
  [image: cover]


  
    About the Book
  


  
    In the gentle precinct of Aldminster Cathedral, crisis looms. The urbane and worldly Dean wants nothing so much as to restore his beloved Cathedral - even if it means sacrificing the Choir School to pay for it. Alexander Troy, the school’s headmaster, is determined that nothing and no one - certainly not the overbearing Dean – shall destroy the Choir.
  


  
    As the rift widens, many others are caught in the schism: Leo, the brilliant but wayward organist; the gentle left-wing Bishop, trying to soothe the angry protagonists; and Sally, mother of the leading chorister, fighting loneliness and an absent husband. Each frail and human dilemma took its part in the final battle for the survival of the Choir.
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    ‘Full lasting is the song, though he,
  


  
    The singer, passes: lasting too,
  


  
    For souls not lent in usury
  


  
    The rapture of the forward view.’
  


  
    George Meredith
  


  


  
    One
  


  
    Nicholas Elliott, who had had many reverses in his young life, pushed open the inner door of the Cathedral porch, and heard the singing. It was early, not much after eight in the morning, and outside the Cathedral there had been no sound but the wind and a few gulls looping, crying round the tower. Now, with the felt padded door softly shut behind him, he could hear nothing at all but the singing, far off but very clear. They were singing Palestrina’s ‘Tu es Petrus’.
  


  
    He began to walk rapidly, on tiptoe, across the back of the nave towards the north transept. In the corner of the transept was a door he had opened every morning for four years, which gave on to a flight of stone steps that led up to the practice room. That room was where they were singing now, twenty-four choristers among the music stands and the dust, with the miniature cricket stumps on the disordered mantelpiece, the stacks of psalters on the scuffed benches and chairs, the engravings of past organists askew on the walls. When Nicholas had been head chorister, he had stood and sung beneath William Goode, vastly fat and hugely benign, who had played the Aldminster organ from 1782 until 1801.
  


  
    The door at the foot of the staircase was open. The singing had stopped.
  


  
    ‘And what,’ said the voice of the organist clearly from twenty feet above Nicholas, ‘is that sharp doing there, may I ask?’
  


  
    Memory filled Nicholas’s mouth with the taste of stale Weetabix imperfectly brushed from his teeth in the early morning panic. He could hear his mother, as they dashed erratically along the city’s ring road, shrieking that she would never have countenanced his being a chorister if only she had known—
  


  
    ‘If it’s three two, Wooldridge,’ said the organist, ‘What is it? Come on, come on—’
  


  
    ‘Three minims, sir?’
  


  
    ‘Now find that anthem. The Batten one. It’s the one you will sing in procession. Listen to this note. Now, a nice round O—’
  


  
    Probably, in fact certainly, he was playing the same old Steinway up there, with its keyboard facing the huge diamond-paned window blurry with dust and its top heaped with sheet music in sliding piles.
  


  
    ‘Look,’ the organist said, ‘the altos have got the tune. Haven’t they?’
  


  
    Nicholas could smell the smell up there, dust and paper and boy. He was sick with envy. Under his hands he could feel his old copy of Byrd’s Magnificat in its thin stiff red covers, with the cathedral crest stamped on the title page and ‘Not to be Taken Away’ underneath in purple ink.
  


  
    ‘Now,’ said the organist, ‘we haven’t much time left. Tallis. “If Ye Love Me”. Right up to “commandments” in one breath and you’ve got to do a bit of counting. All right? All right, Hooper? First time round that’s only two beats—’
  


  
    Five minutes later, when the organist came down the steps to the transept, in a skirmishing crowd of boys amiably bashing at each other with carrier bags and fiddle cases, he found a perfectly strange young man on a bench by the wall, gripped by a paroxysm of weeping.
  


  
    ‘I gave him to Sandra,’ Leo Beckford said to the headmaster of the King’s School at break.
  


  
    ‘Who did you give to Sandra?’
  


  
    ‘The chap I found in the Cathedral this morning. He said he was a chorister here once, head chorister in 1976. I’ve looked him up, and he was. I was awfully moved by him. It seems to me that he was seeking sanctuary, somehow. Are you listening?’
  


  
    ‘Sorry,’ Alexander Troy said, ‘not really.’
  


  
    ‘I know he isn’t your responsibility really, but as an old boy—’
  


  
    The headmaster twitched his gown more securely on to his impressive shoulders.
  


  
    ‘Tell Sandra. She’s so competent. I expect she’ll feed him.’
  


  
    ‘I have. She did. She sent him into breakfast and he was overjoyed that it was still bacon and tinned tomatoes on Wednesdays. Are you all right?’
  


  
    ‘No,’ Alexander said, ‘I am not but I can’t talk about it just now, not even to you. Sorry.’
  


  
    When he had plunged out of the common room, Leo knew that his own protective colouring had, as usual, gone with him. Leo disliked the common room; he had no place there, not being on the staff, and he only came in to find the Headmaster or to do battle, to explain, as temperately as he could, to one master after another, why choir practice must take precedence over football practice and cricket practice, and rowing practice and athletic practice. He began to move towards the door and somebody said, ‘Beckford,’ and he unwisely said ‘Yes,’ and the athletics coach (who taught woodwork in winter) said, ‘About Wooldridge, Beckford—’
  


  
    ‘Not today.’
  


  
    ‘But—’
  


  
    ‘We sing Monteverdi’s “Stabat Mater” in evensong. It has three treble parts. Wooldridge is the second best treble we have. He can jump about any time.’
  


  
    ‘I hope you know,’ the athletics coach said, losing his temper in an instant, ‘that you musicians are a total irrelevance in the modern world.’
  


  
    Leo looked at him.
  


  
    ‘Is that so,’ he said, and left the room.
  


  
    In the corridor, Sandra Miles, the headmaster’s secretary, was pinning notices on to the Gothic boards that had hung there since the building went up in 1850. She was small and pretty, with prim little shirt collars turned down over the neat necks of her jerseys and a bell of disciplined pale hair.
  


  
    ‘I spoke to the HM,’ Leo said, ‘but he doesn’t seem to be taking much in, this morning.’
  


  
    Sandra looked at once soberly discreet and self-important.
  


  
    ‘I don’t think this morning is the morning to trouble Mr Troy.’
  


  
    Leo grinned at her.
  


  
    ‘Don’t you call him Alexander?’
  


  
    Sandra blushed rose pink. Beneath her Marks and Spencer jersey, her heart sometimes called him ‘darling’, and after two glasses of Liebfraumilch, ‘lover’.
  


  
    ‘Ho-ho,’ said Leo, and then, in order not to tip the teasing into taunting said, ‘What have you done with our refugee?’
  


  
    ‘I’ve given him to Mr Farrell to help mark out the running tracks. He seems awfully pathetic. He hasn’t anywhere to go.’
  


  
    A bell rang and immediately the hubbub of a resumed morning began to swell around them.
  


  
    ‘Mr Godwin remembers him,’ Sandra said confidentially, having put the unused drawing pins into a neat square in a corner of the board. ‘He never used to see his father and his mother was terribly neurotic and used to turn up on parents’ evenings and make scenes and cry all over everyone. And then he went to find his father in America and he had married again and had got a new family and they wouldn’t take him in. Then he got a place at Oxford – Mr Godwin says he can’t think how except on the strength of his voice – and they threw him out after a year for failing some exam or other. And now he can’t get a job. He told me he doesn’t know what he wants to do. Pathetic, really.’
  


  
    ‘I suppose I could give him a bed for a bit,’ Leo said uncertainly, thinking of the deep litter in which he lived and which he never noticed unless it was to be subjected to outside scrutiny.
  


  
    ‘Oh, don’t bother, Mr Beckford—’
  


  
    ‘Leo.’
  


  
    ‘Leo – it’s all right. I’ve seen Matron and she’s putting him in the sick bay for a night or two, because that’s almost empty what with this being the summer term. He can do odd jobs for now, and one more for meals won’t break the bank. The Cottrell twins don’t eat anything as it is. Mr Farrell said to remind you that he needs Wooldridge for the hurdles this afternoon.’
  


  
    ‘Mr Farrell,’ said Leo, ‘can boil his head, and I have virtually told him as much. Sandra—’
  


  
    ‘Yes?’
  


  
    ‘Sandra. Is Mr Troy all right?’
  


  
    She looked at him with her clear blue glance and there was real sadness in it.
  


  
    ‘No,’ she said, ‘I don’t think he is. But we must none of us interfere,’ and then she went quickly and lightly away from him down the red and ochre tiles of the corridor and left him, disconsolate, by the notice boards.
  


  
    The door between Sandra’s own neat office and the headmaster’s study was open, and she could see a corner of his disordered desk and the vase of flowers she put there faithfully every Monday. This week it was three very pink peonies – from her mother’s garden – and he had already knocked them over twice, once soaking the pile of the Choir Schools Review waiting to be sent out to the parents of the choristers. He was on the telephone. Sandra heard him say,
  


  
    ‘No, there is no clue. She simply went. I hoped she was staying with you.’
  


  
    He was talking to his brother-in-law. The ‘she’ was Mrs Troy, Felicity. Sandra closed the communicating door and went back to her typewriter. Sandra’s mother had said that Felicity Troy was a person of real quality, and Sandra’s mother was right. She had a most distinguished face, an elusive and remarkable mind that could, and did, produce excellent poetry, and an air of eternal youth. Sandra had seen her walking dreamily across the turf of the Close early one summer morning in her usual swirling skirts and shawls, with her feet bare and her hair loose, and even though Sandra knew she was forty-seven, she had looked unaffected and dignified and imperishably young. The boys loved her. She had gone like this before, of course, when troubled or stifled – Sandra had gingerly tried to use the word ‘mystic’ in describing her – but never so suddenly or silently. Once she had gone to a friend’s cottage in Shropshire, and another time to stay in a remote and tiny convent in Suffolk. Sandra thought that when the headmaster looked as if he could bear any remark upon the subject, she would remind him comfortingly of this. In the meantime she would get on with his letters, beginning with the one to the lady producer at Granada Television who wished to come down to Aldminster for a series she was making on elitism in education.
  


  
    Nicholas Elliott, hammering in two white painted posts to mark the end of the hundred metres track, was accosted by a broad and affable labrador.
  


  
    ‘I hope you don’t mind dogs,’ the Dean of Aldminster said.
  


  
    Hugh Cavendish had been Dean when Nicholas was head chorister. He was much the same, upright, grey-haired, well-groomed, with the air of a country squire about him. Boys who went to the Deanery in Nicholas’s day reported a pair of guns in his study – Purdeys – and rod clips in summer on the roof of his car and the fairly regular arrival of a delivery van from Berry Brothers and Rudd of St James’s.
  


  
    ‘Down, sir,’ said the Dean.
  


  
    The labrador flopped immediately into the pose of a Landseer lion. The Dean turned a smile of enormous charm upon Nicholas.
  


  
    ‘I believe you are Nicholas Elliott.’
  


  
    Nicholas’s face was illumined.
  


  
    ‘Do you remember, sir—’
  


  
    ‘No. To be truthful, I don’t. But I have just met Mr Beckford in the Close and he told me about you. I am glad that it was your instinct to return to Aldminster.’
  


  
    ‘There seemed nowhere else—’
  


  
    The Dean allowed a tiny respectful pause to follow this admission, and then he said,
  


  
    ‘And I expect you have spoken to Mr Troy.’
  


  
    Nicholas looked awkward.
  


  
    ‘There seems to be some sort of problem this morning.’
  


  
    ‘I don’t suppose any day in any school passes without one. Come and see me. You remember where the Deanery is?’
  


  
    ‘Certainly, sir.’
  


  
    ‘Come and have a cup of tea with Mrs Cavendish and me.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you.’
  


  
    ‘Heel!’ the Dean said to the labrador.
  


  
    ‘He’s terribly well trained, sir.’
  


  
    ‘He is – when my children refrain from undermining him.’
  


  
    A memory of last night’s row filled the Dean’s mouth with sourness. Cosmo – removed from the King’s School for disruptiveness and now whipping up anarchy in Aldminster’s best comprehensive – Cosmo had come into the Deanery drawing room, prodded the labrador arbitrarily out of a profound slumber and had begun to haul him towards the door. The Dean said sharply,
  


  
    ‘Where are you taking that dog?’
  


  
    ‘To watch Picnic at Hanging Rock with me. He’s read the book you see, and now he’d like to see the film—’
  


  
    Mrs Cavendish shot out a hand and gripped her husband’s arm.
  


  
    ‘Huffo—’
  


  
    The door shut loudly behind the boy and dog.
  


  
    ‘I cannot bear this whimsical humanizing of animals,’ the Dean had said furiously, ‘it demeans both the human and the animal.’
  


  
    ‘He only does it to provoke you, Huffo—’
  


  
    ‘Don’t call me Huffo.’
  


  
    ‘And you are provoked.’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ the Dean said, ‘I am,’ and then he had gone up to the little attic room which the children had painted black, and where they kept their television and the squalor of their wayward culture, and he had had a full volume shouting match with Cosmo. Cosmo won by putting on a tape of UB40 tremendously loud, and then lying peacefully down on a bean bag and smiling up at the ceiling. On his way down to the drawing room, the Dean had sat down on the staircase and had a moment of black despair, so filled with self-disgust that he could not even, for the moment, pray. The labrador had waited in good mannered sympathy two steps below.
  


  
    He held his hand out now to Nicholas Elliott.
  


  
    ‘About four. After evensong. We shall look forward to seeing you.’
  


  
    He would not, he resolved, walking away across the playing fields towards the green dome of the Close, whose gentle summit the Cathedral rode like a great ship, think about Cosmo. He would think instead about the organ, that great tour de force of restoration that was nearing completion, and which would give Aldminster the distinction of possessing about the only double case seventeenth-century organ to survive in its bold and original glory. He had adored those three years. Day after day he had gone exultantly into the Cathedral while the Victorian overpainting of the pipes and pipe-shades and cornices came away to reveal the vigorous colours of the Restoration, tassels and flowers and birds, oak trees and roses, a girl holding an apple, King David playing exuberantly upon the harp. He had made it his business to understand the infinite ingenuity necessary to insert a modern organ into an ancient case, and was very happy to have the organ builders instruct him in the use of different metals for different pipes, and to extol to him the wonderful advantages of an electromechanical organ. With them he rejoiced over the unique size of the Pedal Open stop – ‘1821’, he said in awe to his wife who was trying to telephone the window cleaner – and the soundness of the original choir case and exclaimed over the unsympathetic hands which had perpetually rebuilt the instrument for two centuries. It had made a bond between him and Leo Beckford that ordinary intercourse would hardly have achieved between men so unalike.
  


  
    He paused at the edge of the Close and looked up. There it was on its green summit, incomparably moving and majestic. He would never tire of it, never feel any labour too great for its preservation and restoration. No Dean of Aldminster had ever known more about this Cathedral than Hugh Cavendish or cherished its fabric with such zeal. He walked slowly down its great length, and then down the gradual slope of the Close beyond to the dignified eighteenth-century ashlar face of the Deanery.
  


  
    His wife was on the telephone six feet inside the front door. He hated the instrument being in the hall; so uncivilized.
  


  
    ‘Must fly, my dear,’ Bridget Cavendish was saying, ‘it’s the day for the fish man. Fish Monday, community shop Tuesday, Evergreen Club Wednesday, never a dull moment...’
  


  
    At three o’clock, Alexander Troy took some of the younger boys for Ancient History. That way, he got to know each boy in the school. A lot of them, he thought, looked extremely tired, almost strained, which was wrong for nine-year-olds on a summer afternoon who had only played cricket since lunch. They were doing the Peloponnesian Wars. Nobody was concentrating well. After a while, Alexander gave up and read them an extract from Mary Renault’s The Last of the Wine, and three out of seventeen went gently to sleep on their desks. When the bell rang he had an impulse to say, ‘Sorry I’m not much fun today,’ but there was no need; they had a childish acceptance of authority, good or bad, and would not think to judge him.
  


  
    Sandra met him in the corridor outside.
  


  
    ‘Mrs Troy rang.’
  


  
    ‘What, now? Is she on the telephone now?’
  


  
    ‘No. She wouldn’t let me fetch you. She said to tell you she was very well but that she must be alone for a while.’
  


  
    ‘Sandra. Sandra, why didn’t you fetch me?’
  


  
    ‘Mrs Troy said not to.’
  


  
    ‘Haven’t you the wits to see when it is right to disobey?’
  


  
    Sandra opened her mouth to say that Mrs Troy would only have hung up if she had left the telephone to fetch the headmaster, but shut it again. He looked so utterly wretched.
  


  
    ‘Was that all she said?’
  


  
    ‘Only that she probably wouldn’t stay in London.’
  


  
    ‘Where is she in London?’
  


  
    Sandra said falteringly, ‘She didn’t say.’
  


  
    ‘And you didn’t ask?’
  


  
    ‘No.’
  


  
    Sandra said timidly, ‘Remember when she went to Suffolk – and then when she went to the cottage at Picklescott. And when she saw Daniel off to America and stayed in London then—’
  


  
    Alexander was abruptly smitten by the unwanted, unbidden reflection that neither his wife nor his only child seemed to want to stay permanently near him. He said with an effort,
  


  
    ‘Mr Beckford says we have a homeless old boy in our midst. I’d better see him. Do me good to see another victim of the arbitrariness of life.’
  


  
    ‘He’s gone to tea with the Dean, Headmaster. I saw him going across the Close a few minutes ago.’
  


  
    ‘I thought he was our piece of news.’
  


  
    ‘I expect the Dean has only borrowed him.’
  


  
    Alexander looked down at her gratefully.
  


  
    ‘Fetch a bemused old clergyman a cup of tea, there’s a good girl. What a prop and stay you are.’
  


  
    ‘And who’, said Mrs Monk, who ran the kitchen, looking at Sandra’s illuminated face a minute later, ‘’as been giving our Miss Miles red roses then?’
  


  
    The Dean opened the door of the Deanery to Nicholas. Inside, in the stone-floored hall lit by a marvellous Venetian window on the graceful staircase, the labrador waited, and a tall man in a purple cassock.
  


  
    ‘In your day,’ Hugh Cavendish said to Nicholas, ‘Bishop Henry was here. Now it is Bishop Robert. Bishop, this is Nicholas Elliott who was our head chorister ten years ago.’
  


  
    ‘I am glad you have come back,’ the Bishop said.
  


  
    Nicholas said, ‘Yes,’ and felt feeble.
  


  
    ‘I was in Calcutta ten years ago, while you were singing here.’
  


  
    Nicholas nodded.
  


  
    ‘What has brought you back?’
  


  
    ‘Well – I – I ran out of money and I couldn’t think where else—’
  


  
    ‘We are going to give him tea,’ the Dean said encouragingly.
  


  
    ‘Ah.’
  


  
    Robert Young moved forward and took Nicholas’s hand.
  


  
    ‘Come and see me. You remember where the Palace is.’
  


  
    ‘You are all being so kind.’
  


  
    ‘It is what we are here for.’
  


  
    Nicholas said suddenly, ‘I wish I hadn’t needed to come, you know, I wish I could have managed—’
  


  
    ‘When you have about three weeks to spare,’ Bishop Robert said, ‘I will tell you a few things I can’t manage. Not managing is part of the human condition. And now I must return to the Palace my poor wife can hardly manage.’
  


  
    When the door had closed behind him, the Dean said,
  


  
    ‘We give him a chauffeur-gardener and he will hardly use him. We put two cleaning women into the Palace and they have been sent to work at the Council Offices, which of course they are thrilled about because they get forty pence an hour more, and Janet Young does it all herself. If the Palace garden wasn’t visible in part from the Close, I don’t suppose he would use Cropper at all. And as for the House of Lords – Now, come in and have tea. We eat it in the kitchen.’
  


  
    The kitchen table bore the kind of tea Nicholas knew about only from old-fashioned stories set in prep schools. He wasn’t sure he had actually ever seen a plate of bread and butter before. Mrs Cavendish, who was large and handsome and wore a print frock and pearls, was very gracious with him and told him that she had spent her girlhood in the Bishop’s Palace in Wells, just in case he mistook her for other than a member of the church’s aristocracy.
  


  
    ‘Dog collars all my life, you see.’ She gave him a roguish glance, ‘Do you think I might break out one day? Have some plum jam. I made it myself. Is that the telephone?’
  


  
    ‘It is,’ the Dean said, ‘and it is bound to be for you.’
  


  
    As she left the kitchen by one door, another opened, and a black-clad boy with rusty spires of black hair slid in. He looked at Nicholas and said, ‘Hi.’
  


  
    ‘Hi.’
  


  
    ‘What,’ said the Dean in a voice of suppressed outrage, ‘have you done to your hair?’
  


  
    ‘Dyed it,’ Cosmo said. ‘A packet from Boots. It’s Gothic.’
  


  
    ‘Gothic?’
  


  
    ‘Black is Gothic. So are these.’ He lifted his feet and displayed pointed suede boots laced up round silver studs. ‘I’m a Goth now. See?’
  


  
    The Dean seemed paralysed. Cosmo held out a thin hand smeared darkly with hair dye and smiled at Nicholas.
  


  
    ‘I’m Cosmo.’
  


  
    ‘I’m Nicholas—’
  


  
    ‘Go to your room.’
  


  
    ‘Jesus,’ Cosmo said, ‘not again.’
  


  
    Bridget Cavendish came back from the hall saying, ‘It was Denman College. They want me to lecture on drying flowers again.’ She saw Cosmo. ‘How simply disgusting you look.’
  


  
    He looked pleased.
  


  
    ‘I know.’
  


  
    ‘I have told him to go to his room.’
  


  
    ‘I’m a Goth, Ma.’
  


  
    ‘Don’t shout, Huffo. He can’t stay in his room until he is back to normal. Nicholas, you aren’t eating. Have some coffee cake. WI. Frightfully good. Cosmo, go and wash.’
  


  
    Cosmo moved to the sink.
  


  
    ‘In the cloakroom.’
  


  
    ‘I’ll take Ganja then. Come on,’ he said to the dog, ‘Wash paws time. I say, he’s black. He’s a Goth too.’ He turned to Nicholas with a smile as full of charm as his father’s. ‘Father calls him Benedict, after the saint, but I call him Ganja. Don’t I, Father?’
  


  
    When he had gone, Bridget said, ‘Cosmo is fourteen. I’m afraid his elder brother and sisters egg him on a bit. Now, I want to hear all about you. Have some more cake?’
  


  
    When Nicholas left the Deanery the sun was slipping down the west face of the Cathedral, and filling the panes of the great window with copper-coloured glass. He felt extremely full and equally disorientated. Everything was the same, the same interesting buildings formed their picturesque ring round the Close, the same green grass flowed smoothly down from the Cathedral on all sides dotted with the same sort of tourists reading the same old guide book, and there in the south-west corner was the gap in the buildings where the Lyng began, that ancient highway which ran a steep mile from the Cathedral to the estuary, lined with ancient lime trees and new green litter bins. The first of the bins was visible from the Close. It said, ‘Please Throw it HERE!’ on the side. What a surprise and irrelevance it must be, Nicholas thought, to the ghosts of the medieval citizens of Aldminster toiling up the Lyng to their devotions; but then, medieval litter was biodegradable.
  


  
    He walked across the Close to the top of the Lyng and looked down. The estuary gleamed down there beyond the roofs and office blocks and industrial buildings, its sunset glittering surface pierced with the bony silhouettes of cranes on the docks. He looked at it all critically. It was pretty ugly really, redeemed only by the hills on which it was built. He never used to think it was ugly, but that was one of the penalties of growing older, that you stopped accepting things and started judging them. That was particularly true of people. That was why he didn’t think about his parents much, because the hero father had revealed himself as callous and dull, and the heroine mother to be an hysteric. He scuffed at the grass and noticed that one of the layers in the sole of his trainers was peeling away from the next one. So what. Here he was, twenty-three, penniless, without ambition or qualification, full of WI cake and shortly to be walking barefoot. Nowhere to go but up. Or down, where there wasn’t even any cake. He was touched by the small glamour of his predicament. He turned away from the Lyng and adopting the jaunty survivor’s air of a modern Huckleberry Finn, began to lope around the edge of the Close, back towards the King’s School.
  


  
    ‘I’ve given you a poor welcome,’ Alexander Troy said to him later.
  


  
    ‘That’s all right, sir.’
  


  
    ‘A parent has given me a bottle of whisky. I’m going to have some. Will you join me?’
  


  
    Nicholas said he would love to. They were in the Headmaster’s sitting room which Nicholas remembered for its three-piece suite covered in fawn cut moquette and a triangular fifties table whose legs ended in yellow plastic bobbles. Now the room looked like the cover of a Laura Ashley catalogue, a rustic, cluttered realization of the Anglo-Saxon idyll, where long sprigged curtains crumpled on to the polished boards of the floor and every corner contained an object of battered charm. Alexander scooped a cat out of a wicker chair draped in a faded patchwork quilt.
  


  
    ‘Sit there. It’s more comfortable than it looks. We are so lucky to have this house.’
  


  
    ‘I remember the guide book saying it was the best in the Close.’
  


  
    ‘It probably is. The plasterwork on the stairs is perfect. You must come and see – the intertwined initials and emblems of the couple the house was put up for in about 1680. Do you like water in this?’
  


  
    ‘Please—’
  


  
    Alexander passed him a tumbler and sat down opposite in a large chair he immediately dwarfed.
  


  
    ‘My secretary tells me that you have been rather handed about today like the prize in pass-the-parcel.’
  


  
    ‘The Dean gave me tea. The Bishop was there when I arrived.’
  


  
    ‘A lovely man,’ Alexander said.
  


  
    ‘He didn’t seem a bit stuffy.’
  


  
    ‘Doesn’t know the meaning of the word. Did Sandra tell me you were head chorister once?’
  


  
    ‘Yes,’ Nicholas said, and tears pricked his eyelids. ‘Yes, I was.’
  


  
    ‘My dear fellow—’
  


  
    Nicholas said desperately, ‘Everyone is being so kind—’
  


  
    ‘Yes. They would be. Very difficult for you, though. Being grateful is exhausting work. Have you kept up your music?’
  


  
    Nicholas shook his head.
  


  
    ‘Don’t you miss it?’
  


  
    ‘I forgot about it. Then I went into the Cathedral and heard them singing some Palestrina this morning and I could remember every note and I missed it so much I nearly fainted.’ He stopped and then said abruptly, ‘Sorry.’
  


  
    Alexander looked longingly towards the piano.
  


  
    ‘Would you sing a bit for me now? A bit of Bach perhaps? I’d like to play—’
  


  
    ‘Do you mind, sir, if I don’t. Not right now.’
  


  
    ‘I was thinking of “Now Let Thy Gracious Spirit”.’
  


  
    ‘I’d have to try it to myself again in the bath first,’ Nicholas said in a tone of deliberate lightness, observing the headmaster’s sudden dejection of face and spirit, ‘then I’ll have a go. Mr Beckford said you were very interested in music.’
  


  
    ‘I read music at Cambridge. Then I went to theological college in Wells and now, after various false starts, here I am, most logically. Mr Beckford is an outstanding organist and much too modest.’
  


  
    ‘I wished I was back in the choir, this morning,’ Nicholas said, ‘I wished it.’
  


  
    ‘Because it was safe?’
  


  
    ‘Because when you do it, your life is quite taken up by it, and other people think you are right to do it, because of the music.’
  


  
    Alexander got up and poured more whisky into both their tumblers.
  


  
    ‘It’s the professionalism, isn’t it? Nobody ever questions that. And of course, sacred music always seems to me such a perfect outlet for boys, platonic, unphysical, unalarming yet richly satisfying because it is something they can do so wonderfully.’
  


  
    Nicholas drooped over his tumbler.
  


  
    ‘It’s the only thing I’ve ever been able to do.’
  


  
    Alexander surveyed his own weariness for a moment, and decided he had not the energy to take on the intimacy of his guest’s misery just now. He said instead.
  


  
    ‘Would you think I were overdoing it if I told you that I believe the choir to be the soul of the Cathedral?’
  


  
    Nicholas looked awkward and said he didn’t know. Alexander got up.
  


  
    ‘Don’t worry. I’m not about to catechize you and ask you about the relevance of God to today. But you ask the boys what they think about music and the Cathedral. And God, for that matter. Ask an outstanding probationer we have, Henry Ashworth, one of the most promising voices I’ve heard in years coupled with one of the most straightforward personalities.’
  


  
    With his head bowed Nicholas said in a mutter that he supposed people only believed in God because they were afraid not to, but he supposed music must be a help, he wasn’t sure really but it was sort of comforting, wasn’t it—
  


  
    Poor fellow, Alexander thought, looking down on him, poor lost fellow. He put a hand under one of Nicholas’s arms.
  


  
    ‘Time matron was tucking you up and ticking you off. Have you got something to read?’
  


  
    Nicholas stared at him in despair.
  


  
    ‘I don’t read much—’
  


  
    ‘Here. Have Private Eye.’
  


  
    ‘I’m sorry,’ Nicholas said. ‘I’m sorry—’
  


  
    ‘What for?’
  


  
    ‘Oh, turning up like this, being so hopeless, refusing to sing, not reading, being so wet—’
  


  
    Alexander put a hand briefly on his shoulder.
  


  
    ‘Actually, you’re rather a comfort to me. And I’m sure your state is only temporary.’
  


  
    ‘Thank you, sir. Good night then and thanks for the whisky.’
  


  
    When he had gone, Alexander went to the piano and played some of the Bach Chorale that had been singing in his head for an hour, then he got up and found a sheet of paper in the waxed elm desk Felicity had unearthed in a junk shop and restored herself, and on the paper he wrote,
  


  
    
      My most dear Felicity,
    


    
      Three things in life keep me going; God, music and you. Luckily, two of those things do not seem to fail me, but you may imagine that when you withdraw I can only go along but limpingly.
    


    
      Always and entirely yours,
    


    
      Alexander.
    

  


  
    Then he tore the paper into tiny fragments, dropped the pieces into the empty grate, and took a third and unwise glass of whisky to bed with him.
  




End of sample
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