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For Anne








He lifts his fingers toward the skies


Where holy brightness breaks in flame;


Radiance reflected in his eyes,


And on his lips a whispered name.


‘How To Die’, Siegfried Sassoon










Part One




Chapter One


The Prior, in his wisdom, had made Anselm the beekeeper of Larkwood. As with many decisions made by Authority, the architecture of the ‘Why?’ remained obscure. Anselm’s relationship with bees had never got past the sting issue. He’d made that clear when the Prior first raised the matter. But neither zeal nor aversion for a pending task had ever carried much weight for the Prior – his asking what you thought was simply another factor, as much a warning as an inquiry. ‘The hives of Larkwood have been silent for too long,’ he’d said, summoning the poetry of the Gilbertines. By that route, Anselm attended a beginner’s course in Martlesham on apiculture; he bought the simplest how-to manual he could find (as he’d done with law in former times); and he duly took up the title and craft that had passed from Larkwood’s life with the demise of Brother Peter who had loathed the taste of honey.


The hives were not well situated, according to Chapter One of the manual. But the choice of location had nothing to do with maximising productivity. Charm had been the deciding factor. Larkwood’s cemetery was situated – literally – in a grove of aspens. At the eastern corner the trees thickened, rising on a gentle incline to a clearing. Here, among ferns, nettles and wild flowers, eight hives had been arranged in a circle. To each of these Anselm had given the name of a saint. For his own comfort, he’d secured a spot for himself, dumping an old pew between Thérèse de Lisieux and Augustine of Hippo. Memorising who was where among the rest had not been an easy task. Anselm only succeeded after Sylvester, the Gatekeeper, gave him a Christmas present after midnight mass: oblong labels cut from a worn leather apron. Upon these, in India ink, the old watchman had inscribed a name in glorious copperplate. Within the hour they’d baptised the hives.


It was summer and the time of harvest was fast approaching. The sun, low upon the Suffolk dales, cast long, lazy shadows. Now and again a breath of wind sent the aspens into a tinkling shiver. Anselm heard nothing. He sat legs crossed on his pew reading Chapter Seven on how to remove the main honey crop. Turning a page, he glanced up and saw a woman in a long black coat threading her way between the trees and white monastic crosses. She was in her fifties. Auburn hair, drawn into a bunch, fell behind her shoulders, giving contrast to her pale face. At intervals she paused to read an inscription like someone checking an address. Anselm’s attention crept on, behind her … to a large, hunched figure with a rugged white beard. An old man had come to a sudden halt at the edge of the copse, leaving his escort to advance as though he dared not enter this strange place of graves. His capped head slowly fell and moments later his shoulders began to shake, like the leaves around him. His hands, one flat on top of the other, rested upon the bulb of a crooked stick. Anselm’s eyes flicked back to the woman. She, too, had come to a halt; she, too, had lowered her gaze. Evidently, she’d found what she was looking for. Sunlight slipped through the branches, settling a reddish mist upon her head. Anselm laid his book on the pew and took off his glasses. Gingerly, the skin on his back prickling, he left the safety of the hives.


‘Good afternoon,’ he said, quietly. ‘Can I help you?’


The woman raised her face and fixed Anselm with a look of unconcealed disappointment. Her features were cleanly drawn, with care lines around the eyes and mouth. A scattering of freckles patterned her nose and cheeks.


‘Unfortunately, no,’ she replied, a natural smile vanishing as she spoke. The Irish intonation was unmistakable, as was the hint of irony. ‘The only person who could assist us lies buried here’ – she arched a faint eyebrow – ‘in quiet extraordinary peace.’


Anselm blinked at the cross between them. The paint was flaking and the work of roots had levered it to one side. A small plaque revealed the essential details of a monk’s life: his name, birth, profession and death:






Father Herbert J Moore


1893 – 1925 – 1985








Anselm had first met Herbert at the outset of his own journey towards Larkwood. He’d stumbled upon the elderly monk in a remote part of the enclosure. There, sitting in a stranded car, Herbert had dropped some chance remarks about the monastic life that Anselm had never forgotten. They’d foamed in his mind like yeast. Upon joining the community Anselm had looked to him as friend and guide, though death was to take Herbert far too soon.


‘We came here to see Father Moore,’ resumed the woman. Delicate fingers reached for a necklace of shining black beads. ‘I’d hoped against the odds that he might still be alive. I would so very much like to have met him … to have asked him so many questions.’


Her diction was exquisite. There was a fatigue around the mouth that would have looked like sorrow if it were not for the narrowed, unyielding eyes. Behind her, the old man had taken out a handkerchief and was dabbing his beard. A suit of tweed, too heavy for the season, blended naturally with the soft greens and blues of the landscape. It was like camouflage. He pulled down the nib of his wide cap, shuffling his bulk out of Anselm’s line of vision.


‘I knew him,’ ventured Anselm, ‘are you sure there isn’t something I can say on his behalf?’


He was acutely aware of the gentleman who would not approach Herbert’s grave. Though out of sight now, his distress had charged the air between the three of them.


‘You knew him well?’ The woman appraised Anselm with what seemed to be a last look of hope.


‘Yes.’ But not well enough, he thought. Not as much as I would have liked.


‘Did you know that Father Moore had been an officer in the Northumberland Light Infantry during the First World War?’


Her eyes searched Anselm’s face, knowing already the response.


‘I’m afraid I didn’t.’


She sighed, and her voice fell. ‘Then you won’t know that he was a member of a court martial that tried an Irish volunteer, Private Joseph Flanagan.’


Regretfully, Anselm shook his head.


‘And that is the pity of it,’ she said, ‘no one does. Neither you, nor anyone over there.’ A tilt of the head brought Larkwood into the conversation, and Herbert’s decades of close community living; the people who’d lived alongside him not knowing a part of his personal history.


Anselm was genuinely surprised to learn of Herbert’s military career. He couldn’t easily picture the man he’d known in uniform. He couldn’t see him saluting or barking an order or holding a weapon of any kind. Herbert had been, if anything, a man wholly associated with peace and reconciliation. But the not knowing was hardly out of the ordinary. The Gilbertine value on silence tended to pare down both trivia and facts of substance. For this reason everyone was a surprise, at Larkwood. All it took was a loose question to prise out the most astounding personal details. What troubled Anselm, however, was the manifest importance of Herbert’s past for this woman, or perhaps more particularly, the old man who’d blended into the trees. Without being able to justify his impression, Anselm sensed an ambience of blame; the suggestion of a wrong in which Herbert had played a part. He felt a sharp confusion in his spirit – to understand the aggrieved but also to defend the memory of a very special man.


‘Was the court martial a matter of consequence?’ Anselm blenched at the awkwardness of the question; but he could think of no other way to open up the central issue. And he sensed that the woman was ready to pull away, that this visit to Herbert’s grave had run its course.


‘For Joseph, I’d say so,’ she replied, with her natural smile. ‘The army sometimes shot a deserter.’


The old man cleared his throat. It was a gruff plea to leave in haste, to stop answering the monk’s questions.


‘This was no ordinary trial, Father,’ she whispered with sudden feeling. ‘It had a meaning, a special meaning among so much that was meaningless.’ She fastened her disappointment on Herbert’s cross. ‘I’d hoped he would explain it to me … and bring an old man some peace before he died.’


Anselm fiddled with his belt, arranging the fall of his scapular. He was out of his depth, now, as much through ignorance as incomprehension. At such times he held his tongue.


‘I must go,’ she said, holding out her hand. ‘Forgive me, I haven’t even introduced myself. I’m Kate … Kate Seymour.’


She turned and stooped under a branch. All at once she slowed and said, over her shoulder, ‘What does the middle date on the cross mean?’


‘That’s the year a man took his final vows.’


‘I see,’ she murmured, one arm resting on a branch. ‘Over sixty years a monk and not a word to a soul.’ Her voice was low and drained of colour. ‘You know, Father, I get the impression this trial was almost as significant for him as it was for the man with his back to the wall. To keep quiet about something so important … well, it’s almost a lie, wouldn’t you say?’


Ms Seymour didn’t elaborate. She tiptoed out of the shaded copse into a flush of sunlight leaving Anselm helpless, his arms swinging at his side, as though the activity might pump something sensible out of his mouth. Moments later he watched the two visitors on the track that led to a hotchpotch of red-tiled roofs huddling round a bell tower. They moved slowly, arm in arm, while the old man’s stick rose and fell like a steady oar. They moved with the closeness of family.


Presently, Anselm was alone. Frowning, he went back to the hives and tried to enter the mysterious world of bees. He turned the pages of his manual, forcing himself to examine the funny diagrams and the bullet points in bold; but he kept seeing the judder in an old man’s shoulders and the sunken head. There is nothing quite so painful to witness as the tears of the elderly, he thought. They accuse the natural order of things. Old age was a time for nodding by the fire, not hiding behind trees. Anselm tossed the book to one side, chewing his lower lip. He sensed again the vague atmosphere of wrong-doing; the hint of blame. Herbert had been one of the founding fathers of Larkwood, revered as much as loved – for his simplicity, as for the largeness of his heart. He was part of the Priory’s ambience, a tonality that attracted believer and non-believer alike. The idea that someone could look on his grave and speak of a lie – in however abstract a fashion – was inconceivable. Inwardly, Anselm groaned. He sensed a movement beneath the trimmed lawn of what was familiar and securely established in his understanding of things. ‘Those moles are at it again,’ he murmured. They turned up every so often, leaving little heaps of disappointment and excavations that couldn’t be filled in. Herbert’s face seemed to rise before him: fine bleach-white hair, meandering veins around the temples, hollowed cheeks, a mouth open as if ready to cry or laugh. The image dissolved. Soberly, Anselm eyed the labels on his hives. He liked to have his saints, he thought, without the stain of things he need not know.




Chapter Two


1


Anselm’s disturbance at the meeting among the aspens did not abate as the day drew on. By early evening he was restive, haunted by the old man’s weeping and the disillusionment of the woman at Herbert’s graveside. Up until that moment no one had ever sought Herbert’s company without looking up to him. No one had ever looked down, detached from and unmoved by his reputation. Preoccupied, Anselm wandered into the common room, not quite thinking where he was going. There, on the far side of the room, occupying a niche built into the stone wall, sat Sylvester – the monk Anselm most wanted to see. He’d been Herbert’s oldest and closest friend. Together, with others, they had literally rebuilt Larkwood upon a heap of thirteenth-century ruins.


Sylvester was forever in his nineties, his cranium covered with a gossamer down clipped so short that the shadows on his bones carried the stronger colour. A length of orange plastic twine served as a belt around his thin waist. With the aid of a large magnifying glass he was checking the football results in a newspaper.


‘Bristol Rovers one, Burnley nil … Chesterfield two, York City—’


‘You knew Herbert better than anyone, didn’t you?’ said Anselm, brusquely. He dropped on to a footstool, arms resting on his knees.


Sylvester lowered the paper to his lap and minutely examined his younger brother through the glass. ‘We first met in the summer of nineteen twenty-five,’ he declared at last, one large eye fixed upon Anselm. ‘I count it one of the greater blessings of my life.’ He paused and lowered the lens, his memory wandering into the past. ‘At the time I was a thatcher. I’d come to mend a roof … shortly after meeting Baden-Powell in London. Shook his hand, you know. We talked privately of the South African war and the siege of—’


‘Sylvester,’ interrupted Anselm, snatching the newspaper and the glass and placing them on a side table, ‘did Herbert serve on the Western Front?’


The Gatekeeper tucked his thumbs into his string belt and said, ‘Why do you ask?’


‘Well, I met a woman today … near the hives … she was standing over Herbert’s grave. She looked upon him with such … I can’t quite put my finger on it, but it was something like disillusionment … and blame.’ Anselm wanted the wisdom and sense that only the aged can give; he wanted Larkwood’s night watchman to tell him there were no wolves within the city walls to threaten his memory and understanding. ‘She said he’d judged a man … for a capital offence … that he knew the meaning of a trial.’


Sylvester’s watery blue eyes studied Anselm with an old fondness. He smiled, gently, and winked. ‘I met her, too,’ he confided. ‘She’s made a mistake, that’s all.’


‘Really?’


‘Oh yes’ – Sylvester flapped a bony hand at something and nothing – ‘I met her at reception. Full of questions. All about Herbert, before he came to Larkwood. Had he left any letters, notes, sermons – Lord, you name it – anything at all to do with a court martial. Had he said this, had he said that? We had tea, you know. And I’ll tell you what I told her. I knew Herbert for well over half a century. He was my Prior. He was my friend. When his mother died, he told me first. Same with his father. And may these listening walls bear witness – and they’ve heard a lot over the years – I never heard him mention the Great War once.’ He slapped Anselm’s knee. ‘It was a long, long time ago. The young lass has made a mistake, trust me.’


That was typical of Sylvester. Anyone younger than seventy was a mere whippet. But Anselm wasn’t altogether convinced. ‘She seemed pretty sure to me.’


‘That’s the nature of a mistake, my boy.’


‘The point is, she didn’t come alone.’


‘Really?’


‘No. There was an old man … old by your standards … and he must have been sure of something because he just stood beyond the trees, weeping. It was awful. I felt helpless.’


The disclosure landed heavily on Sylvester’s confidence. He wrapped a trailing end of orange twine around one hand, as though he’d use it to climb up a wall. ‘Weeping?’


‘Yes.’


The watchman coloured slightly. Dropping the twine, his hands rummaged in his pockets. Then his lips formed as though to whistle. To reach him, for he seemed to be drifting away, Anselm slapped the Gatekeeper’s knee. ‘But you should know, Bearer of the Lantern. There must be some mistake. Has to be.’


‘Yes, of course …’


‘Another Herbert, that’s all.’


‘Aye.’


‘A different Moore.’


Sylvester groaned and reached for his paper and magnifying glass. He was not the same man who’d been lodged contentedly in his niche. Another troubled fellow had slipped into his skin. Moving the lens across the page, he said, uncertainly, ‘Now … where was I?’


‘Burnley nil, I think,’ mumbled Anselm.


2


On waking the next day Anselm’s first thought was upon the obvious: Kate Seymour had come to the reception alone; the old man had remained outside the monastery, just as he’d kept back from the graveyard. It was a compelling image of shame, remorse or respect – Anselm couldn’t tie it down, but its force sent him to the Prior’s door.


‘I’m worried about something,’ said Anselm, taking a seat by a window on to the cloister garth.


‘Let’s be quiet for a moment,’ the Prior replied, closing his eyes briefly.


Despite living most of his life in a Suffolk monastery, the Prior’s Glaswegian accent remained untarnished. His hair was very short, silvered and spiked. Thick eyebrows, also silver and sharp, pressed against round, cheap spectacles. His eyes were smouldering and dark, and so deep that they seemed to lack any specific colour.


‘Now, go to the end of your concerns,’ he said, intensely present to Anselm’s disquiet.


Ordinarily when listening, the Prior communicated very little save this defining concentration that threatened to absorb the speaker. But no sooner had Anselm mentioned the visitors to Herbert’s grave than his eyes moved with a kind of fearful recognition.


‘Sylvester believes they’ve made a monumental mistake,’ said Anselm, ‘but I’m not so sure. I was present at a terribly private moment for that old man, whoever he might be. It was as though something had happened in his life that reaches right into Herbert’s … identity. The woman said as much.’


The Prior nodded and then lapsed into thought, his eyes on the Garth.


‘There’s no mistake,’ he said reluctantly, after a while. ‘I know the name of the man who kept his distance. Herbert longed to meet him. He lived much of his life hoping and waiting that one day the man you saw might come to Larkwood.’ The Prior went to a cupboard in the corner of the room and withdrew a cardboard box. Placing it squarely on the table between them, he said, ceremonially, ‘Anselm, I’m going to tell you Herbert’s secret. Though he’s dead, he needs our help. And so, it seems, does Joseph Flanagan.’


Outside a light wind found the Lark’s valley and the old oaks lost their poise. Listening to the Prior, Anselm placed himself in the common room, years and years ago – long before he’d ever thought of a life as a monk – imagining he was present when Herbert Moore had wrecked a bit of fun on Christmas Day.


The festivities were over and evening had fallen. Everyone had gathered before a dangerously large fire. Long flames licked the back wall of the hearth, devouring sweet wrappers and a few stale cupcakes. Someone suggested a diversion whereby each monk would reveal whom he’d like to meet most, and what he’d say if he got the chance. Since Larkwood was a sort of upside-down place, another monk tipped the idea on its head: you had to state who might want to see you, and disclose what he or she might have to say. The room for embarrassment was colossal, so everyone eagerly approved the bespoke version. Lots of outlandish encounters were duly revealed, until it came to Herbert’s turn. Despite the laughter, his head had fallen on his chest, as though he were asleep. After a nudge and some bawdy cheering, he looked up, his face drawn, his mouth slightly open. Someone egged him on, repeating the rules. Herbert scanned the community anxiously, as though he were searching for a face in a foreign crowd. With a wavering hand, he drew the Prior towards him and mumbled that he was tired. An awkward silence extinguished the banter and the old man shuffled between the chairs towards the arched door that led to the night stairs. Fretting, the Prior followed his steps, for Herbert had also whispered, ‘I must speak to you … now.’


Herbert propped his sticks against the table in his cell and began talking immediately. ‘I’ve always wondered where he might be now, and what he’d made of his life, but I had no way of finding him, not after I became a monk.’


‘Who?’ asked the Prior, pulling over a stool.


Herbert slumped in a chair. ‘There is so much I’d like to say to him … but it never occurred to me, not until tonight, that one day he might want to see me. There’s a chance … a slim chance.’ As always, Herbert’s large eyes swam with affection, amusement, tragedy and hope – everyone commented on them; and now they were bright with a plea. ‘Can I take over reception?’


‘Yes,’ replied the Prior gently, appreciating that the Gatekeeper was the first point of contact with any visitor.


‘Should he turn up after I’m dead,’ pursued Herbert, ‘tell him this: he must banish any remorse. There’s no room for guilt. He must lead a full and happy life. Have you got that? Full and happy.’


The Prior patted Herbert’s arm, assuring him that he’d do as he was asked.


‘And give him these …’ Fumbling with animation, Herbert reached behind his collar and tugged on a leather string. Shortly he pulled free two circular bits of metal, one red, one green. ‘They’re army tags. They represent the two of us, him and me.’


‘Of course.’


Herbert smuggled the discs back against his skin. ‘Thank you, Andrew. You’re not that bad as a Prior.’ He closed his eyes and he seemed to have slipped off, though his lips were moving, as they often did in prayer.


The Prior coughed. ‘Who is it?’


Slowly Herbert opened his eyes. His features were fixed, the expression filled with emotion. ‘Joseph Flanagan.’


In this way Herbert became Gatekeeper at seventy-five. For fifteen years he sat in reception, greeting all and sundry, waiting with his message and his two gifts. Towards the end of his life he yielded the front door to Sylvester, his understudy. Unambiguous instructions came with the responsibility: that contact details were to be recorded of anyone making a substantive enquiry about any member of the community. No one ever came for Herbert, not until Kate Seymour arrived too late with her many questions.


‘He died without that last wish being fulfilled,’ said the Prior.


Anselm had slipped into a trance. As a postulant he’d seen Herbert at close quarters every day, often guiding him to the parlour for yet another impromptu consultation with a stranger who’d sought his guidance. The elder had never once mentioned the army, a trial, or the man who might have finally come to see him: the one person for whom he was waiting. Anselm remembered the low ringing of the bell after Herbert had died, that distinctive toll that told everyone to down tools and assemble in the Chapter Room. Dropping a garden rake, he’d joined the hushed crowd. The Prior had been unable to speak through his tears. He’d used the old sign language instead.


‘As usual, I collected together Herbert’s belongings,’ sighed the Prior, reaching into the box. ‘This is what I found in his left breast pocket.’


The Prior passed an envelope to Anselm. The writing on the front was large and slanted, addressed to Private Harold Shaw of The Lambeth Rifles, British Expeditionary Force, France. Anselm took out the letter. A glance told him of a life left behind: of Uncle George’s pigeons, family bowling on a Sunday, and a proud mother whose prayers for her son were constant. It was dated May 1916.


‘I’ve no idea who Harold Shaw might be,’ volunteered the Prior, ‘or why the letter was so important to Herbert that he wore it by his heart.’


Anselm put the note to one side, for the Prior had produced a thick red tome with several coffee or tea rings on the cover. ‘This book was in his cell.’


The flysheet announced the Manual of Military Law, published by the War Office in 1914. In the top right-hand corner was a signature in faded blue ink: H. J. Moore. Anselm read the title and autograph several times, unable to picture the book in Herbert’s hands, still abstracted by those Christmas Day revelations. He flicked through the pages, squinting at the tiny print. His attention fell upon the International Declaration Prohibiting the Discharge of Projectiles and Explosives from Balloons, signed at The Hague on 18th October 1907. The Hague, he mused, anchoring himself to the present moment. So much was sorted out at The Hague … even the misuse of a balloon. Cautiously, and mindful of the subsequent ingenuity for killing, he placed the book beside the letter.


‘However, it’s what I found on the body that surprised me most.’


All Gilbertine Priors prepare their dead for burial. It was a Larkwood custom that the local undertakers couldn’t quite comprehend. During the washing down, Father Andrew had lifted Herbert’s right arm and found traces of a most peculiar wound. A scar ran from the elbow, round on to the forearm, across the wrist, bending into the flat of the hand. ‘As far as I know Herbert had never hurt himself like that in all his years at Larkwood.’


‘A war injury, then?’


‘So it seems.’


The Prior nudged his glasses high on to his nose. ‘Of course I kept the tags. Here, take a look.’


They were round and well worn, like game tokens. Anselm made a start: he’d expected to read a name he recognised. Instead, each tag had been stamped 6890 Private Owen Doyle. ‘Who the hell is Doyle?’


‘God knows,’ replied the Prior.


A letter, a book, a scar, and some tags. Anselm’s mind began to float away once more. These relics didn’t really belong to the prayerful man who’d slept during Compline. What did they all mean? Part of his intelligence set to work without him, for he heard himself say, ‘You can still fulfil Herbert’s request. Kate Seymour must have given her address to Sylvester.’


The Prior promptly left the room and returned ten minutes later, carefully snipping the door into place.


‘She left a business card,’ began the Prior, back by the Garth. With a fingernail he tightened the paperclip repair on his glasses. ‘Unfortunately, our man at the Gate can’t find it.’


Anselm closed his eyes. There was always a risk with Sylvester. His memory was half shot, finding greatest accuracy in his youth, when the horse had given way to the engine. His dislike of all contraptions without cogs or springs – especially the telephone – meant that reported conversations were often garbled; and written messages frequently vanished, though they usually turned up after a while. This lapse, then, was no real surprise. And, in a way, it was the Prior’s fault for having kept him at reception. But he would have none other in his place. Sylvester, he frequently argued, was the face of the Gilbertines. He carried the community with him. He was the right monk to first meet any traveller.


‘So what do we do now?’ asked Anselm.


‘What we always do,’ replied the Prior, supremely undisturbed. ‘We wait. It is always good to wait.’


Anselm began his descent from the Prior’s study, negotiating the narrow spiral stairs. He had a strange feeling of interlude, as before a great awakening; as when the sky is bruised before dawn. All will be laid bare, he thought, seeing again that old man in tears by the aspens. The fields will lose their shadows. It was a matter of necessity. Anselm’s thoughts, however, soon turned in the opposite direction, away from what must come to pass, towards the contingent; to the small accidents that had helped change the direction of his life.




Chapter Three


1


It was chance that first brought Anselm to Larkwood Priory. Aged eighteen he signed up for a school retreat in order to avoid an otherwise compulsory geography trip. However a glance at a vocations leaflet on the last day left him subtly changed, for the words slipped deep into the housing of his mind and heart. In the years to come they rattled the bolts between the two and tapped insistently upon the more obscurely located windows. He learned in due course that Herbert had written them:






We can’t promise happiness,


but if God has called you to be here


you will taste a peace this world cannot give.








This pledge tracked Anselm from schools in England and France to university at Durham and a career at the London Bar. And so did its geography: Larkwood itself had touched his life, leaving a sort of wound that would not heal. While progressing in the law from hit and miss performances in the Bow Street Magistrates’ Court to the occasional scintillating triumph at the Old Bailey, his inner eye remained upon a folding of low hills, thick trees and a mishmash of pink and russet tiles. The clumsy chimes from the bell tower floated over the Suffolk dales, the M11, and a maze of London’s streets, to reach a spacious flat in Finsbury Park, where they reminded Anselm that peace might yet be his. A special kind of peace. The words on the leaflet were like a voice by his ear.


Being a lawyer, Anselm examined the main clause. Peace was on offer ‘if God has called you to be here’. There was, unfortunately, no room for argument. There could be no wrangling towards an acceptable compromise. It was only when a tourist from a distant land snapped his photograph outside the Royal Courts of Justice that Anselm recognised the enormity of the problem: the fellow had gone away with the wrong picture; the man in wig and gown was not truly Anselm. Defeated but profoundly unsure, Anselm decided to return to the place of his undoing. He was thirty. It had taken him twelve years to act on what he’d read.


At first he kept his distance. There was a charming B&B in the village and from there Anselm made discreet excursions into the monastic enclosure. But once upon its tangle of aimless lanes his longing grew intense, even painful. This place was home, though he didn’t know anyone who lived there, though he’d never been inside the cloister. Weakened and miserable, he’d drive back to his flat and untie the red tape on the papers of another trial. This is real life, he’d say: defending the possibly innocent or the probably guilty. But he didn’t believe his own rhetoric. After a few weeks of terrible homesickness he reserved the same room in the same B&B. The owners thought he just loved the homemade Suffolk dumplings (known as ‘swimmers’ because they floated).


At length Anselm left the lanes and bushes behind and entered the chapel. He sat at the back, eyes on a glimmer in the sanctuary, stunned by the silent celebration within himself. Distantly and calmly he recognised that there were questions to be answered at some point, but that there was no urgency, no haste in finding the answers: Why does my restlessness speak of God? What are these cowled men doing here? How can a chance reading of a promise so dismantle one’s life? These mind-benders, and more, were all rather remote, because for that one brief moment he felt he was dancing in the waters of life. Thereafter Anselm abandoned the ‘swimmers’ and always stayed in the guesthouse. To no one did he confide his growing desire to cross the gravelled lane marked ‘Private’, the narrow lane that led to the monastery door.


It was at this moment in his life, when the questions were well formed – ripe, one might say – that Anselm came across an old monk called Herbert.
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At the precise time of the meeting Anselm was wrestling with a problem which even to his own mind was of superficial importance. When not in court or wondering how to separate God’s voice from his own (in a forensic sort of way), Anselm’s passion was jazz. The earlier stuff, mainly: Louis, Bix, Bunny … Fats, Teddy Wilson, Earl Hines. Art Tatum. He’d been thinking (wrongly, as it turned out) that these wild cats would have to be caged if he became a monk. Troubled by the notion of no more foot tapping, he’d ambled without purpose to the limits of the enclosure where, to his complete astonishment, he saw a battered green Cortina stuck in a ditch. It had no number plates and the headlights had been smashed long ago. The stranded driver was very old and obviously a Gilbertine because he was dressed in the distinctive black habit and long white scapular. He was laughing to himself. Anselm tapped on the window.


‘Do you want a lift?’ said the monk, mischievously.


Fifteen minutes later, after jamming a branch under the back wheels – a method he’d seen in a film about commandos in the Burmese jungle – Anselm was sprayed in mud, but the vehicle had been salvaged. He sat in the passenger seat and the monk started asking questions, as if he’d known Anselm since childhood but had a lot to catch up on. There they sat, not moving in the middle of the road, surrounded by oaks and chestnuts. It was November. Every now and then a copper leaf floated down, swooping right and left. The path ahead was covered in acorns and split conker shells. Everything fascinated the old man. It was as though the commonplace details of someone else’s life were further proof that existence was wonderful. When Anselm revealed his profession, however, he groaned.


‘Ah, the Lord wasn’t that fond of lawyers.’


Anselm glanced sideways. The old monk’s hair was white and ruffled, and he grimaced. ‘Law and love, it’s not always a happy marriage.’


Somewhat defensively, Anselm volunteered another analysis, that love without law would be licentious, and law without love would be ruthless. The monk liked that one. He thought it through, moving his mouth round the idea as if it were a gobstopper. Anselm was about to turn the tables and ask the old man what he had done before coming to Larkwood, when, to his own surprise, Anselm’s sights shifted target. ‘Father, what do you do here?’


The question sprang from Anselm’s longing to understand. He didn’t really care about previous employment histories. He’d watched the monks shuffle to their stalls, their heads shaved and bowed, their robes long and slightly ill fitting; and he wanted to join them, though he didn’t fully know why.


The old monk seemed to be watching a memory out of the car window. His face became quite serene, though his lips trembled. Suddenly wistful and frail, he said, ‘We tend a fire that won’t go out.’


Anselm would have liked an extensive exegesis upon that remark, but he was already learning: Gilbertines often lapsed into silence. As if he’d left out something of importance, however, the monk added cheerily, ‘I’m Herbert by the way.’


He turned on the engine and revved with such force that the car shook and birds fled from the neighbouring trees. He rattled the gear stick and they lurched forward with a terrifying bang. Herbert was enjoying himself immensely. The car swung off the track and bounced through a field. It slid and the wheels span, and Anselm at once understood how the car had ended up in a ditch in the first place. By the time they reached the Priory Anselm was rattled by fear. With forced calm he said, ‘I came across you by accident. What would you have done if I hadn’t turned up?’


The monk thought for a moment and said, ‘Nothing happens by accident.’
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In retrospect – though one can never be sure of these things – Anselm considered himself altered by that meeting with Herbert. The following morning he woke to a certain brightness in the room; on rising, he felt well-toned and athletic, though he was a man who looked darkly upon strenuous exercise; throughout the following months his mind seemed well aired and, for once, simply furnished. While cross-examining a belligerent policeman he realised that his own private questions no longer stood as riddles above the door to monastic life. Which is not to say that they’d been answered. In meeting Herbert Anselm now understood that it is faith which seeks to understand, not understanding that seeks faith.


Confidently and freely, like a man leaving his house wide open, never intending to return, he decided to become a Gilbertine monk. As a first step towards asceticism he put all his jazz collection in a crate by the bin. There was no more serious gesture of which he was capable. He said goodbye to Bix and all the other tigers.


Unfortunately the powers-that-be at Larkwood didn’t immediately share Anselm’s enthusiasm. The novice master suggested he dwell upon Isaiah, Chapter 11, verses one–ten, a passage which Anselm later read with horror, because it laid out the wondrous qualities of a good judge. The community was pushing him away, he thought, back to the law, to the misery that would desiccate the marrow in his bones. Of course it was wise counsel: they had to be sure; and he had to clearly appreciate what he might leave behind. But Anselm refused to be discouraged. For two years he knocked tenaciously upon a heavy door that only opened ever so slowly, ever so cautiously. He looked through the gap, seeing more and more; and the community looked back like puzzled badgers in their set. In fairness, each side blinked once or twice, wondering what they might be letting themselves in for, but each eventually formed the sort of merciful judgement described by Isaiah. Aged thirty-four, jazz records in his bag, Anselm’s feet finally crunched upon the gravel of a lane marked ‘Private’. The door was already open and he stepped into the silence he’d first discovered in the woods nearby, when he’d been lost to the world, when he’d not yet found himself.


It is a monastic practice that a junior member of the community is given the task of helping an old monk – literally someone for the elder to lean on. The junior helps him manage the night stairs, brings him tea laced with illicit Scotch, steals the newspaper from the library, or takes him out for a breather when it’s not too cold. While these and other mundane tasks are carried out, the elder – in return – usually comes to share his understanding of the silent life. It is a kind of deep teaching by default.


Since coming to Larkwood Anselm had had few dealings with Herbert. The old man was just another shaved head on the far side of the chapel, where he often fell asleep. When awake, he’d sometimes wink across the nave, as if to say that mischief lay at the heart of mystery. So it came as a welcome surprise when, in the sixth month of his postulancy, the Prior appointed Anselm as Herbert’s assistant. Of course there was no knowing at the time, but Herbert was to die within a year. Fortunately Anselm had already concluded that the man he would assist was of a rare order. He entered upon his duties with wide, attentive eyes; with, as the Rule advised, the ear of his heart inclined to the Master.


Which was all well and good. But Herbert wasn’t the kind of man to volunteer guidance. His strength lay in who he was. Even his bending down to pick up a dropped match had become a recollected activity. Simply to watch him move was inspiring. As a result, Herbert didn’t really utter anything of spellbinding consequence to Anselm. It was as though he’d said all he had to say out there beneath the trees in the stranded Cortina. He talked, rather, of his childhood, often touchingly. His mother’s sandwiches had enjoyed a legendary reputation … his father had loved the pebble beach by Derwent Water … these were the kind of disclosures that punctuated a stroll by Our Lady’s Lake or the grove of aspens that surrounded the hives. They were like small flowers gathered from his infancy, their fragrance known only to him. To an extent he was a secret man. He never once touched upon his role in the history of the Priory. Anselm learned that from the other monks.


Herbert had joined a Gilbertine community in Belgium: Notre-Dame des Ramiers (popularly known as Les Ramiers). That in itself was not remarkable, since those called to monastic life are always drawn to a specific place. Herbert, however, was asked to help establish a new foundation in Suffolk, which duly brought him and a number of others to a heap of dilapidated buildings by the Lark, which they restored – apparently (and this taxed the imagination) with the help of Sylvester. At the age of forty, Herbert was elected Prior, a remarkable event because he’d only been professed for eight years. But such was the appeal of the man. His reputation spread. People came from all over to seek his advice, for he seemed to understand in advance any situation, however vexed, however much blame and innocence were muddled into a crisis. His eyes revealed an inexplicable fusion of joy and sorrow. He cried easily – happily, or in shared sadness. By the time Anselm came upon the battered Cortina, Herbert had been at Larkwood for fifty-six years. The car – a sort of motorised wheelchair – had been the object with which he was universally and fondly identified.


This was the community’s memory. And it became Anselm’s experience.


Almost every week someone arrived at reception asking to see Herbert. They were from all walks of life and often complete strangers. By their manner and questions some were evidently unfamiliar with, or unenthusiastic about, religious institutions. Not a few were distressed. With his arm like a rail, Anselm would lead Herbert to the parlour. On entering, the old man would sigh with delight and raise his arms, his fingers characteristically spread out, as if his limbs were straining to give effect to the warmth and extent of his welcome. Anselm would withdraw, wanting desperately to stay and listen: he was quite sure that Herbert said nothing about extravagant picnics or the fall of light upon Derwent Water.


When Herbert died, Anselm was all but overwhelmed with sadness. Despite the privilege of his position, he’d never really got to know the man who’d drawn him into Larkwood. Over the following years he listened attentively whenever Herbert’s name was mentioned. Through passing, affectionate conversations he learned more about the man who’d gone, what he’d said and what he’d done. It took time for a peculiar truth to emerge in Anselm’s mind. But it dawned on him nonetheless: to none of these others, Sylvester included, had Herbert ever spoken of fidelity to a sacred fire or the want of accidents.




Chapter Four
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Kate Seymour’s business card did not ‘turn up’, despite an extensive search of reception and each of Sylvester’s many crammed pockets. That she was the daughter of the old man was a fair assumption shared by the entire community; that he was Joseph Flanagan and had made a first and last pilgrimage to Larkwood was virtually certain. For once, the mislaying wasn’t only tiresome; it was serious, for nothing could be done to effect Herbert’s wishes until it surfaced. In the meantime, Sylvester condemned himself in silence, forgetting to shave for the first time in seventy years. His stubble, in patches and rather like moulting fluff, aged him dramatically. In choir he padded to his stall, reminding Anselm of those forlorn sheep with half their coat trailing on the ground. The community was again of one mind: the Gatekeeper was distressed as much by what he’d done as the discovery of Herbert’s selective trust.


Only the Prior was untroubled, being content to let matters take their course. He did, however, have several conferences with Brother Bede, who was responsible for the archives. Bede was always red in the face as if he’d washed his loins in liniment. It made him look awfully wounded and serious. With the Prior’s attention resting on his expertise, he’d acquired a further rash of blistering importance which Anselm found almost impossible to look upon. Anselm’s direct engagement with recent events and the memory of Kate Seymour’s disappointment in a man special to his memory had implicated Anselm in a personal way with the resolution of the crisis – at least as far as he was concerned. But the Prior had simply stepped around him … to raise the temperature on Bede’s self-esteem.


It was with a cluster of such prickling thoughts that Anselm went to his hives, pausing among the aspens to ponder on Herbert’s role in Joseph’s ordeal. Law and love, he’d said … it’s not always a happy marriage … was that part of the meaning of the trial? Before Anselm could develop the thought he heard footfalls behind him on the path. He turned to see the Prior.


‘Can the bees spare you for a moment?’ he enquired, coming level.


Anselm led him through the leaning crosses to the bench among saints.


‘Bede has checked the archives,’ began the Prior, without preamble. ‘He found nothing whatsoever of relevance. But while digging out the boxes he had an idea. A good idea. He suggested contacting the Public Records Office – the PRO – at Kew Gardens in London.’


‘To what end?’


‘It holds the national archives … and millions of documents from the old War Office, including the transcripts of First World War courts martial.’


While the Prior possessed Herbert’s message and the tags, what he did not have was an understanding of the trial. And that was the central issue, he stressed, even to Mr Flanagan himself. On this matter neither the Prior nor anyone else could say anything – as Herbert would surely have wished – because Herbert had never shared his thoughts on the matter. Not holding out much hope of success, the Prior had rung the PRO and had eventually been referred to a Military Specialist called Martin Reid. ‘A Scot,’ added the Prior with approval. ‘And he’s familiar with “The Flanagan file”. So much so that he knew the names of the court’s members.’ Herbert was indeed one of the three – a knowledge of detail that struck Anselm as extraordinary – but the Prior had moved on, saying that the trial was a complete anomaly.


‘Only the papers relating to executed soldiers were kept by the War Office. The rest were destroyed … which means that, in principle, Private Joseph Flanagan was shot by a firing squad in September nineteen seventeen.’


Anselm looked towards the aspens, to a spot well beyond Herbert’s grave. The old man’s shoulders had moved horribly, like an injured child’s.


‘I said nothing to Mr Reid about our visitors, or Herbert’s message,’ said the Prior. He, like Anselm, had sensed a very private purpose in their coming to Larkwood. ‘And that makes his next remarks all the more fascinating. Joseph Flanagan’s trial is anomalous in that no one knows what actually happened – either through the court process or afterwards. There’s no record of the outcome; no record that he returned to the ranks; no record of imprisonment; no record of death; no record of burial; he was never discharged; his name does not occur upon a single monument or memorial. It’s as though he vanished into thin air.’


And vanished he did, thought Anselm, until last week. ‘What’s held at the national archives?’


‘A complete transcript of the evidence.’


‘Anything else?’


‘I didn’t ask. He suggested I come and read the file for myself. It’s a public document.’ The Prior’s eyes wandered over the hives, a slow swing from right to left, squinting at the names of saints and sinners. ‘Even if I had Kate Seymour’s business card, I wouldn’t call her, not just yet. As I say, it’s always good to wait. Especially when there’s something else to be done.’ He waved away a bee, his prickly concentration falling at last upon Anselm. ‘I’d like you to study this file. Read it warily. See if you can feel the heat of meaning. Something that even now might bring life to Joseph Flanagan.’


Anselm nodded, humbled, for the Prior was far more capable of carrying out that particular task than himself. He made a text live. On occasion, his sermons could be exhilarating, something to make you run outside and drag people in from the byways.


‘There seems little doubt that Herbert’s hope has not been fulfilled.’ The Prior’s voice had changed, the warmth of tone revealing his own attachment to Herbert; and at that moment Anselm noticed that at no point in their discussions had the Prior rehearsed a single private memory of Herbert in relation to himself … which at once outlined their depth and significance. ‘We can’t simply give the man you saw some tags and a message, as if Herbert had left a scrap of paper with Sylvester. First and foremost, we need to understand what happened between these two men in nineteen seventeen. One found peace, the other did not. And if things follow their usual course, Kate Seymour’s address will turn up just when we need it most.’


‘But why me?’


Of course Anselm recognised his own qualifications: as a lawyer he’d had appropriate training and he understood French, which might assist with any ancillary documents. But he was quite sure these were not the Prior’s reasons.


‘Long before you revealed your desire to be a monk, Herbert said that one day you’d come to Larkwood.’


‘Really?’ Anselm recalled again their long conversation in the battered Cortina. He’d said nothing of his intentions.


‘He also said that you reminded him of himself, from the days when he’d been lost.’ The Prior put a hand on Anselm’s shoulder. ‘That’s why I want you to go and find him.’
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It was thus with a sense of Herbert’s deep imprint on his own history, and that of Larkwood, that Anselm prepared for his trip to London. Increasingly he was struck that while old soldiers might keep quiet about their experiences, it was nonetheless extraordinary that Herbert had said nothing to Sylvester about his time in the army. They’d met when memories were fresh and raw; it would have been difficult if not impossible to avoid reference to the war and how it might have touched them. But then a cog clicked in Anselm’s mind: Sylvester never spoke about it either. He’d lived through the trauma and its aftermath, and yet he was permanently locked into the Boer conflict of the previous century. After that, it was as though the world had been saved by Baden-Powell and boy scouts armed with sheath knives and balls of string. He’d leapfrogged one of the defining catastrophes of the twentieth century. With this incongruity scratching at his mind, Anselm rang Martin Reid at the national archives to arrange a meeting.


The Military Specialist was a natural conversationalist, the sort of man you’d invite to animate a potentially subdued dinner party. Quite how they got on to the subject of personal histories passed Anselm by, but he learned that Martin had been in the ‘Silent Service’ of the Royal Navy (submarines) until a degree in war studies brought him out of uniform and into the service of the national archive. His primary academic field was First World War Naval Operations, but an interest in military discipline had led him to other troubled waters. His voice was wonderfully smooth, leading Anselm to suspect that the Scots accent had been pressed through a sieve at Dartmouth.


‘The Flanagan file stands out in several respects,’ said Martin. ‘But the first clue to its significance is the timing.’


The court martial took place during a lull in the battle for Passchendaele, the name of a village that would henceforth be associated with carnage and unimaginable suffering. Herbert’s unit had just carried out a costly attack east of Langemarck. His regiment, and several others, had withdrawn to Oostbeke, near Poperinghe. For the next two weeks – between 2 and 17 September 1917 – they prepared intensively for an engagement on the Menin Road.


‘Private Flanagan’s trial took place on the first. This is interesting because the court martial was evidently arranged at the earliest opportunity, a matter of days after the offence, which might suggest that the army command wanted to find an example’ – he paused, letting the sharpness of the word cut its meaning – ‘so if the Commander-in-Chief felt that an execution was required to firm up resolve, then the time to give the order was before the troops went back into the line on the seventeenth. No one knows what happened. But the timing is not propitious. As I said to your Prior, it’s unfortunate that Father Moore didn’t leave a diary or testament of some kind, just a line to clear up the confusion left in this little corner of history.’


In something of a daze Anselm set about organising the remaining practicalities. He booked a room in a B&B near the Public Record Office, though he hardly listened to the directions. He was too distracted, his mind returning to the long conversation that had developed with Martin about the Great War. What had once been seared into the heart of a generation now required an exposition, like Hastings or Waterloo. Martin described how for fifteen miles the Western Front looped around the battered city of Ypres, creating a tongue of land that projected into the German defences. It was called ‘the Salient’. The high water table coupled with a fragile drainage system meant that the terrain was a kind of moist putty. Constant bombing since 1914 had shattered not only Ypres, but also the land. When it rained, the ground became a swamp. This was the place that Herbert had never spoken about.


Hesitantly, Anselm knocked on the Cellarer’s door to obtain the means for travel and subsistence. Cyril always behaved as if necessary expenditure was somehow profligate and that by releasing funds he was being forced to participate in a dubious enterprise. An industrial accident had left him with one arm, overloading the other with gestures to support his remonstrations. Reluctantly he counted out the bare minimum, slammed the money box lid and dismissed Anselm with a curt demand for receipts. On leaving his office Anselm bumped into an atmosphere as solid as the man.


‘Is it true?’ challenged Bede. ‘Are you off to the PRO?’


Responsibilities are sharply defined in a monastery. The kitchens, the laundry, the guesthouse, the sacristy … the archives … all of them have a monk in charge, and generally speaking people get very hot under the collar if someone treads on to their patch. It’s to do with efficiency. But trespass can also ignite the jealousies that give an edge to community living.


‘I’d have thought this was an archival matter,’ he panted.


‘The Prior wants a legal angle.’


‘Did you volunteer your services?’ Sweat had gathered above his brows.


Anselm didn’t even reply.


Ordinarily these last two encounters would have vexed him, but now they were utterly inconsequential. Among old soldiers (said Martin, mingling anecdote with fact) the Salient was called Immortal because of its strategic importance, and for the vast numbers of dead it claimed. At this small spot the hopes of the opposing sides had collided in increasingly desperate attempts to break the deadlock, to make the static war a mobile conflict. No price had been deemed too high. For whoever broke through could launch a sweeping movement inland to win the war. But it never happened. By 1917, he said, there were bodies in the Salient reflecting the age of the conflict. Anselm had grimaced – not so much at the idea, but because Martin had used an archaeologist’s phrase to illuminate the past. It was an unavoidable technique when all that remained of the bloodshed was an archive. The very exercise, however, revealed the acute nature of Herbert’s problem. His silence wasn’t a species of lie. He’d seen the geology of death and it had left him speechless. Confronted now by Bede’s wounded feelings, Anselm couldn’t quite summon the sympathy. Any more than he could now understand Kate Seymour’s disappointment.


Even as he knelt upon the floor of the nave to receive the Prior’s blessing and commission – always given before a journey of any kind – Anselm sifted his concerns, trying to shake off the chaff. By the time he dozed on the train as it rattled across the gentle hills of Suffolk towards London, he was sure of his objectives: what had happened to Joseph Flanagan? Why was a letter to Harold Shaw in Herbert’s pocket? Who was Owen Doyle? Why were his identity tags around Herbert’s neck? Why give the tags to someone called Flanagan? And, of central importance, what was the event that bound these people together? The meaning of the trial had to lie within these markers.


In fact, Anselm had listed the questions in five minutes. The issue that had preoccupied him most was of a personal nature and quite incidental to his mission. He approached it with something like reverence and fear: what had happened to Herbert out there, in the fight for Passchendaele – an experience so powerful that he should forever keep it secret?


Anselm slept fitfully. Occasionally, he slipped into the depths, where he saw a kind, wise face lined with happiness and pain. Even in slumber he knew that Herbert’s secret was the key to Herbert the man – the man Anselm had found stranded in a battered green Cortina: a monk who didn’t believe in accidents or the charms of luck.




Part Two




Chapter Five


Execution
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On the evening of the 25th of August 1917 Captain Herbert Moore woke on the slope of a shell hole. He’d hardly felt the blast. It had torn the sleeves off his raincoat, and part of his jacket and shirt. He’d been crouching just behind Alistair … Major Brewitt, the Company commander, a solicitor from Morpeth … who must have taken the brunt. After the wallop, Herbert found himself prostrate with his face against the dirt, vaguely aware that time had passed, that water was creeping upon him; that he would have to move or he’d drown. It had been early morning when the coal-box had whistled towards them … but now the light was fading. He was alone on the edge of a black pool with oily swirls of red and green. Rain chopped its surface and battered his face and arms. Explosions thundered continuously, masking their personality, though nothing landed anywhere near him. The German gunners behind Passchendaele Ridge must have tweaked the gradient of fire, he thought, keeping pace with their enemy’s advance. Herbert slid through a sludge of intestines and grit, hauling himself into the open. Staring across the beaten land, he tried to gain his bearings … he couldn’t see anyone else from the regiment. Abruptly, like the coming of an unforeseen mercy, he fainted.
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