. At the last inn before York he had stood longer than necessary over his ale, watching a farmer explain something to his son with a patience that appeared to have no bottom to it. He had not been able to say what it was about the scene that held him. He was still thinking about it an hour later, back in the coach.

He had always been given to observation. His bishop in London had called it a gift, which was generous. His colleagues had occasionally called it a distraction, which might have been closer to the truth. He noticed things, and the noticing led to other things, and other things still, and by the time the chain reached its end he was invariably late for something.

He wrote better for it, though.

Somewhere in the grey midday light between coaching inns, he reached for something and found it was not there. He had learned, by now, not to reach. The absence was always the same shape. Not pain. The jolt of a hand extended toward a familiar object that has been moved. He looked out the window. The fields ran past. He kept his eyes on the horizon until the feeling settled, and then he opened his notebook and worked on a sermon instead.

The notebook was a plain thing, brown leather, no larger than his hand. He had carried one like it since his first year at seminary. When one filled he began another. There were fourteen of them, at last count, in a box in his trunk. The sermons were in them, or the bones of sermons, and beside the sermons were observations and questions and occasionally lines of verse that he would never have read aloud to anyone. A colleague had once called this a private vanity. John had thought it probably was, and had continued regardless.

He closed the notebook as the coach crested a long rise and the landscape opened.

The moors.

He had seen moorland before, further south, but not like this. These were enormous in a way that made the word inadequate. They stretched away to the north and the west in long unbroken rolls of brown and grey and amber, the bracken dying back for the winter, the sky above them vast and pale and very clean. Skelwick was visible below the next descent, small and stone-coloured, tucked against the land as though it had grown there rather than been built.

He had not expected to feel anything.

But he did.

The coach set him down in the lane at the edge of the village, and the driver handed down his trunk and climbed back up without a word, already thinking about the next stop. He stood in the lane with his trunk at
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