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            Chapter 1

         

         I wasn’t really listening. It was just a habit I’d got into, putting on the radio. It numbed the silence, that hum hum of voices. But I wasn’t listening, just concentrating on the journey.

         I was lucky with the weather – a clear, blue June day, the sun warm through the window – but I was anxious about making this journey alone, and had hardly slept, as I didn’t know the way and was relying on the map and the scrawled address stapled to it. But now that I was on my way I felt unexpectedly buoyant, proud of myself and decided to stop for a coffee and cigarette. Cigarettes were a comfort. Of course, it shouldn’t have been like this. Not like this at all. If things had gone as they should have, like in the normal life you expect and kind of take for granted – so stupidly, of course – Peter and the kids would have been here. Anyway, I wouldn’t have been going alone to a monastery. We’d have been going on holiday somewhere or having a day out. But that was not how things had worked out and I was ill and the doctor had organised the whole thing. A retreat, they called it and I didn’t argue, because I didn’t care that much one way or the other. It took less energy just to go along with things.

         My hands were sweaty with gripping the steering wheel too hard and I needed a loo, so when I saw a roadside café, a kind of truck-drivers’ place, I pulled into the parking lot at the side. It was a prefabricated hut, really, but with a blue-and-white awning over a couple of white plastic tables with chairs. No one outside, but inside a group of truckers I guessed, all familiar with the place and each other. They stared at me and I gave a nod, confident that I looked OK in the green jeans and white blouse. Vanity, in spite of everything. You could laugh!

         Two girls stood behind a counter with glass cases protecting various cakes and scones from the odd fly and wasp that hung around.

         I asked about the ladies and the tallest of the two pointed. ‘Outside and round the back. Round the back there,’ she said. She was most likely doing a Saturday job; too young to have left school.

         When I returned, I saw the coffee on a table near the men. They looked up vacantly as I picked it up and took it outside. The tabletop was cracked and pretty grimy and I did wonder whether anyone ever bothered to sit outside with the passing traffic and petrol fumes. But I could smoke and think and be alone, which is what I wanted just then. I wasn’t alone for long though, as a grey four-by-four pulled up and the man and woman inside studied the café, the woman turning to say something to the three children in the back. In the end, they all got out and the children ran inside calling for ice cream and Coke. I watched as the woman opened her bag and handed the man money. I smiled as they passed and raised my eyebrows as if to say, ‘I know! Been there! Got the T-shirt!’

         They went to the other table, the man asking if he could take the spare chairs from mine. The children shrieked and fidgeted, slipping off their chairs to chase around the table. The woman leaned towards the man and he grabbed the youngest child and swung him onto his knee. The woman called, ‘Come here, Paul, and drink your Coke,’ and the boy dragged his sister to the table. I could hear the woman’s quiet tones as she bent towards her husband and he took out a handkerchief and wiped the face of the wriggling child. I couldn’t help staring at them, couldn’t take my eyes off them, but they were too wrapped up in themselves to notice me.

         I thought, What the hell am I doing here? Who is this sitting here quiet and alone? Moving on, moving on through time. The body moving; the self somewhere else.

         I finished the coffee and went in to pay. Simple. Why bother to mention paying, except, you see, I couldn’t find the right money in my purse. I knew it was there, that I had enough, but I couldn’t make out £1.25. I couldn’t work it out, so, panicking, I took out a £10 note instead.

         Then the trembling started and the vague feeling of foreboding overcame me again, so I sat in the car and lit another cigarette and took deep breaths and all that stuff and wanted to go home, to my childhood home. I wanted my father. Wanted my father! Ever heard of a grown woman saying that? Anyway, I just sat there until the panic passed well enough for me to get on my way.

         
             

         

         I missed the turning to the monastery, going up and down the winding lane several times. I had expected to see a large name announcing the place, but in fact there was simply a small metal sign swinging from a post, almost hidden by the branches of an overhanging tree. In faded white paint it read Burnham Abbey, with an arrow underneath, pointing towards a narrow driveway. I turned the car into the unmade track, dark in the shadows of heavy-leafed maple trees.

         I came across the abbey suddenly; it stood in sunshine, long and white and deserted. The car was throbbing intrusively in the stillness, seemed so loud; I had the urge to just stop and walk, but I shouted at myself. I do shout out loud sometimes. Then I shouted, ‘Get a bloody grip, you stupid cow. There’s nothing to be anxious about.’ And so, I drove up to the flagged area outside the front door.

         It was very quiet once I had turned off the engine. Not a sound. No one about. I wasn’t sure whether to take my stuff out of the car or to knock first, just to make sure they really were expecting me. Then I heard a cuckoo echoing from a distance; a hollow reed, bell-like and persistent and that lovely sound carried with it memories of sun blowing through blue cotton curtains in that other life when the cuckoo call symbolised long, hot summer days. We had followed the call once, me and the children, and saw the cuckoo high in the elm tree the other side of the river.

         I opened the boot and pulled out my holdall and a carrier bag filled with my sketch pads, paints and brushes, because I had imagined gardens like French chateau gardens and thought I would be able to find beautiful and secluded spots where I could paint, but I left the easel behind because I thought it might all seem a bit much. I shoved my battered straw hat onto the back of my head.

         You could tell the place was badly run down, for the huge front door, which must have been magnificent once, was covered in feathered, flaking green paint and the doorknob was black with tarnish. I knew they were closing down soon, relocating to join another monastery in Wiltshire somewhere, yet were still taking visitors. Or so I thought. It would be like a hotel with a few prayers now and then. People would be charming and friendly and I would possibly make new friends. That’s what I thought.

         My hands full, I managed to push the bell with my chin, but nobody answered. I felt so alone. Helpless. Unsure what to do. In the end, I put down my stuff and opened the door. Obviously, like churches, the doors remained unlocked during the day. I pushed my way in and piled my luggage against a wall, my hat on top, and stood in the shadows by the door.

         In the great square hall with its wooden floors and dust-covered table, the smell caught me by surprise, reminding me of school dinners, that sickening, tepid smell of boiled fish. I was shocked. There were two doors, one either side of the hall, both shut, but, wherever it was coming from, the smell of cooking was heavy in the air. Yet opposite me, French windows opened onto lawns, yellow in the sunlight, where surely the air would be fresh.

         On the right was the long, dusty table with books on it and a brass bell, and there I saw a faded notice propped against the bell, which read Please ring.

         I couldn’t bring myself to ring the bell immediately, the sound shocking the silence, so I stood for a while looking out of the windows at the lawns that sloped up and away from the house and at the trees surrounding the lawns: beech, oak and blue-black cypress.

         Still no one came, so I knew I had to ring the bell, deciding that if this brought no one, I was definitely going home. Then suddenly, making me jump, a door on the right opened and this tiny figure appeared, shuffling towards me. He looked grubby and unkempt, his brown habit marked with food stains, and he wore slippers. He came up so close, his breath hot and sour in my face, all the time grinning at me. I felt him touching me. I didn’t like it and moved away. He smelled of fish and dirt and I thought he was revolting.

         ‘They’re all in chapel.’ he shouted. ‘But I’m in the kitchen.’

         ‘I’m Rose Gregory. I’ve booked in for a few days.’

         But he wasn’t listening, kept turning his head towards the door as if he was doing something wrong, as if he was expecting someone to come through the door.

         ‘Mustn’t let Francis come in here.’ And he exhaled a long hum, shaking his head, still grinning. ‘Not allowed.’ And he shook his head backwards and forwards with a, ‘No No No!’ He turned to me. ‘It’s fish today. Should have been Friday but the delivery didn’t come in time.’ He gave a kind of choke. ‘So, we’re having it today instead. Father is not pleased.’ Then he turned to go, calling back, ‘Have you come for lunch?’

         My nervousness was beginning to turn to rage. ‘I’ve come to stay. I arranged it with Father Godfrey a week ago.’

         Suddenly he seemed to understand but said nothing, just shuffled past me and through the French windows. I had no idea what I was supposed to do, so I picked up all my bits and pieces and followed him. He turned round to look at me but didn’t speak.

         ‘Am I supposed to be following you?’ I called, but he just shunted onwards, mumbling to himself.

         I thought, God help me. I’ve come to a lunatic asylum. I want wisdom. Guidance. Healing. But I’ve come to a lunatic asylum. Ah well. We can all be mad together.

         He turned around as he was hurrying. ‘It’s just you.’

         ‘Just me what?’ I had imagined visitors sitting in deckchairs in the garden, reading, talking to each other, walking together into meals, smiling with recognition. I could not believe I was going to be alone amongst these peculiar monks. All alone.

         We crossed the lawn to the left and turned down a path, which wound through overgrown rhododendrons, heavy with blossoms, emerging to reveal a low prefabricated building surrounded by a cracked and weedy concrete path. The quivering monk opened one of the doors on the long side of the building, looked inside, and then shut it again. His head was continually nodding and he seemed rather agitated. ‘Not that one. We don’t get many these days.’

         It was the third door that he finally opened and let me through. The sunlight caught the stubble on his face as he watched me like a curious child. His faded blue eyes watered.

         ‘How long are you staying?’ he asked, and he grinned before turning away, not waiting for my answer, mumbling something about a rabbit.

         
             

         

         He was like one of the dwarfs in Snow White. I watched him, head poking forward like a chicken, arms hanging stiffly, as he half ran, half skipped down the path and out of sight. And I stayed there in the doorway and wanted to cry, but, ‘You mustn’t cry,’ Mother had said. ‘You must never cry.’

         I didn’t want to go into my room and shut the door. Somehow. But I did, of course, because there was nothing else I could do. It was a small room with an iron bedstead, striped ticking mattress and a pile of bedding neatly folded at one end. It reminded me of boarding school. There was a threadbare rug by the bed and on the other side of the room a dark oak table with a Bible and a wooden crucifix on the wall above it. Opposite the bed stood a modern teak chest of drawers, and across the far corner a flowered chintz curtain, which I guessed was some makeshift wardrobe. My stuff had fallen and was spread over the floor, so I had to step over it to investigate. I was right. Behind the curtain was a rail with a few wooden hangers. There was no washbasin or loo, though. No ensuite! To be honest, it was about as bad as it could get. So where was the bathroom? I discovered it two doors down. Yellow walls, cork bath mat propped up against the side of the bath, and a canister of Vim with a blue J-cloth standing in the white basin. The only good thing about it all was as there were apparently no others staying, I would have the bathroom to myself. That was one thing at least.

         I did manage to shove a few things away and make up the bed but, that done, I pulled the green velvet curtains, faded round the edges, across the windows to keep out the glaring sun and got under the blanket, pulled it over my head to shut out the light and tried to escape into sleep.

         I hadn’t brought any photographs; just the snapshots in the back of my wallet. Photos were like crying. How hopeless to think crying could do anything. I liked the snapshots because the kids were smiling and happy. They had been happy, hadn’t they? But, with them gone, tears were trivial, almost an insult. It can’t be explained; only that there were four of us and now there’s just me. It’s really very simple. And the thing is, I don’t feel anything any more. No, it’s true. I absolutely don’t. Not proud of it, but there it is. If someone I knew, a friend say, came and told me that their kids had been killed in a plane disaster, I wouldn’t feel anything. I would be very sorry. Very sorry indeed, but I wouldn’t feel sorry. There is a difference. Am I psychopathic? I must be. No feelings, you see. So, I don’t cry and I didn’t bring any photos.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 2

         

         Father Godfrey, Abbot of Burnham Abbey, looked at his watch; nearly an hour to lunch and he was already peckish. ‘I’ll put on weight if I’m not careful. Not good. Not good at all,’ he said to himself. He returned to the letter he was writing to his friend, Father Julian, Abbot of Wiltdown, about their move there. Details of this and that to be settled.

         He leaned back in his chair and stared out at the gardens, the cedar tree and yes, as usual the rabbit was tied to the rope there, and nibbling away. He knew something had to happen in that department but preferred just now to put it out of his mind. Too many other things going on. They had this woman to deal with. What was her name? He found a piece of paper on which he had written Mrs Rose Gregory, arriving Saturday 10th June. He thought, Must remember her name: never been good at names – and getting worse.

         He had no idea what they should do with her. Their only visitor. Her doctor – what was his name? – happened to be a colleague of their Dr Guy and knew from him about Burnham Abbey, the fact that they took visitors, and had phoned himself, explaining everything he could and asking that they keep an eye on her, adding that all she wanted was peace and quiet. Well, she would certainly get that here! But a woman alone! That was most awkward, very awkward indeed. But poor woman. What must it have been like to stand helpless, as in a split second both children, young children, were knocked down by a car. He thought that’s what the doctor said. Was it possible to recover from something like that? And then her husband leaving. Probably to escape the grief. Men were never very good with grief. His mind turned to Brother Joseph’s grief after the death of Brother John. He sighed with weariness and, putting his elbows on the desk, held his head in his hands. ‘Oh yes! A dreadful situation,’ he said aloud, but probably it was best to leave her alone. We all have to find our own way in the end.

         Now he felt helpless and lethargic. He had enough problems with all this moving business. Thirty-two years here; it was home. He looked back at the gardens, remembering the early days when there was a full complement of brothers, and money was not so tight. Then they kept the gardens in excellent shape and the vegetable gardens supplied the locals, who came regularly to buy fresh produce and eggs too. They had chickens where the dogs’ run is now, and bees. Their honey was well known in the area. But it was so different now; only eleven of them and no money, of course, to keep the place going, as they naturally had little support from the Church. And so, the amalgamation with Wiltdown. But it could be worse. Father Julian and he had trained together all those years ago, became friends and kept in touch. And in so many ways it would be a relief to have someone else in charge.

         But what would happen to this place? Had been a grand – beautiful even – house. He supposed the builders would be all over it in five minutes. The house pulled down and the gardens probably covered in blocks of flats. Only the graveyard: that couldn’t be built on, for sure. Not hallowed ground. Oh well, it was not his problem and there was nothing he could do. But the graves must be left alone. Of course, it was possible someone might renovate the place and turn it into and old people’s home. He quite liked that idea. Perhaps one day he could move back himself!

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 3

         

         As I lay there with my eyes closed, I tried to regain my sense of positive reality, but I couldn’t. I thought, My body goes on automatically, but myself is somewhere else. I could see myself only as one remembers an old photograph; there was no more connection than that. I thought, No one understands that the real me is standing, waiting on another path. Then I said to myself, But I am living. It is me. It’s no one else. The hard work and the mistakes are mine; the friendships, the laughter, the fear and the despair are mine and the exhaustion is mine. And yet it was unreal to me. I was insubstantial, standing and watching myself. I often thought that if I could have just one long, deep sleep, the blissful sleep of a child, I’d be OK.

         When I was very little, someone took my hand and led me to see the baby lying in his crib. My brother, Duncan. He lay with his face on one side, eyes tight shut, far away, peaceful, and I loved him.

         ‘Shh,’ someone said. ‘You’ll wake the baby.’ And for days after that, so I’ve been told, I went around with my finger over my lips saying, ‘Shh! Baba cries.’ Instinctively, I knew then that by loving the baby, by caring for the baby, I could become part of the baby and then Mother would not forget me. Mother would love me too. Why did I always feel that I had to please to be loved? Because that way I would survive? By loving, by pleasing: then I became substantial. Had I not loved and pleased I would have faded into the outer edges of people’s consciousness and disappeared. I was always terrified of disappearing, of being unseen. Being unseen is worse than being alone.

         Mother seemed to notice me when I was clever and pretty, loved me when I sang and danced, because I was more pretty and clever than the other children.

         ‘Ask me to dance, Mummy.’

         Mother was proud of me then and arranged rather grand birthday parties, and I would have a new dress and dance and sing.

         Once, I had a birthday party – perhaps I was six or seven – and Granny made me a very special taffeta dress, all orange and shiny. I loved it but hated being fitted for it; couldn’t keep still.

         Lots of people I didn’t know were invited and Mother hired a hall, and an old lady, wearing a hat with a feather in it, played the piano and I danced, and sang in front of all the guests ‘I’ll Be With You in Apple Blossom Time’. I wasn’t shy or afraid then but spun about the polished floor in black patent shoes and the orange taffeta dress, while solemn-faced mothers and their children watched. They seemed disapproving, somehow. Was I too precocious? But Mother looked proud.

         At another party, still with children and mothers I didn’t know, for I only had two friends, Margaret Cousins and Pamela Riddle, I won a game of musical chairs. Then a thin, pale, bony girl with a mousy fringe, who continually hung on to her mother’s arm, whined and cried because she wanted to have my mystery present wrapped in red crepe paper with its suggestion of Christmas surprises. I couldn’t believe it when, without warning, Mother took the present out of my hands and gave it to the snivelling child instead. I can still remember my humiliation – the humiliation of the very public revelation that Mother did not stick up for me, was more bothered about the other girl, who was loved by her own mother, and my shame was followed by blind fury. How at that moment I hated the stupid, snivelling child whose mother so openly adored her; this stupid child’s mother loved her for all the world to see. I snatched back the present, the prize that was rightfully mine and then Mother took hold of me in front of all of them, saying, ‘You’re a very naughty girl,’ and dragged me off to my bedroom. Then, locking the door behind me, she left me to my fury and misery.

         I knelt by the bed, sobbing and hating Mother because, although I could not have put words to it, I understood that her image as a gracious hostess was more important than justice for me. And I had to pay her back. I would not be outdone. I would make her sorry. And so I found a pack of playing cards and spread them all over the floor, all over my bed, the chair, on top of the chest of drawer. It seemed then a terrifyingly naughty thing to do. But that would teach Mother not to favour other children before me. I sat on the edge of the bed, swinging my legs defiantly.

         Mother remembered me after a while and I was so happy to hear her footsteps that I forgot the cards.

         ‘Are you sorry?’ she called through the door.

         No answer.

         ‘Are you going to be good now?’

         No answer.

         She opened the door, saw the cards spread over the room, slammed the door and shouted, ‘You can come out when you have picked all those up.’

         Memories. I sat up suddenly, remembering, always remembering my life was only memories, and leaned against the iron bedstead and the room moved like water as the shadows from the trees outside swayed to and fro in front of the sun. There was no ashtray, of course, so I would have to use the top of my face-cream jar. Smoking was probably forbidden here; people in monasteries don’t need props like tobacco. These people have found their way to peace and fulfilment without treats. But if God wanted me, He would have to find me; He would have to take the trouble. It was up to Him. I thought, I’ve been naive to have so much faith. But not any more. Oh no! I wouldn’t make the same mistake twice. If God was there, then He could find me. Nothing I could do.

         There was that midday silence, the silence of loneliness. I was not used to silence and wished I had brought a radio with me. The cuckoo had stopped. His moment was short-lived. It was the same with butterflies who were born and then died in the same day. I had often noticed how active they were and then how suddenly still, how they fluttered quiveringly and frantically one minute and then rested so quietly the next. They never knew they were being watched, but I had watched them as in pairs they copulated on the wing, and I knew that, in a sense, their acts of loving were their death throes, for shortly afterwards they would die. Opposites. Love and hate, life and death, light and dark. Fleur had loved butterflies. We had spent hours together, butterfly-spotting, yet only once had she seen a blue butterfly. Strangely, I have seen them quite often since. They seemed to be returning to the gardens once again, but when Fleur was searching we had to go to the Dorset coast and the Sussex Downs. And just once we saw one! There it was, suddenly, a touch of pure blue as we followed it hovering through the long summer grasses. We had been so excited.

         One of my childish obsessions had been wanting to fly like a butterfly or a bird. For hours at a time I would stand on the dining-room table, trying desperately hard to fly off it. I would work my arms frantically and, when I was dizzy with the effort, would leap into the air, arms flapping madly, but although the floor seemed such a long way down, I always hit it just too soon for lift-off. Only once, for an ecstatic moment, did I think I had succeeded, and it happened to be when I was demonstrating to Duncan. Then I really did, just for a moment, seem to hover, seemed to fly. ‘I flew! I flew! I really flew, Duncan! Did you see me? Did you see me fly?’

         Duncan seemed unusually impressed and decided to fly himself, but he jumped too high and too far without any care, and fell onto a chair and broke his nose. There was blood everywhere and an awful rumpus. And I was blamed. Nobody actually said so, but I perceived their cold eyes and their concern for my bleeding brother.

         The Angelus rang three or four times, as if calling. Was I supposed to do something? I didn’t mind staying where I was, provided I could sleep, but to be awake and do nothing, that was intolerable. What would Dan and Fleur have to say? I always thought: only Dan and Fleur can make it right. Fleur would say what she always said when things got tricky. For instance, if I was trying to unravel an impossibly knotted piece of her knitting or trying to nurture a throbbing baby bird, then Fleur would say, ‘Don’t give up, Mum. You won’t give up, will you?’

         Once when I was in the kitchen crying over a TV news item about foster child who was literally dragged away from the only parents she knew, Fleur, all of five years old, stamped into the kitchen and, standing feet apart and hands on hips, as was her habit, shouted derogatively, ‘Well, don’t just stand there crying. Do something!’

         And so I did. I wrote, like thousands of others, to the Home Office and got a reply, which assured me that there were going to be changes to the law that would prevent such a thing happening again. I wouldn’t have written that letter if it hadn’t been for Fleur. Daniel, in contrast, would say nothing, but would just be there watching, quiet and resolute. I could feel his support, although, like his dad, he didn’t say much. I didn’t need the photos to remember Dan with his pale, thoughtful face and Fleur, the green-eyed pixie, with soft brown freckles on her nose.

         I didn’t cry. I sat up in the bed and wondered if I’d loved them enough. Whether I’d ever been capable of love, if I even knew what love was. What is love, actually? But I knew why I was in this place. In truth, I had died when they died. Only you couldn’t tell. Nobody knew, for the shell still hung on the tree and you couldn’t know it was split and that the kernel, the life force, had disappeared. Gone. Died. You couldn’t see the shell was empty.

      

   


   
      
         

            Chapter 4

         

         I must have been dreaming, because a persistent knocking at a door brought me back to the room, the place. I stumbled to open the door, black spots spinning before my eyes and my heart pounding. A monk stood outside. His young face was red and blotched with spots and his head completely shaven. He stood tall and thin and gazed down at me with a straight back.

         ‘It’s lunch, ‘he said. ‘Lunch is at twelve-thirty.’

         ‘Oh! What’s the time then?’

         ‘You’re late. It’s nearly twenty to. Everyone’s waiting.’ He looked down at me crossly, as if waiting for me to say something.

         ‘Sorry. I didn’t know. Can you show me where to go, please? I don’t know where to go.’

         I didn’t want any lunch; I looked at the spots oozing round his neck and felt sick. He probably picked them. Disgusting. I prayed he would not be anywhere near me.

         I asked if I had time to wash my hands. I wanted to tidy my hair and put on some make-up. Vanity? I wanted to look as well as possible; it gave me confidence, helped me to be cheerful. Helped me to be ‘frightfully jolly’ as my grandmother would say. Besides, it was a kind of duty. I believe everyone should try to look as good as possible, to hide the world’s ugliness, the world’s brutality. Grey people only contribute to life’s greyness, do nothing to wipe the smile off the face of the satanic tiger. But there was no time, the brother said, for we were already late and so I followed the spotty ‘Buddhist’ monk as he led the way back across the lawn to the house.

         Once in the lobby, I followed him through the door, from which the little monk had appeared earlier, and into a gloomy corridor. A little way down a shaft of light, falling across the wooden floor, indicated an open door.

         I asked him ‘In here?’ in as interested tone as I could manage, but my voice echoed sharp as a knife. He nodded and I went in behind him.

         Everything was silent. The monks were standing behind their chairs, waiting. The young monk pointed to an empty place at one of the long tables.

         I said, ‘Thank you,’ before realising I wasn’t supposed to speak. I thought they seemed a bit disturbed and I was embarrassed and relieved to be able to lower my head for grace. ‘For what we are about to receive may we give thanks and praise always. In the name of the Father, the Son and the Holy Spirit. Amen.’

         There were no answering ‘Amens’, simply a scraping of chairs as they all sat. For one moment, I thought the monk to my left, a large, flabby, red-faced man, was courteously waiting for me to sit first, and I smiled warmly, gratefully, but he was only waiting because I had caught the leg of my chair in his habit and he looked at me with impatience as I wrestled with the chair legs.

         Once seated, everyone waited in silence as a good-looking monk, dark-haired, of middle age, stepped onto a rostrum in the far corner of the room and began to read, but no one appeared to be listening. Three other monks gathered by a serving hatch and almost at once hands, from the kitchen, passed through bowls and I caught sight of the little monk,who had shown me to my room peering, grinning, from the other side of the hatch. I was sure he was grinning at me so I looked away.

         There were three tables forming a rectangle, and at the table opposite I was surprised by a man, not a monk, sitting at the end. He was wearing a blue polo shirt under a tweed jacket. He looked perfectly at home; everything about him told me he was not a visitor. There was something reassuring about him and I wanted to know more, but when he looked across with a half-smile of welcome I turned my head away, suddenly shy, and focused on the top table, assuming that the stately looking monk sitting in the middle must be the abbot, Father Godfrey. He was served first by the young monk who had come to fetch me. The bowls contained a thick brown soup, rather cold, and this was followed by fish, yellow and curled up at the edges, accompanied by mashed potato and pale, watery sprouts. They all ate with fierce concentration, looking neither to left nor right. While they waited for the empty plates to be removed, to be replaced by stewed apples and custard, the monks simply stared into space. It was as if I didn’t exist.

         I had fiddled with the fish but left the sprouts and potato and shook my head when the spotty monk offered me the pudding. There were bowls of fruit on the tables, oranges and apples, and I took an apple when the disgruntled monk beside me pushed a bowl in my direction.

         When everyone had finished eating and the plates were cleared, the stately monk rose and left the room, then all the others filed out, top table first, just like school. I hesitated, but the monk who had offered me the fruit nodded when I looked questioningly at him and so I followed in line. It was the same important ritual, the same important order, as when I lined up for communion. Everyone must be in his right place or else the whole edifice of doctrine would apparently collapse.

         As they exited, the monks hurried towards the entrance-hall door and disappeared, while the man who had smiled at me walked down the corridor past the kitchen in the opposite direction, and so I found myself retracing my steps alone.
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