	Contemporary Art  |  The Collection & Usher Gallery

	[image: image1.jpg]





Tom, the curate, has been hunting for gold altar cloths. There are still two Sundays until Easter, but in the last chapel meeting a misunderstanding came to light, and now no one is sure where the gold cloths were put after Epiphany.

 Tom likes the Lenten altar cloth. It was commissioned by a vicar in the late fifties, and the chapel’s needlework society created it.  It is a deep lavender purple, and appliquéd with an abstract pattern, which reminds Tom of pebbles tumbling down a hill, or leaves falling. Each silver stitch is the same size as the one before it and the one after it, and Tom can’t see them without thinking of the look of concentration on his Grandma’s face as she did her tapestry work. She would make up stories about the picture she was embroidering and tell them to Tom. Tom’s Grandma told fantastic stories; her repertoire included everything from goblins to robots via ghosts and astronauts. Tom resolved to write her stories down, but every time he went to see Grandma, he was so spellbound he forgot. He kept forgetting until he was old enough to spend Saturdays playing with his friends. 

*

Hetty gets to the chapel early so that she can set up the little ones’ activities in the hall.  Mostly she reads them a parable and they colour in pictures or make collages. Today it’s the parable of the lost coin. She has brought crayons and paper so that they can draw what is precious to them. She has brought Jaffa Cakes too, since they were on offer, and it’s nearly Easter. They rustle in her handbag like old friends chattering.  After Communion, Hetty brings the children back to their parents in the main church. It can be a struggle to keep the youngest sitting still and quiet, so before they return to church, Hetty gives them a list of things to try and spot in the stained glass windows.

Hetty’s favourite window in the chapel is the one where a star shines over Bethlehem. The star is the shape of a laughing eye and so lightly tinted that it changes colour with the weather. Hetty has dreams about that star – in them, she hears no words but she knows that everything is all right. The star follows her as she potters about the house, cleaning the room her son used to play in, making the bed. The star smells of her late husband; soap, fresh air and coffee, but she doesn’t feel sad in these dreams. 

Hetty sees Maryam sitting in the pew already lost in thought, and she thinks it’s a shame that more young people don’t come to church. She remembers when her son used to come to a youth club here – more children came in those days, and in summer they used to go the park after the service to climb trees or play tag.

*

Maryam likes the nativity scene too, but it’s the temporary home beneath the star that she likes. Every crease in baby Jesus’ fingers, each eyelash even, has been painted exactly the way she would have imagined it. Mary looks completely blissful; a bit fresh for a woman who’s just given birth, Maryam thinks, but God does wondrous things.

In her home country, Maryam was a nurse. She has seen babies being born, she has also seen people dying. The last baby she delivered was in a cellar, during a bombing raid. Bits of dust kept skittering down from the ceiling but she has no idea how many bombs were dropped as all she could hear was her neighbour’s panting. Little pushes, now Farah, little pushes. Farah’s whole family were on the other side of a screen because the cellar was the safest place during raids. When the baby was born, Farah’s husband took off his shirt and jacket to wrap around the baby, but she was still a little cold.

Maryam prays to have a family of her own one day and when she looks at her namesake in this window, she feels calmer. Jesus’ mother seems to smile at whoever watches her. She has a kindly face, as if she’s saying: You too will find your purpose. If not as a mother, then something else.

*

Mike disappears for weeks on end when he’s having one of his binges, but he always returns, realising how much he’s missed it. Now he and the organist talk about David Bowie over mugs of tea as they wait for the congregation to come in. For Mike it’s not just the people and the worship – the building itself feels like a friend. He likes the windows, and the old pews, but his favourite part is the carving of the shepherd which is part of a pillar near the door. The shepherd’s stone has turned woody-coloured and smooth with age, and the shepherd’s eyes are so bright that Mike almost expects him to start whistling every time he comes to church. The shepherd carries a frightened- looking lamb over his shoulders, and another sheep emerges from the pillar by his feet. Sometimes, when the sermon goes on too long, Mike imagines what it would be like to spend your days looking after so many valuable creatures, and whether the pastures of Nazareth are as windswept and mossy-coloured as those here. 

When Mike thinks about drinking again, he imagines putting the idea to the shepherd. The shepherd, for all his youth, is a wise soul and can always think of an argument against it. Sometimes Mike listens, sometimes he doesn’t, but for six weeks now, he has more or less listened.

*

Harry isn’t much of a believer. He’s not sure his wife, Emily, is either, but she wanted to come so that they could have their son christened here and the habit stuck. Noah will be five this year and he loves church. He spends the service colouring in pictures and gluing his fingers together. A kind lady runs the activities for the younger children and she lets them have biscuits when the grown-ups have had communion. Harry feels uncomfortable but he distracts himself by staring at the windows. No one can guess how much of a bored hypocrite he feels since it’s not as though you can stare out of the chapel windows; they are works of art in themselves. Harry’s favourite is the window of the friends having supper. Harry first thought it might be the last supper, but there’s only three people there – weren’t all the disciples at the last supper? Jesus has been glazed in a deep red so that when the sun is out he looks like a heart glowing, and when it isn’t he looks like a glass of wine. A halo shoots out of his head like a circle of exclamation marks. The supper is only bread, which Jesus is breaking and wine, but it looks like enough for the people there. Harry remembers when cooking wasn’t just something he had to do after work; late night supper parties washed down with cheap wine as a student and discussions which went on until the wee hours. People would crash on the sofas, and in the morning leftovers would be microwaved for brunch. It was one of these parties where he met Emily; then with shorter hair and a pierced belly button. Not long afterwards he made the first of the five birthday cakes he made for her, before birthdays became a bottle of wine and a shop-bought card. He still sees that grin on her face, only now it’s when Noah has drawn a family portrait at church, or saved her half a Jaffa Cake.

*

Robert, the organist doesn’t sleep much and now that he no longer works, it’s a relief when he has to leave the house for church.

It’s an electronic organ, rather than the piped kind which he learned on, sitting next to his grandfather in church. When he was very tiny, he thought that the organ was the voice of God himself; it was so loud and it reached up and up as far as he could see. The church and the organ shrank as he grew but the music got bigger. As his friends fell away from church, he kept going not so much out of religious conviction as a love of the experience. The way the choir could make the room feel warmer or cooler from the tone of their voices; the boldness of the organ and the way it could also sing gently, the way sound could slip people into meditation or make them radiant with joy. It made him an oddity at college, the way he sunk pints with the others on Saturday night and still got up for church on a Sunday. After college, church became more important as friends moved away and got married. It wasn’t that Robert preferred his own company exactly, but other people needed a lot of energy and he didn’t always have it. He had thrown himself into work and started playing the organ at church.

Every week he comes in twice to practise. For two hours there is no rain, no daytime television or tragic news reports, no need to make simple tasks last as long as possible to fill the hours. The organ’s music conjures shapes and colours which fill the room; Robert is part of the music, even the arthritis in his hands is part of the music.

When Mike comes to church, he comes early, and once or twice he has come to listen to Robert practise, too. Robert waits to see if Mike will be coming before he puts the kettle on, but he knows better than to expect him to be there.

*

Tom puts on his cassock and goes to fetch a glass of water. In the kitchen, Mike and Maryam are buttering bread rolls and Hetty is putting Jaffa Cakes on a plate. 

‘Shall I help?’ asks Tom.

Hetty looks horrified ‘And get crumbs on yourself? No, no, don’t you worry. Tom.’

One Jaffa Cake won’t quite fit on the plate, so Hetty holds out the packet to them.

Maryam shakes her head ‘Thank-you, no, Hetty,’ she says.

‘I don’t have to worry about my finery,’ says Mike, ‘I’ll save you from yourself, Tom.’

Robert walks in whistling and rinses out the tea mugs. ‘Windy day.’

‘Mmm,’ says everyone. Tom knows that soon Robert will start playing, and the rest of the congregation will come in hugging and helloing, so he goes to tell the vicar that he’s still had no luck with the gold altar cloths before opening the chapel doors.
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