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ONE

It was, thought Nick, peering through the windscreen of his somewhat battered red Peugeot, a very oddly shaped village. A High Street ran down the middle from which sprawled off, rather like the tributaries of a river, streets and alleyways going in all directions. To the north stood massively built Victorian houses, the former country homes of merchants and shop owners, now mostly divided into flats, though one or two still remained in the hands of the wealthy. There were a dozen or so of those and then the High Street proper began. Truly ancient houses lined it, all, Nick supposed, with a fascinating history. One in particular caught his eye, a massive Tudor building, heavily beamed on the exterior, now turned into a pub and called The Great House according to the sign which swung to and fro outside. Visions of a brimming pint flashed through Nick’s mind which he firmly put away until later.

Opposite The Great House stood the beautiful church, lying back from the High Street, a few steps leading up to the path which went to its massive oak door. Much as he would have loved to have ventured inside, seeing it for the first time as his church, the place of which he had become the incumbent, Nick shelved the idea along with the pint. Ahead of him rumbled the removal van, driven all the way from Manchester this very day with himself following gamely behind. He had risen at five that morning and had been on the motorway more or less non-stop ever since. To Nick it felt as if his whole life had changed dramatically when he had finally pulled away from the run-down working-class parish where he had been acting as curate. Born in the south of England, he was now – at the age of twenty-eight – returning; returning to take up a new parish in Sussex, in the quaint and historic village of Lakehurst. With a smile which threatened to break into a broad grin, the Reverend Nicholas Lawrence headed for the vicarage.

The removal van had pulled up outside already and the team of four men had got out and were surreptitiously having a fag before the work of unloading began.

‘All right, Reverend?’ said the foreman, hiding his cigarette behind his back.

‘Fine, thanks,’ Nick answered. ‘We made good time, didn’t we.’

‘Early start, Guv. It always pays. Now, have you got the keys?’

Nick looked stricken. ‘No, but the churchwardens should be here any minute. I phoned Mrs Cox on my mobile when we stopped at Clacketts Lane.’

But even as he said the words the stick-thin figure of the lady in question, complete with an unbecoming felt hat, appeared and hurried up to Nick.

‘Oh, Reverend Lawrence, I’m ever so sorry to be late. I just had to pop in on old Mrs Meadows and she does keep one talking so.’ She smiled gaily at the removal men, who had hastily put out their fags and were now standing somewhat ill at ease. ‘I’m sure you’re all looking forward to a nice cup of tea. I’ve even brought the kettle.’

She rootled in the shopping basket she had over one arm and produced a bunch of keys, selected one, and opened the vicarage door.

‘Welcome to your new home, Vicar,’ she said, as Nick stepped forward into a house redolent with age, with charm, and with a sweet warm smell about it.

But he hardly had time to take it in because Mrs Cox was heading purposefully for the kitchen, pulling an electric kettle from her basket and saying, ‘Who’s for tea then?’

Nick, who only had tea without milk and preferred Lapsang Souchong, muttered a half-hearted sound of agreement and went through the house and out into the garden. It was beautiful. Roses tumbled everywhere, climbing the ancient brick wall and growing, richly and profusely, in the borders. There were other flowers too, fuchsias and dahlias adding their colour to the loveliness of late summer. Nick, with a sigh, realized that he was going to have to take up the spade to help keep the place looking as appealing as it did at the moment.

‘Tea’s ready,’ called Mrs Cox from the kitchen and the vicar reluctantly went indoors.

Members of the gang who had been hauling furniture from the van and taking it into the rooms for which it had been labelled appeared and helped themselves to copious amounts of sugar. Nick was handed a milky cup of brown liquid with a pallid biscuit languishing in the saucer beside it. He thanked Mavis Cox politely and bit into the biscuit which had a sweet almondy taste that did not appeal to him.

‘Are you a keen gardener, Vicar?’ said Mavis gushingly.

‘Well, I haven’t been but I can see that I’m going to have to make a start.’

‘Mrs Simpkins did a lot herself but I think Bert came in once a week to help her.’

‘Oh, that would be useful. Would you mention me to him?’

‘Of course I will. So you’re not thinking of getting married, then? No young lady tucked away in the background?’

‘So far, no.’

‘Well, you might wed a nice village girl and please everybody.’

Nick went a little pale at the thought but continued to smile politely. He had lived with a cellist from the Manchester Philharmonic but she had left him after four years and gone off with a trumpeter. After that he had been ordained, had another girlfriend who had proposed to him before they had split up, and then, still single, he had been noticed by Bishop Claude and been granted his first parish. It was a great honour at the age of twenty-eight. And it had been a somewhat unusual choice. And for Nick himself it was the turning point of his life.

He took a mouthful of the cold tea, forced himself to swallow, then while Mavis’s back was turned emptied the contents out of the window.

She turned on him a gleaming smile. ‘Another cuppa? My old mum always used to say it was a life-saver. In fact she had just finished a cup when she passed away, bless her.’

Nick thought this remark rather contradictory but giving another of his extremely appealing smiles he shook his head.

‘Thank you, but no. I really have had enough.’

‘You’re sure?’ She looked round the room but the four removal men were already getting back to work. Nick was just going to give them a hand with the chests when a modulated voice called clearly from the hallway.

‘Anyone at home?’

The vicar made his way to the front door to see a vision of yesteryear. A matinee idol, circa 1950, stood there. Dark hair swept back immaculately, very bright and twinkling blue eyes, a thin and small moustache, a dazzling smile, all combined to leave a lasting impression on whoever he was meeting.

‘How very nice to see you again, sir,’ Nick said, holding out his hand. The other shook it firmly and warmly.

‘So glad you made the journey without disaster,’ Richard Culpepper said. ‘Let us hope that this is the start of a long and satisfactory relationship. Both for myself and Lakehurst.’

‘Well yes, indeed,’ Nick answered, somewhat surprised.

‘I would have called earlier,’ Culpepper continued, ‘but I have just returned from the studios.’

‘Ah,’ replied the vicar, thinking it sounded very Hollywood.

‘Yes, I was filming a commercial.’ Culpepper pulled a face. ‘Frightful stuff really but it does help to keep the money rolling in.’

‘Oh yes, I’m sure it does.’

‘I started my career in the West End of London, you know, but things are so hard these days that I try to get work where and when I can.’ He gave a vivacious laugh.

Nick smiled sympathetically.

Culpepper went on. ‘What I basically need is a part in a soap. Something to brighten the old bank balance. That would suit me down to the ground.’

The actor opened his mouth to continue but at that moment Mavis Cox reappeared.

‘Now is there anything else I can help you with, Vicar?’

‘No, thank you, really. I’ll be perfectly all right.’

‘Well, I’ll be on my way.’ She gave Culpepper a smile that was merely a twitch of the lower part of her face.

‘As I was explaining to the Reverend...’

Nick interrupted. ‘Please call me Nick.’

‘I don’t think that would be quite suitable,’ said Mavis, putting on a pious face. ‘I must address you in some correct way.’

‘How about Father Nick?’ This from Culpepper.

‘Sounds good to me,’ said the vicar.

Culpepper cleared his throat. ‘Very well. I shall put the word about amongst the parishioners.’

‘Give my regards to Mrs Culpepper,’ said Mavis waspishly.

‘Of course I will. She’ll be delighted.’

‘Goodbye Father Nick. Just ring if you need me.’

Mavis turned and spied a neighbour across the road who glanced very curiously at the new vicar. Nick hastily bade farewell to Richard Culpepper and going into the vicarage, firmly shut the door.

The atmosphere of the beautiful old house overwhelmed him. It had about it a feeling of centuries of care, of generations of children born and brought up in it, of many people professing their simple faith, that God was good and kind and all was well with the world. On top of all this it had a superb smell; of ancient furniture polish, of flowers, of lovely and well-loved wood.

Reluctantly Nick ended his reverie and proceeded to help the men with the boxes.

Three hours later it was all done. The vicar’s simple furniture – other than for those precious antiques that his mother had left him – had been unloaded and placed in the right rooms. The bed had been made, a piece of maternal advice which Nick had always obeyed, the boxes – though still packed – stood in the right rooms. It was time, Nick thought, to have that pint.

He left the vicarage, locking the door behind him, and felt a strange sense of pride that the place was his. Directly across the road stood the church and even though he had seen it before on his several visits to Lakehurst, he now longed to have a brief look round. Shelving the idea of the pint for another thirty minutes, he climbed the steps and made his way up the path to the great oak door.

Inside it was shadowy. The time was now seven p.m. and the month late September. A rather unpleasant statue of St Catherine looking extremely pious stood on a shelf staring sightlessly at the crowds arriving in church. Hopefully! Nick pushed the door to behind him and stood gazing at the east window in awe. A magnificent portrayal of Christ seated in heaven surrounded by various angels and mortals dominated the scene. Slowly Nick made his way up the aisle towards it. And then he stopped. Somebody not far away was whispering prayers rather loudly. Slightly embarrassed, the vicar stood still, waiting for them to stop. Which they did, quite suddenly and shockingly.

The person praying, realizing they were not alone, suddenly scrambled to their feet and made off down one of the side aisles, threw open the oak door and crashed out into the night. Somewhat startled Nick knelt before the great altar wondering who on earth it could have been. Eventually, having looked round, his visit somewhat spoiled by the strange behaviour he had just witnessed, he went out the same way, this time carefully locking the church door behind him, and crossed the road.

The Great House entirely lived up to its name, being as heavily beamed within as it was out. A huge oak bar stood in the heart of it and Nick, aware of several pairs of eyes following his every move, made his way towards it.

‘What can I get you?’ asked a dark young man, without smiling.

Nick, very aware that he was still wearing jeans and a tee-shirt and had still not put on his dog collar, said, ‘A pint of Harvey’s please.’

‘That will be...’

But a voice with a strong Sussex burr said, ‘No, I’ll get that if you’ve no objection.’

Nick looked round into a craggy face with a pair of sky blue eyes crowned by an aureole of brilliant red hair.

‘Well thank you very much,’ he said.

‘It will be my pleasure, Vicar.’

Wondering how on earth the man knew, dressed as he was in jeans and casual shirt, Nick raised his glass.

‘Well, thank you very much, Mr...?’

‘Fielding. Giles Fielding. Nice to meet you, Vicar.’

‘How did you know? That I’m a vicar, I mean.’

Giles laughed, an amusing sound. ‘Truth to tell, Mr Lawrence...’

‘Call me Nick.’

‘Right you are. Well, you see, in this village of Lakehurst everyone knows what you’re doing before you’ve even done it.’

‘A hotbed of gossip, is it?’

‘I’d say. Old Mrs Weaver in the post office is queen bee. People used to write messages for her on postcards because they knew she’d read ’em.’

Nick laughed. ‘I get the picture. I see I shall have to watch my step.’

‘You’ll be meat and drink to them. Unmarried, young. They’ll have you courting every spinster in the parish – including the old ones.’

The vicar lowered his voice. ‘Tell me about the people in here. Are they regulars?’

‘Most of ’em.’

‘Who’s that chap sitting in the corner with his back to us, avidly studying the Daily Telegraph?’

‘That be Jack Boggis. He’s parish clerk. Bit of an old misery but his heart’s in the right place – at least I think it is.’

‘Does he go to church?’

‘Never sets foot in the place.’

Nick sighed. ‘Oh dear.’

Giles looked sad. ‘No more do I. I’m sorry, Father Nick. I’ve too much to do looking after the animals.’

‘I take it you farm.’

‘Yes, I do. Up at Speckled Wood. Sheep mostly. You must come up and have a look.’

‘Thank you. Yes, I’d like to. And who’s that younger man holding forth rather noisily.’

‘That’s Phil Webster. He’s the local solicitor. Bit of a card but they say he be mighty powerful in court.’

‘And the chap with the hook nose and the thin face?’

‘Oh that’s old Gerrard Riddell. I think he’s bent.’

‘Do you mean he’s a crook?’

‘No, bent, a pouffe. He’s very artistic, so he keeps telling us all. Lives alone in one of the little cottages down West Street. Has friends for the weekend.’

Giles said this last with such an amazing amount of expression that Nick found himself grinning broadly.

‘Now, he will go to church,’ the farmer continued. ‘Every Sunday, regular as clockwork. Stands near the front and sings the hymns very loudly. He’s under the impression that he’s got a good voice and nobody has the heart to tell him that it’s buggered to bits.’

Nick chortled aloud. He liked Giles Fielding, thought him down to earth and straight-talking. ‘Let me get you a pint,’ he said.

‘Don’t mind if I do,’ the farmer answered cheerfully.

It was a pleasant evening. The pub was outstanding because of its historic past and the vicar had enjoyed sitting at the bar and chatting with somebody friendly. During the time he was there he had been spoken to by Jack Boggis who had said, ‘Good evening. I’m the parish clerk,’ in a broad Yorkshire accent.

‘Good evening to you. As you probably know I am the new vicar.’

Jack had supped his ale even while he was paying for it.

‘Yes, I had heard. Well, I hope you’ll be happy here.’

‘Thank you very much. I hope so too.’

Jack had nodded, somewhat tersely, and gone back to his solitary chair where he had picked up the Daily Telegraph and buried his nose in it.

Nick had looked at Giles. ‘Well, my friend, I think I must be getting back. It’s been a great pleasure to meet you.’

‘Likewise, Father Nick. Come up and inspect the farm some time.’

‘I certainly will when I’ve settled down.’

He strolled back to the vicarage and felt a moment’s thrill when he let himself in with the front door key. Inside the house was still and dark, but friendly and welcoming. Nick climbed the stairs and as he reached the half landing thought for a second that he saw the outline of a man standing at the top.

‘Who’s there?’ he called.

But there was only silence and Nick was glad to go into his room and get into bed, leaving his window open so that the smells of the flowers filled the air.


TWO

The next morning Nick rose punctually at seven and spent two hours unpacking boxes, then feeling like some fresh air, he put on a pair of respectable trousers, a shirt and jacket and his dog collar, and stepped out of the front door.

He decided to visit the church last of all, his grand finale, but making up his mind to walk on the sunny side he crossed the road. He was aware of a woman in the window of the post office, a large pair of pink-rimmed glasses beaming like searchlights in his direction, and then the door flew open and what could only be old Mrs Weaver bore down on him.

‘Oh, Vicar, it’s nice to meet you. I’m Mabel Weaver. I work here.’

All this was said in a breathless whisper and Nick hazarded a guess that she had been hanging round the window for the last two hours, longing to get a glimpse of him. He held out his hand.

‘How do you do, Mrs Weaver.’

She took it and he felt a large, moist palm.

‘Such a thrill to get someone young in the parish. The last vicar – dear old man, we were all so sorry to see him go – was quite withdrawn, you know. Not from his duties, you understand, but socially. He had his own circle of friends and that was it. He came to see everything, of course, but never joined in.’

Wise man, thought Nick, but did not say anything.

‘I hear that there is no Mrs Lawrence,’ Mabel continued. ‘But Lakehurst has a reputation for courting couples, you know.’ She laughed loudly and archly and wagged a finger at him.

Nick inwardly shuddered but kept smiling bravely.

‘Well, it’s been a pleasure to meet you,’ he said.

‘Likewise, Vicar, likewise. I shall see you on Sunday no doubt.’

‘No doubt.’ He gave her a small, courtly bow and continued on his way.

The village, though of the most peculiar shape, was for all that attractive. The High Street ended in two roads, one sweeping away towards the nearest town, the other going steeply downhill. Here lay the truly ancient cottages. On either side of the road they clustered, their small front gardens rich with roses and creepers. One of them clearly had a hidden cellar and Nick wondered at once about the history of smuggling in this area. Admittedly the village lay inland but that did not necessarily preclude it from having been involved. Another was shaped like a ship, heavily weatherboarded on the outside and leaning very slightly. Despite himself Nick paused to have a better look. The front door flew open.

‘Cooee,’ called a voice. ‘I say, Vicar, cooee.’

A woman was advancing down the path, a woman who could have stepped straight out of the fifties. She wore a dirndl skirt and sandals and had on a strange white blouse covered with a hand-crocheted shawl.

She stopped. ‘You are the new vicar, aren’t you? I haven’t made an utter idiot of myself?’

‘No, no. You’re quite right. I’m Nicholas Lawrence. I arrived yesterday.’

She clasped her hands together ecstatically. ‘I’m so pleased. I’m always mistaking people for other people, you know. Silly habit of mine. Passing of the years I daresay. Do come in and have a cup of tea – or coffee if you prefer. Or I have some elderflower wine. I went gathering in at harvest time.’

Nick stood irresolutely, changing his weight from foot to foot. ‘Well, I... er. I’m not officially on parish visits yet.’

‘Oh dear. And there was me hoping for a little company.’

Eyes like great saucers looked melancholy behind their heavy horn rims and the vicar’s better nature won.

‘I can spare a quarter of an hour,’ he said.

‘Oh goody.’ Both sandalled feet left the ground as she jumped in the air and clapped her hands. ‘How nice. Now enter, do.’

The house inside could have been lovely but instead was an altar to tweeness. Little framed poems hung on the walls, together with pressed flowers and cut-outs of rather malicious-looking children in jolly seaside romping gear. His hostess, watching the direction of the vicar’s eyes, said, ‘Ah, you like poetry I see. Now, what will it be to drink?’

‘I think just a small black coffee, please.’

‘Of course, of course. Now forgive me for a moment or two.’

She bustled off through a door with a porcelain plaque on it saying ‘Kitchen’ where she could be heard banging about. Nick peered at the poems and saw that other than the usual things like ‘Don’t Give Up’ and ‘If’ there were several with titles such as ‘Picking Blackberries in Late Summer with Adrian’ and ‘Missing Train at Mdina Once More.’

His hostess popped her head round the kitchen door. ‘Sugar, Vicar?’

‘No, thank you. Do you write poetry yourself?’

She pulled a face. ‘Ah, my secret is out. Yes, I am a poet.’

‘Really? Have you had a lot published?’

‘Oh yes. Several collections.

‘Who are your publishers?’

She looked a little vague. ‘A very nice firm in Eastbourne.’

She disappeared again and came back with a tray which depicted a cat playing with several kittens and a ball of wool. Balanced on this were two mugs of coffee and the same pallid biscuits that Mavis Cox had brought to the vicarage. Wondering if they were a sweetmeat beloved of the citizens of Lakehurst, Nick balanced on the edge of a chair, declined the biscuit and took the mug proffered him. He jumped as his hostess leapt in the air once more.

‘Oh please, whatever will you think of me, Vicar? I haven’t introduced myself. I am Ceinwen Carruthers.’

Nick, who had a mug of coffee half way to his mouth, put it down again.

‘How do you do. As I’ve already said, I am Nick Lawrence.’

Ceinwen sat down again in a whirl of dirndl skirt which revealed hairy legs shaped like inverted milk bottles.

‘And how are you liking the vicarage?’

‘It’s a lovely house, really old and comfortable. At least I think it will be when I can get all my boxes unpacked.’

Ceinwen neighed a laugh. ‘Oh, those dreadful things. Everyone’s nightmare. If I can help you...’

‘No,’ Nick answered hastily, ‘really, I can manage. I’ve set myself a target of so many a day.’ He sipped his coffee.

‘I went to the vicarage once. Mrs Simpkins asked me to tea. She was interested in my poetry.’

‘As am I,’ the vicar answered gallantly.

Ceinwen simpered a little. ‘I’ve had three collections published and many, many poems published in poetry magazines. I am what you might call moderately successful.’

‘How interesting. Did you write these?’

He indicated the framed odes on the wall. Ceinwen looked modest.

‘They are some of mine, yes. You see I take inspiration from nature, from places I visit, from flora and fauna and forestry. I have founded a local group, here, in Lakehurst. We call ourselves the Pixie Poets.’

‘What an unusual name.’

‘Yes, but some of us believe in the wee folk. But enough of that. I hope that you will live long and prosper – as they say on Star Trek – in our village.’ Ceinwen suddenly glanced at her watch – an old fashioned little gold one – and said, ‘Oh my, is that the time. I’m afraid I must fly. I’m meeting someone –’ she blushed – ‘in ten minutes.’

Realizing he was dismissed Nick put down his mug and stood up. ‘Well, thank you so much for inviting me in, Miss Carruthers. It has been most interesting.’

‘Anytime, my dear Vicar. Please call again.’

‘Thank you.’

He gave her his odd little courtly bow and proceeded down the path.

Arrow Street bent round to the left, its junction marked by an ancient pub called The White Hart which was just opening its doors. Nick popped inside to answer a call from nature and then ordered an orange juice, having made a promise to himself not to drink till after six except in exceptional circumstances. The place was empty but there was a bored-looking barmaid with very long red fingernails and a short black skirt.

She plonked the glass down on the bar and said, ‘One pound, twenty-five, please,’ in a pronounced south-east accent.

Nick fished in his pocket and produced the right change. The girl checked it in her hand. ‘Thank you,’ she said, and banged it into the till.

‘A nice day,’ ventured Nick.

‘Yeah.’

‘Can you tell me where this road leads to?’

‘It goes off to Speckled Wood.’

‘And the one ahead? Where does that go?’

The girl gave him a curious glance from kohl-ringed eyes. ‘You’re the new vicar, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. How did you know?’

‘Me gran told me you had arrived. Yesterday, wasn’t it? And me brother saw you last night in The Great House.’

‘Gracious, I didn’t realize I was so famous.’

The girl gave a sly grin and said, ‘Everybody knows everything that goes on in Lakehurst.’

‘I see. Well I’m just walking round the parish now so where does the road in front go?’

‘It’s South Street. But off it on the right is the posh place.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘It’s called The Maze. That’s where all the rich people hang out. It’s full of private houses. My gran calls it Nob’s Row.’

Nick was just about to ask another question when a voice from the back bellowed, ‘Kylie, you’re wanted,’ and the barmaid vanished without another word.

Finishing his juice, Nick went outside and breathed in the morning. The air was quite literally scented by the many roses which bloomed in the tiny front gardens of South Street. And the view itself was crystal clear; he felt he could see a leaf drop a mile away. Deciding that to visit Nob’s Row at this stage would take up too much of the morning, Nick turned around, crossed the road, and started the steep climb back to the vicarage.

The phone was ringing as he came through the front door. He hastily picked it up. It was a woman’s voice that spoke.

‘Hello, is that the Reverend Lawrence?’

‘Speaking.’

‘Oh hello. My name is Olivia Beauchamp. I wondered if I could pop in and see you. It’s about the recital.’

‘Of course you can come but I’m afraid you’ve lost me. I don’t know anything about a recital.’

She laughed quietly, a warm and pleasing sound. ‘No, of course you don’t. That’s what I wanted to explain. I made a promise to the old vicar that I would play for him for charity and at last I’ve got a free slot. I’ll explain when I see you. How’s your diary?’

Nick laughed. ‘Blissfully free, till I get bogged down with parish affairs. When do you want to come?’

‘How about six o’clock? We can meet in The Great House if you’re still in a mess. Or don’t you go to places like that?’

‘I’m a modern vicar. I’ll go anywhere.’

Olivia laughed again. ‘Six o’clock then. Goodbye.’

Nick put the phone down and wondered who the owner of such a delightful laugh could possibly be. He decided to tackle another box after snatching a sandwich and a cup of coffee and, in fact, was halfway through it when there was a ring at the front door. He opened it to find Mavis Cox standing there balancing a large cake on a plate.

‘Oh Father Nick, so glad to have caught you in. I’ve come to help.’

‘Thank you, but...’

But she had marched past him straight into the kitchen.

‘I’ve brought you a cake for your tea. Shall we get this room sorted out? I always think the kitchen is the worst job of all.’

And she had her coat off and her arms in a box before Nick could utter a word. He had to admit, though, that she was a terrific worker. Drawers were being opened and kitchen implements placed within them and what tins he had brought were put in a cupboard over the cooker.

He smiled at her. ‘Shall we not talk parish business until tomorrow?’

‘Not if you don’t wish it, Father Nick.’

‘I’d rather you told me something about the village. About the people who live here.’

‘Well, I don’t like to gossip but they’re a very mixed bunch as you can imagine. They’re the old villagers, the people born and bred here, though they’re not so many of them left.’

‘I suppose commuters have taken their place.’

‘And you’d suppose right, Vicar. There are masses of those here – the gin and tonic set I call them.’

Her small eyes had a malicious gleam in them momentarily.

‘And who else do we have?’

‘The arty crowd and the horsey crowd. Like to live in the heart of the country, or at least be seen to do so.’

‘So who’s in the horsey crowd?’

‘Oh, several of them. There’s a livery stable out towards Speckled Wood. Owned by one Cheryl Hamilton-Harty. She rides up and down the High Street on a huge great stallion.’ Mavis muttered something like, ‘Looking for one I shouldn’t wonder.’

Nick thought this extremely naughty from one of his churchwardens but pretended he hadn’t heard it and continued to unpack his box.

‘And tell me about the arty crowd.’

‘Well, you’ve already met one, my other half – in the churchwarden sense only. I lost my husband some while ago.’

Mavis looked downcast and Nick felt obliged to say, ‘I’m sorry.’

She sniffed a bit but answered bravely, ‘But life goes on. He’s gone to a better place is how I look at it.’

‘Yes, indeed.’

‘Well I was saying, Richard Culpepper calls himself an actor but gets precious little work. He teaches drama at evening classes and has one or two private pupils to make ends meet. But it’s his wife who’s the moneyed one, believe me.’

‘And what does she do?’

‘Retired now. But used to be in films, I believe.’

‘Roseanna, isn’t it?’

‘Yes. Then there’s Gerrard Riddell. He’s a costume designer and is awfully handy with his needle.’

She gave Nick a sly glance and he couldn’t help but grin.

‘And Miss Olivia Beauchamp, of course.’

Nick knew at once by the tone of Mavis Cox’s voice that she was jealous of the lady in question.

‘Tell me about her,’ he said from deep within a box.

‘She lives in London a lot of the time. She’s a violinist – professional, I mean. Anway, she has a weekend cottage here which used to belong to her parents. The village doesn’t like weekenders but she’s forgiven because she was brought up here.’

‘I see. And what about Ceinwen Carruthers?’

Mavis gave an audible snort. ‘That amateur and her fairy folklore. She pays to have her books published. Makes out that is genuine publishing but I know different. My Alf’s brother was a printer so I do know what’s what in that line.’

The vicar murmured something suitable like, ‘Quite so.’

‘Anyway, that’s that box finished. What would you like me to do next, Father Nick?’

‘How about making a cup of tea and telling me something of the history of the vicarage.’

They sat down on the kitchen chairs while the kettle boiled and Mavis said, ‘Well, it’s a Tudor house, like a lot of the others in Lakehurst.’

‘I knew it was very old.’

‘And it has belonged to the village vicar since the fifteen hundreds.’

‘Has it got a ghost?’ Nick asked.

Mavis looked disapproving. ‘Surely you don’t believe in such things.’

‘I like to keep an open mind.’

‘Well, there are rumours about it but I put those down to all the tales that people like that Carruthers woman spin.’

‘What are they?’

‘There’s some old Elizabethan servant called William supposed to haunt the place. The story goes that he was so happy working here that he could never leave. Stuff and nonsense. I’ve never seen anything in the many times I’ve visited the vicarage.’

She stopped for breath and suddenly a chill little breeze swept through the kitchen making the unpacked mugs rattle on their newly screwed-in hooks.

‘William?’ said the vicar, only half joking.

And from upstairs came the sound of a door banging shut.


THREE

The Great House had lit the first log fire of the autumn season. It roared redly up the huge chimney and threw a comforting glow on the many people who sat at tables close to it. Nick, who hadn’t realized quite how cold it had got, thought of warming the vicarage and wondered about ordering logs and finding out about the central heating. He looked round the room and saw that Jack Boggis was sitting in his usual seat, back turned, hiding behind the Daily Telegraph, but that there was nobody else there that he recognized.

A very handsome man sat alone, puzzling over a crossword and totally ignoring the group of four young women – all uncannily alike, Nick thought – who sat near him, giggling and talking loudly. Other than for Jack Boggis there was nobody that the vicar had seen before. Despite that several rural types said, ‘Evening, Vicar,’ and one even asked him how he was getting on in the vicarage.

‘Still unpacking,’ Nick answered cheerfully. ‘But it’s a wonderful house.’

‘It is that. Provided old William leaves you in peace.’

‘The ghost? What do you know about him?’

The man looked surprised. ‘I didn’t even think he was real. I thought it was just a story.’

‘It probably is,’ Nick answered enigmatically as he ordered himself a pint.

Somebody came up behind him and said, ‘Reverend Lawrence?’

He turned and gazed into a pair of eyes that were full of fun and could only belong to the owner of that lovely laugh.

‘Miss Beauchamp?’ he responded.

‘Call me Olivia,’ she said and held out her hand.

Nick took it and could hardly speak as he felt its warmth.

‘Call me Nick,’ he managed, then recovered himself. ‘Shall we sit over there?’ He motioned towards a table for two. ‘And what would you like to drink?’

‘I’ll have a glass of rosé, please.’

‘You go and sit down and I’ll bring it over.’

‘Whatever you say, Vicar.’

She was absolutely stunning, Nick thought, with her great tumbling mass of curling black hair, light green eyes and smiling mouth. In fact he was so knocked out by her presence that it took a great effort of self control to maintain his dignity and carry the glasses over to the table.

‘Well now, Olivia, it’s nice to meet you.’

Her eyes crinkled at the corners. ‘And you, Nick. How are you getting on with the move?’

He winced. ‘Slowly, I think is the right answer.’

‘But do you like the vicarage?’

‘I love it. I’m very lucky to get such a delightful parish.’

He was longing to say with such delightful people in it but thought he would sound too smooth if he said any such thing. Instead he asked, ‘Now what about this recital?’

‘You know that I am a violinist?’

‘Yes, the churchwarden mentioned something.’

‘Well, the Reverend Simpkins was always asking when I would give a concert in aid of the steeple fund. And, as I told you on the phone, at last I’ve got a free slot. Do you still want me to go ahead?’

‘Of course. How kind of you. Where would you play?’

‘We thought in the church.’

‘I see. I believe it is used a great deal for that sort of thing?’

‘Yes, a great deal.’ She laughed her captivating laugh. ‘Why, don’t you approve?’

‘One doesn’t have to pray to worship,’ Nick answered solemnly. ‘One can do so in a million different ways.’

‘So you’ve no objection to the music festival taking place?’

‘None at all.’

Bishop Claude had mentioned to him at the time of his application that Lakehurst had a music festival that was quite famous and that some of the concerts were held in the church.

‘Tell me about you,’ said Nick, who couldn’t stop staring at her. ‘When did you start playing?’

‘When I was four. I had a toy violin I used to scrape on and then my parents bought me a miniature one for my fifth birthday. After that there was no holding me.’

‘Who do you most admire of the current players?’

‘I’ve got a bit of a thing for Joshua Bell,’ Olivia answered, ‘and Anne-Sophie Mutter.’

At that moment Nick became aware of someone standing at their table and looking up saw that the handsome man had left his place and was patiently waiting for a lull in their conversation in order to get a word in.

Olivia glanced in his direction.

‘Oh hello, Kasper. How are you?’

‘I am well, thank you.’

He had a foreign accent and the vicar, regarding him closely, decided that the brilliant looks could only belong to someone from central Europe.

‘Nick, allow me to introduce Dr Kasper Rudniski, one of the village doctors. Kasper, this is the Reverend Nick Lawrence, the new vicar.’

‘I am delighted to meet you, sir.’

Definitely European, Nick decided, his manners were far too good for him to be anything else.

‘A pleasure, Doctor.’

‘May I join you?’

‘Of course,’ said Nick, pulling a chair over from another table. ‘Please sit down.’

He was very slightly annoyed that he would no longer have Olivia to himself but had to make the best of it.

‘I’m afraid I am the least popular of the doctors, for my sins,’ Kasper said with a sad smile.

‘Oh, why’s that?’ asked Nick.

‘Because I am a “bloody foreigner”. I don’t have many patients.’

‘Oh surely it’s building up by now,’ put in Olivia.

‘A little maybe. But in general they go to see Dr Macey or old Dr Haskell.’

‘But he must be getting on for retirement.’

‘He is staying to supervise my arrival.’

‘So you are new to the village?’ asked Nick.

Kasper gave the most eloquent shrug. ‘If you can call six months new, then yes.’

The vicar changed the subject. ‘What can I get you to drink, Doctor?’

‘I’ll have a glass of vodka, if you please.’

His speech was careful, almost punctilious, and Nick smiled as he stood at the bar. But turning his head he saw something that wiped the grin away. Dr Rudniski had placed one of his hands over one of Olivia’s and was whispering close to her ear.

Damn, thought Nick. But then he thought that he wouldn’t have a chance in a million with such a beautiful and talented girl as she was. He resignedly carried the drinks back to the table.

‘I hear that Olivia is giving a concert in the church. I shall buy a ticket,’ Kasper announced cheerfully.

‘I hope that plenty of people will,’ she answered, raising her glass to the vicar.

‘Let’s hope it is a sell out,’ Nick said somewhat lamely.

‘Well there goes one who won’t be there,’ said Olivia, glancing at the door.

Nick looked and saw Jack Boggis sweeping out clutching his paper.

‘Doesn’t he support local events?’

‘Not he. He prefers to go home and watch television and drink beer from tins.’

‘One day he will have trouble with his liver,’ Kasper announced in sepulchral tones.

‘Is he married?’ asked Nick.

‘She died of cancer a few years ago. Smoked herself to death I’m afraid.’

‘Poor fellow.’

‘Poor both of them.’

Kasper stood up. ‘I must be getting back. Goodbye, Olivia, I’ll see you soon no doubt.’ He turned to Nick and held out his hand. ‘Goodbye, Reverend, it has been a pleasure to meet you.’

‘Goodbye, Doctor. I’ll register with you as soon as I’ve settled in.’

‘How kind. Goodnight.’

He went out and Nick said, ‘Handsome fellow.’

‘I think he’s divine looking. Every girl in the village is after him. Even potty old Ceinwen.’

‘You know her?’

‘Not ’arf. She tried to get me to join her poetry group.’

‘And did you?’

‘No fear. I made an excuse about my busy career.’

‘And is it? Are you very busy?’

‘Completely and utterly. But I often come to Lakehurst at weekends.’

‘Do you go to church?’

‘Sometimes,’ answered Olivia, and laughed her wonderful laugh.

‘Well, I’ll have to make do with that,’ Nick answered boldly, then changed the subject.

He left The Great House half an hour later, Olivia having fixed the date of the recital with him and then saying she had to go. He had offered to walk her home but she told him she had her car in the car park.

‘I live near Speckled Wood. It would take you ages to get there.’

‘Well one day I’ll drive out. When I’m doing my parish visits.’

‘I look forward to that. Goodbye, Nick.’ She held out her hand.

‘Goodbye, Olivia.’

And she was gone in a flash of blue Vauxhall. The vicar, sighing a little, came out of the car park and turned right, going up the High Street to a small supermarket he had noticed on the corner. It was one of those open-all-hours affairs and purported to sell everything – at a price. Nick wandered round the somewhat cramped aisles and got himself some rather tired-looking pork chops and a listless cauliflower. He then added a packet of Lapsang Souchong teabags and a jar of instant coffee, some biscuits – chocolate, not the pallid shade so loved by Mrs Cox and Ceinwen – and one or two things that he felt were generally needed. He went to pay. A very round Pakistani man greeted him with a broad grin.

‘Good evening, Vicar. It is a pleasure to meet you. My name is Ali and I will always be happy to serve you.’

‘Good evening, Ali. I take it you are the owner?’

‘Yes, indeed I am. We stock everything here as you may have noticed.’

‘I was very impressed that you had china teas.’

‘We stock those for Mr Riddell down West Street. He won’t drink anything else.’

The vicar felt immediately that he was in rather odd company but merely smiled.

‘I do hope you enjoy it here, good sir,’ Ali continued. ‘I personally am a Muslim but I applaud all men of religion. My wife does too. She is upstairs at the moment but I can fetch her down if it is your wish to meet her.’

‘No, please don’t disturb her on my account. I am sure she will be preparing your evening meal.’

‘Oh yes indeed. Perhaps you will honour us with your presence one night. Do you like curry?’

‘I’m afraid that it upsets my stomach. Very weak of me, I know.’

Ali pulled a face. ‘One cannot help the way one is constituted. But the invitation still is there. My wife can cook something else.’

‘Thank you. I’ll look in my diary.’

Ali placed his palms together and bowed. ‘It will be our pleasure to await you.’

Even with his bags of shopping, Nick felt compelled to go into the church, realizing that it ought to be locked for the night, something he should have done earlier.

Yet again, switching on the lights that were situated behind the oak door, its beauty and calmness overwhelmed him though he still half expected that person to be present, muttering audible prayers in a sinister manner. Nick walked down the centre aisle staring into the pews. There was nobody there but he could hear a rustling sound coming from the stalls on the right hand side. Assuming an air of authority – an emotion he was very far from feeling – the vicar marched over and peered into them. A pair of emerald eyes met his and he realized that it was an animal of some kind. And then a large ginger cat stood up, arched its back, stretched, and sat down again.

‘What are you doing in here?’ Nick asked. ‘Go on, out you go.’

The cat did not reply but it got up, minced down the side aisle and out through the oak door.

‘Lakehurst is a truly strange place,’ said Nick.

He went to the altar, knelt in prayer for a few minutes, then got up and checking that the church was truly empty, put out the lights and turned the key in the great lock.

He had hoped for a quiet night in, watching the television, but this was to be short-lived. No sooner had he sat down and switched on Have I Got News For You, than the front door bell rang loudly. A woman stood there, half hidden by the darkness of the street outside.

‘Oh hello, Reverend Lawrence,’ she said in highly refined tones. ‘Excuse the lateness of the hour. I just called to see if you needed anything and if I could be of any assistance.’

‘Come in,’ Nick answered reluctantly.

She rolled past him in a hip-gyrating walk and settled herself in the living room.

‘Oh, I watch this programme too,’ she said. ‘I think it’s so funny. Of course I utterly adore Ian Hislop.’

Then why don’t you watch him in your own house? Nick thought in a highly unchristian manner.

‘But I’m disturbing you,’ she added.

‘Not at all,’ he said, and switched the television off.

She smiled up at him archly and he observed that she had a heavily lined face and somewhat small eyes, that is what he could see of them beneath her layers of make-up.

‘Allow me to introduce myself,’ she said, ‘I am Sonia Tate.’

‘Just call me Father Nick,’ Nick replied somewhat pompously.

‘Oh.’ Sonia looked slightly put out. ‘Very well. Now Father Nick –’ she emphasized the words as she said them – ‘I expect you probably have heard things about me.’

He looked blank and shook his head.

‘I’m afraid that in the past I fell out with Mrs Cox, your churchwarden, and I thought she might have mentioned something to you.’

‘No. Not a word.’

‘I’m relieved. It is not my habit to gossip so I’ll say no more about it except that it involved Alfred.’

‘Alfred?’ the vicar repeated, nonplussed.

‘Alfred Cox, Mavis’s husband. The poor fellow fell madly in love with me. Went off his head with it. It was quite the most horrible situation.’

‘What happened?’ Nick asked, interested despite himself.

‘I met someone else,’ Sonia replied brightly. ‘But for evermore the man gave me dirty looks when we passed in the street.’ She smiled up at him, her eyes shining. ‘But that’s just silly old me. Always landing myself in scrapes.’

The vicar had a sinking feeling, fearing that she was going to tell him her life story. He stood up resolutely.

‘It was very kind of you to call, Mrs Tate, but I really think I can manage quite well. If I feel desperate I shall announce it from the pulpit on Sunday.’

‘I shall be there.’ She too stood up. ‘Well thank you for your hospitality,’ she said rather pointedly.

Nick immediately worried that he had offered her nothing. ‘I shall be giving a welcoming party as soon as I am organized,’ he said. ‘You must come to it.’

Her manner changed completely. ‘I’d love to,’ she gushed. ‘It will be so lovely to see the old vicarage full of life once more.’ She went out into the hall and turned to face him, extending her hand. For the briefest of seconds Nick wondered whether she intended him to kiss it. He shook it instead.

‘Goodbye, Mrs Tate. So kind of you to call.’

‘Anytime, Father Nick.’ She gave him a dazzling smile. ‘And I mean that.’ Then, moving swiftly, she was through the door and out into the street.

‘Whew,’ Nick muttered, as he closed it again.

Suddenly tired, he cooked his meal quickly and had it on a tray in front of the television. Then he went upstairs.

It was quiet in the upper part of the vicarage and Nick felt more than ready for bed. He prayed very briefly that he would like Lakehurst and that the village – or at least the majority of it – would like him in return. Then he got into the very beautiful four-poster, left to him by his mother.

He woke in the middle of the night feeling a presence in the room, a presence which was warm and friendly and did not frighten him in the least.

‘Is that you William?’ he said.

There was no answer but he distinctly heard his bedroom door close very gently as something went out.
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