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      Prologue

    


    
      In the beginning, God created the heavens and the earth, and in the firmament of the sky He made two great lights; the greater light was to govern the day and to give light on the earth, and He called it the sun.


      Towards the end (which was really just another beginning), the sun was still successfully governing the day (unless you happened to live in Norway, where you might justifiably feel that you had been overlooked) and one day in early spring its golden rays streamed across an unremarkable part of England, winding their way with a vigorous, end-of-winter energy into the unremarkable village of Little Collyweston.


      The village was, as its name hinted, little. The one landmark was the parish church of St Barnabas, its plain exterior, wooden door and stained-glass windows lit by the bright, early morning rays. In front of the church a wooden noticeboard stood at a slight angle, dappled sunlight playing over the week’s service times, an advert for the Tuesday Mothers and Children Group and a red piece of cardboard displaying the poorly printed motto:


      
        ASPIRE TO INSPIRE BEFORE YOU EXPIRE!

      


      Somebody in the church had been pinning poorly printed mottoes on the board for as long as anyone in Little Collyweston could remember – so long, in fact, that nobody could remember who was responsible. The incumbent vicar was not greatly keen on the mottoes, but because nobody knew who put them there he wasn’t able to ask them to stop doing it and he didn’t like to remove the mottoes in case he offended somebody, so there they remained, in garish contrast to the plainness of the church.


      Even on this bright morning the sun seemed unwilling to penetrate the walls of the building itself. In this respect it had a great deal in common with the inhabitants of Little Collyweston, almost all of whom had more enjoyable ways of spending a Sunday morning than thinking about their creator, so apart from the distant echoes of a sermon floating from the church, the village was still and quiet. The scene might have been the opening to the kind of Saturday-evening post-apocalyptic drama familiar to television audiences in the 1970s. In that instance, the sweetly sinister deserted scenario would have yielded a desperate and low-budget gang of survivors, possibly along with zombies or flesh-eating plants, but when the people living in Little Collyweston finally drew their curtains they would find nothing so dramatic. The most apocalyptic thing to have happened in Little Collyweston was the installation of a new bus stop in 1987.


      If the sleeping inhabitants had realised that this was all about to change, they might have been more inclined to venture into the church to get information about the impending day of reckoning. But in the stillness of that clear, bright morning, they would have taken quite some persuading that God had chosen to make any kind of apocalyptic return in Little Collyweston.


      Nevertheless, He had, and it had already started.

    

  


  
    
      

      PART ONE


      
        But of the times and the seasons, brethren, ye have no need that I write unto you. For yourselves know perfectly that the day of the Lord so cometh as a thief in the night.


        1 Thessalonians: 5, 1–2

      

    


    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 1

    


    
      Reverend Andy Biddle was in the middle of the best family service he had ever devised – and that was quite an achievement by his standards.


      If anybody ever understood the peculiarly Anglican tradition of family services, the wisdom was never passed on. These are services which, as their name suggests, are aimed at the whole family, so parents have to put up with having their children with them and everybody else has to put up with having other people’s children with them; nobody, including the people running the services, knows what to do with the children, and the children don’t know what to do with the services, except perhaps ignore them, which results in frequent tellings-off by parents who are invariably guilty of ignoring the services too because everybody, including the people running them, finds them a tedious waste of time. Anglican clergy, not knowing what to do with either the services or the children, often like to ignore them as well, passing all responsibility over to unwary lay readers, trainee priests, or – if they have such a resource to draw on – wives.


      Reverend Andy Biddle was an exception. He believed he had a special gift in knowing the level at which to pitch a service for a congregation ranging from the youngest to the oldest people in the church. On this particular day they seemed to be responding even more positively than usual.


      He playfully tapped the third egg against the side of the lectern before pulling the shell apart and emptying its contents into a plastic jug. ‘It depends on the size of your frying pan, of course,’ he said, ‘but I find three eggs is usually the right number for a decent omelette.’ He grinned at the rows of faces observing him. ‘Unless you’re very hungry indeed,’ he added, ‘but then, you could always make yourself a second omelette, couldn’t you, now that I’ve shown you how easy it is?’


      Andy Biddle’s cookery sermons were a running theme in his ministry. He had first incorporated his love of preparing food into a sermon as a trainee priest, when the vicar at his placement church, not having a wife, had asked him to take responsibility for the family service. Struggling for suitable ways of engaging with disinterested children and distracted adults, he had hit upon the idea of comparing the oats in a flapjack to the church, with God as the sugary content binding the different parts together. It had been a qualified success; enjoyable as making flapjacks in a church service had been, cooking them required an oven (which he realised at the last minute he could not realistically bring into the church itself), and twenty minutes’ cooking time. He had been forced to ask a Mrs Wells, who lived next to the church, to nip home and put his flapjacks in the oven, whilst he preached a somewhat longer sermon than his chosen topic could really sustain.


      However, the theory behind the sermon had been a good one, and the flapjacks had been very much appreciated by the younger members of the church. Over the years, Biddle had refined and perfected the technique of preaching with food, specialising in simple dishes he could prepare over a Primus stove (so as to allow the congregation to watch the cooking in process), and simple but memorable messages about the nature of God and the church. There had been some failures; a foolish attempt to make floating islands – a complicated dessert involving meringue which was hard enough to pull off at home – had gone badly awry and the point of his sermon had been lost as a result. Once, whilst preparing beans on toast, his surplice had caught fire, and though it was quickly extinguished and no injuries occurred, his dignity (and with it the strength of what he was trying to say) had suffered badly.


      But at best, Biddle’s cookery sermons were inspired and memorable. It gave him no end of pleasure when people at his church, often the very youngest members, would approach him and recall with evident delight the time that he had made spaghetti carbonara, or the minor coup when he had successfully pulled off chocolate brownies in record time, or even – and Biddle knew that special levels of grace were required with children – ‘the one where you caught fire’.


      The omelette sermon was his best yet. He had hit upon the beautiful similarity between the broken people of the world and the broken eggs of an omelette. For while the eggs were necessarily broken, what was inside them, when mixed together as one (Biddle was always keen to reinforce the importance of the church as one foundation over the significance of the individual), were the beginnings of a solid, unified body, bound together by the Holy Spirit (that was, the heat in the frying pan). It was an unusually complex message for a family service, but Biddle felt it was an important one and, by using an omelette as his starting point, he was able to make the point of his message far clearer than he would in any run-of-the-mill spiel from the pulpit.


      Not only was it a fine sermon, it looked like it was going to turn out to be a very fine omelette.


      ‘Now we get to the interesting bit,’ he said, watching with gratification as the under-elevens, who had been invited to sit on the floor at the front of the church, leaned forward in a single wave to get a better view of what he was doing. Biddle felt particularly proud that the children in the congregation would be receiving the message in all its complexity. Perhaps, with their childlike perspective, he mused, they might actually understand the profundity of his words more than their parents.


      He poured the contents of the jug slowly and stylishly into the frying pan, watching the omelette immediately take shape. Yes, it was going to be an extremely good one. It was just as well: as this was his first family service at St Barnabas, Collyweston, he was keen to make a good impression.


      


      Ted Sloper sat in the choir stalls and watched with increasing disbelief as the vicar’s omelette neared completion. Ever since the nauseatingly cheery vicar had stepped into one of Ted’s rehearsals a month ago and slowly talked the choir through how he would be taking the service, with lots of inane grinning and expressive rises which threatened to take his every sentence into mezzo-soprano territory, Ted had inwardly decided that their new vicar was actually a frustrated Blue Peter presenter. Now Biddle was proving Ted’s theory.


      He was showing them how to make an omelette. What next? wondered Ted. A step-by-step guide to making a model of the church using a cereal packet, an empty washing-up liquid bottle and some sticky-backed plastic?


      Ted sighed moodily and looked across at the opposite choir stall. The meagre ranks of the St Barnabas church choir mutely watched the culinary activity, glazed looks across their wrinkled faces. It was impossible to tell what they made of it. On consideration, Ted wondered if the omelette was about on their level. He gazed at the grey hair, the balding heads, the reflected stained-glass patterns in the lenses of Harriet Lomas’s glasses, all emerging from a row of tent-like, off-green cassocks worn with the same grace that potatoes wear a sack, and the grim horror of his situation hit him for the seventeenth time that morning. What was he doing in this place? He should be in a cathedral, directing a proper choir, with proper singers – with trebles, for God’s sake, not old women.


      Miserably, he turned his attention back to the sacred cuisine that – alas – seemed likely to be the most interesting part of today’s service, and sighed the heavy, desperate sigh of a trapped man. ‘Are you okay?’ asked Harley Farmer, the large bass sitting next to Ted whose singing voice might have made a passable foghorn. Ted looked round at Farmer’s dull eyes and impassive face and decided not to answer.


      Once upon a time, he had been a treble in the choir of Winchester Cathedral. He had sung the finest music with the finest conductors. He had projected his own voice up into the heights of the vast, beautiful space of the Cathedral and heard it echoing back from the cavernous arches. What had gone wrong?


      


      Robert Phair was feeling uncomfortably self-conscious. He sat about halfway down the church, a distant smile on his face, trying to look as if he was receiving wisdom, trying to look as if he was happy to be there, and trying to look as if he was entirely unbothered by the fact that his wife had stormed out very noisily and obviously about twenty seconds after Reverend Biddle had broken his first egg. For a moment, every head in the congregation had turned to observe Lindsay Phair’s spectacular exit. A moment later, every eye in the church had fixed on him, sitting on his own in the middle of a pew in the middle of the church. Alone. Embarrassed. He was sure they had all noticed (except perhaps Reverend Biddle, who seemed rather absorbed with his omelette. Mmm, thought Phair, it did smell good – he’d really welcome an omelette right now).


      Robert Phair was also sure that everybody in the church felt deeply sorry for his having such a dreadful wife. It wasn’t the kind of sympathy he needed, deserved though it might have been. He loved Lindsay very dearly, but she did have a somewhat impetuous nature and was inclined to overreact, two facets of her otherwise delightful personality which he wished were less obvious at times.


      She would be sitting in the car fuming, a sour look of stubborn self-pity on her face. He thought maybe he ought to go to her to show some solidarity in their nuptial bond. He would undoubtedly be in trouble later for failing to stand by her. But, things having calmed down, he didn’t like to remind people of the earlier fuss by leaving the church himself. She would wait for him and they could talk about it later. He was sympathetic with her difficulties, up to a point – after all, Lindsay had been finding it hard coping with the idiosyncrasies of St Barnabas for some time, and the vicar was making an omelette. Still, she maybe should have waited to see what would happen; there was bound to be a meaning to the demonstration. If nothing else, it had reminded him quite how much he liked omelettes.


      He shifted in his seat, trying not to look uncomfortable. He hoped Lindsay wouldn’t drive off without him. She wouldn’t drive off, no. She knew he couldn’t walk all the way home with two children.


      It was rather disagreeable of her to cause a stir at all, really, however justified. When she was in one of her moods, he often saw exactly what she must have been like as a teenager. All pouty and sulky and – and really not very attractive at all. God help them if Esther and Rebekah turned out like that.


      He took in another deep breath and savoured it. He was now experiencing an intense craving for an omelette.


      


      Sathan Petty-Saphon ran the church of St Barnabas. She sat now in her usual seat in the second pew from the front, and was not impressed with what she saw. She was aware that there were churches in which omelettes might be made and nobody would see anything wrong with it. But St Barnabas was not that sort of church. There were standards to uphold. How would Jesus react to somebody making an omelette in his church? Jesus certainly didn’t mess around making breakfast in the Bible.


      Things ran in a particular way at St Barnabas, and it often took newcomers a while to get used to it. A new vicar, Sathan Petty-Saphon quite understood, would have a lot of things to get used to, and it would take some time to settle him into the routine of things. But this vicar had been especially slow in adjusting to the way things worked, and didn’t seem to have taken on board either the importance of the things she had made a point of telling him, or indeed the importance of Sathan Petty-Saphon.


      She did not run the church in any official capacity. But the running of the church was most definitely her responsibility – that much was surely obvious. She had been careful to mention to Reverend Biddle several times during their first conversation that she had been attending St Barnabas for twenty-six years, almost twenty-seven. She had dropped in titbits of valuable parish information and essential facts about how the church operated.


      In spite of this, Reverend Biddle had thus far failed to approach her for advice (though she had made it very clear that it would be freely and gladly given whenever needed); nor had he followed her guidelines regarding the length and style of his intercessions, or indeed who and what to include in them. Her recommendations about keeping ‘unscripted personal additions to the service’ to a minimum had been ignored, as had her counsel that the congregation at St Barnabas always used the traditional version of the Lord’s prayer, with ‘which art’, ‘thy’, ‘it is’, ‘trespasses’, ‘them that’ and ‘for thine be’.


      Did she now also have to tell him that it was not, so far as the congregation of St Barnabas were concerned, suitable in the course of a church service to prepare an omelette?


      What troubled her was that the omelette was representative of more deep-rooted problems in the new vicar’s approach. The omelette itself, objectionable though it was, was merely a physical manifestation of the spiritual omelette that was cooking in the church. Reverend Biddle seemed determined to cultivate an atmosphere of informality which, if it continued, was going to have an effect on the type of people attending the services. No doubt Reverend Biddle would see people coming into the church – any people – as a good thing. But Sathan Petty-Saphon knew that there were certain types of people who had a negative and potentially destructive effect in these settings. There was Lindsay Phair, for example, flouncing out of the service in that ridiculously self-indulgent way – what exactly did the woman think she was doing? No doubt she thought she was making a statement, as if church was a place for having opinions. It was certainly indicative of Reverend Biddle’s lack of control; under the old vicar, Lindsay Phair would jolly well have sat in silence.


      Sathan Petty-Saphon was also worried by a newcomer whom she had seen sitting towards the back of the church in the last couple of services. There was something deeply suspicious about a newcomer who sat towards the back as if they didn’t want to be welcomed. Not having spoken to him, she couldn’t be sure, but she had an instinctive feeling that he was not the type of person they needed at St Barnabas. There was something about the way he sat. He had high cheekbones and facial hair. And always seemed to be pondering things in his head, not just accepting them. The silent, thoughtful type – they often turned out to be the worst kind of troublemaker. Also, he had a slightly Jewish look about him.


      She didn’t wish to be ungracious. What would Jesus do, she thought, if he met this man? Probably tell him to have a shave and get a haircut.


      She wondered if the man was there now, but resisted the temptation to look round, as the people behind her might think she wasn’t paying attention to the sermon. Instead, she pursed her lips and started to compose a letter in her head to Reverend Biddle as the smell of his omelette wafted agreeably over the congregation.


      


      Many stomachs rumbled. Several people started to wish they had eaten breakfast before church. A few shrewd members of the congregation wondered if the vicar would ask for a volunteer to eat the omelette and began flexing their arm muscles ready to get their hand into the air. (Robert Phair was one of these people, but he quickly reminded himself that his wife had already shown him up this morning and there was a need to be discreet. There were more deserving people in the church, anyway.)


      Reverend Andy Biddle was pleasantly aware of the whole congregation holding its collective breath, entranced as the spitting, hissing omelette was unified in the frying pan like the body of broken people that God had drawn together under this one roof.


      Outside, the sun had risen. One by one, the other inhabitants of Little Collyweston were getting out of bed and drawing their curtains. Bleary-eyed people stumbled into their kitchens in need of coffee, barely able to appreciate the beauty of the golden rays shining ingratiatingly over their houses. The sun obligingly continued to light up the darkest shadows anyway, spreading its unappreciated happiness over the quiet village.


      It didn’t trouble the congregation of St Barnabas church, however. The architect of the building had (presumably unintentionally) constructed it in such a way that actual daylight only rarely made it inside. In the age of electricity, this was not the problem it might once have been, but it did mean that an eternal midwinter stagnated within the church, even on a bright spring morning such as this one.


      Perhaps that was the reason why so few people ever seemed to be happy at the Sunday-morning services.


      


      Everything had gone according to plan – the omelette had been as fine a specimen of an omelette as Biddle ever expected to see, and according to the four or five children who had consumed it in a matter of seconds, it also tasted jolly good. But Reverend Biddle couldn’t quite rid himself of a feeling of unease following his sermon. He thought it had been well-received, but there was a definite atmosphere amongst the congregation which suggested that it might not have been understood as well as he had hoped. Perhaps it was only his imagination, but there was a definite anxiety in his own heart that he couldn’t put aside.


      He continued with the service, smiling as much as possible so as not to give away his discomfort. It was halfway through the intercessions that the reason for his unease dawned on him: brilliant though the omelette had been in a culinary sense, in the excitement of his achievement he had completely forgotten to tell the congregation what it meant. He had left out the explanation. In short, he had delivered a perfect sermon about how to make an omelette.


      No wonder they looked so baffled.


      Hastily, he inserted a long intercession in which he thanked God for his ‘binding love, which binds and unifies our broken lives to make us a single unified body, just as broken eggs are bound together in an omelette…’ But he felt fairly certain that this was lost on the congregation. Too little, too late.


      Sheepishly, he announced the final hymn. As the organ piped up with an almost completely different set of notes to those the composer had written, Biddle began to formulate plans for a series of sermons in which he could unpack and expound upon the significance of his perfect, family-oriented and utterly irrelevant omelette.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 2

    


    
      Sunday lunch in the Phair household was tense as usual. Something about spending the morning at St Barnabas church always cast a nasty atmosphere over the rest of the day; in particular, it put Lindsay in a miserable mood. Today her mood had taken a rather extreme turn for the worse.


      They had driven home in silence (apart from the chattering of the girls in the back of the car, who had eventually been told to shut up by Lindsay, which had made Rebekah cry). Lindsay had prepared lunch without speaking, but made her disposition clear by banging the cooking utensils as loudly as possible, as Robert had tried to sound interested and not jealous at the girls’ description of what the omelette had tasted like, whilst acting as though their mother’s behaviour was completely rational and only to be expected on a Sunday afternoon. Lunch was served in plate-banging silence.


      ‘Shall I say grace?’ Robert mildly enquired.


      ‘Say what you like,’ Lindsay muttered, and started eating. Evidently she was sulking.


      Robert paused. Really, this was very childish. He let out a long sigh. The girls had looked at him, expectantly. ‘Oh dear,’ he said quietly. ‘Oh dear.’


      ‘Will you stop saying “oh dear,”’ Lindsay angrily told him, ‘and say grace, if you’re going to say it.’


      Another pause. Another sigh. ‘Oh dear,’ Robert softly added. Then he drew in a new breath, deciding it was time to pull things together at least. ‘Let’s hold hands – Esther, Rebekah?’


      ‘Mummy isn’t joining in,’ lisped Rebekah.


      ‘Well, Mummy doesn’t have to join in, if she’s eating. You can hold Esther’s hand.’ A slight pause, a disappointed look at his wife, then: ‘Dear Lord, we thank you for, er, for looking after us and keeping us safe, and we thank you for this time we have together, and er… er for this lovely day, and we thank you especially for this lovely dinner and for Mummy who made it. Amen.’


      ‘Amen,’ the girls obediently chorused, then immediately started eating. Robert didn’t start so quickly, but gave another sad look at his wife and patted her on the arm, reassuringly.


      That was enough to set her off. ‘Why do we even go?’ she exploded, putting down her knife and fork with a clatter. ‘I have work to do at weekends, I could be getting work together for the five history lessons I have to look forward to tomorrow, but no, we have to go to church and waste our time with – what, I mean, what is it, what is it we go for?’


      ‘Well—’ Robert began. He laughed, quietly. ‘It’s always difficult to see what, what… er… what goes on, in a church, beneath the surface. You know, I’m sure…’


      ‘Nothing goes on beneath the surface,’ Lindsay spat. ‘They’re the most superficial bunch of people I’ve ever seen. I hate them.’


      ‘That’s not true, you know that, we’ve got lots of good friends at church…’


      ‘You’ve got lots of friends,’ Lindsay complained, self-pityingly. ‘I’m sure that they all feel sorry for you because you’ve got such a dreadful wife.’


      ‘Of course they don’t,’ he said, unconvincingly.


      ‘We sat at the front and me and Kirsty were right at the front so we took the biggest pieces of omelette, only Kirsty got some on her dress…’


      ‘Not now, Rebekah,’ said Robert.


      ‘Oh, and as for Reverend smiley self-righteous Biddle, what on earth was he doing making an omelette? I’m sorry, but that was the last straw. I’m not going to church and giving up my Sunday morning to watch somebody make an omelette!’


      ‘Well…’ Robert laughed, quietly and nervously, ‘different people have different styles of – it was a family service, after all.’


      ‘What was the point, though? Why did he do it?’


      ‘Well, I think he – he did it to make, er, to illustrate his point.’


      ‘What point? Did he make a point?’


      ‘Well – no,’ admitted Robert.


      ‘I think my tooth is coming out.’


      ‘Well, stop playing with it, Esther, or it will definitely come out.’


      ‘Isabel says that she gets fifty pence from the tooth fairy.’


      ‘Does she really? They must have a different tooth fairy working in that area, then, mustn’t they.’


      ‘We’ll have to find another church,’ Lindsay said.


      ‘Well…’


      ‘I’d stop going to church altogether, but I’m thinking about the children. I’ve given up hope for myself, I just want them to be okay.’


      ‘Well…’ Robert laughed nervously again, ‘if everybody took that attitude, I mean nobody would go to heaven, would they?’


      ‘… Kirsty got some on her dress, she did, it was a clean dress and…’


      ‘Isabel said that maybe the tooth fairy might give me more money the older I get.’


      ‘Yes, Esther, I don’t think…’


      ‘Was he trying to make some point about Easter?’ Lindsay postulated, loudly. ‘Was that it?’


      ‘Possibly,’ Robert said. ‘No Esther, I can’t talk about this now…’


      ‘But it’s not Easter yet! Why was he doing something with eggs before …it’s Lent! You’re meant to use up all your eggs before Lent! It wasn’t even liturgically correct!’


      ‘Well, yes,’ Robert agreed, ‘that’s true, but in a family service – I mean, I don’t think it’s wrong to make an omelette in Lent, is it? Not scripturally.’


      ‘I suppose you’ll be wanting me to make an omelette now?’


      ‘Well…’ Robert laughed, anxious but slightly hopeful. ‘Now that you mention it…’


      ‘… but can’t I have just a little bit more…’


      ‘Kirsty wiped it off but it left a mark…’


      ‘Whatever it was meant to mean, it was meaningless.’


      ‘It left a mark, Mummy, right here in the…’


      ‘Will you shut up Rebekah. What’s the point in going, though? Is there a point? Am I missing something?’


      ‘Pleeeeease, Daddy…’


      ‘I’m not discussing it now, Esther. Come here, Rebekah, don’t cry…’


      ‘Everyone’s just there thinking about themselves,’ Lindsay finished, ‘in their own little worlds and making omelettes and singing nice songs to Jesus – well, in case you didn’t notice, Jesus didn’t even bother turning up.’ She got up from the table, her stool clattering behind her as she stamped her way into the bedroom, slamming the door behind her. Robert was left trying to comfort his youngest daughter, knowing that he was about to be pressured into giving his other daughter fifty pence for the tooth that would inevitably come out that afternoon.


      


      In fact, Lindsay Phair was wrong. Jesus had turned up, for the third week running, and had sat through the whole service in a pew towards the back. Since nobody had spoken to him, however, nobody had realised who he was.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 3

    


    
      Having already prepared one meal that morning, Andy Biddle decided that a microwavable beef casserole was all he could be bothered to make for his lunch. Much as he liked the romantic idea of a hearty Sunday roast, he spent his day of rest preparing the Lord’s table and it wasn’t practical to come up with complicated cuisine for his own pleasure as well.


      He was about two thirds of the way towards a fully heated casserole when he spotted the reminder on his kitchen noticeboard saying ‘lunch with Bishop – Sunday’. Cursing with words that vicars are perhaps supposed to know about but probably shouldn’t use, he aborted the microwave and hurried upstairs to change back into a clerical shirt.


      The problem with his kitchen noticeboard, he thought to himself, was that there was too much on it. He was hardly going to notice a tiny reminder about lunch when he had the parish newsletter staring out at him, replete this month with a poorly reproduced picture of Mrs Hall holding her prize-winning window box. As he hurried back downstairs fixing his dog collar into place, he paused briefly to glare at the offending photograph, which looked more like a leprous troll playing the accordion. How was he supposed to concentrate on important reminders with that there?


      Biddle briefly considered driving to the Bishop’s house, but the consumption of large quantities of alcohol was virtually an obligation at Bishop Slocombe’s lunches so he decided it would be wiser to cycle. Not that cycling home drunk was particularly wise, but the protection of God (one of the perks of his job) counted for a lot on these occasions.


      ‘Where the bloody hell have you been?’ Bishop Slocombe demanded twenty-three minutes later, glowing in all of his red splendour as he steered Biddle into his house. ‘Were you doing a special mass or something?’ The Right Reverend Findlay Slocombe was the suffragan bishop of Cogspool; this was something of a booby prize as suffragan bishoprics went, subject to the same kind of concealed snickering amongst Anglican clergy as that endured by the Bishop of Maidstone, but that didn’t stop Slocombe from acting as if he sat in one of the most esteemed positions in the hierarchy of primates.


      ‘Sorry, it was a family service,’ Biddle told him, adopting a weary grin designed to win him enough sympathy for his tardiness to be overlooked.


      ‘Dreadful things,’ tutted the Bishop. ‘Never get involved with them myself. You should put some lay-reader or trainee priest in charge.’


      ‘In my opinion, family services ought to be a special mass,’ a voice called from the living room. Biddle recognised both the voice and the philosophy of Reverend Alex Milne: the mass – and the Anglican devaluation of it – was one of his pet subjects, being as he was a frustrated Catholic. Since his PhD had been paid for by the Anglican Church, he had felt an obligation to be ordained an Anglican priest; as a result, he had become exceedingly bitter about almost everything in the church. In fits of pique he still threatened to go over to Rome.


      ‘I am aware of the importance of the mass,’ Biddle shouted back, anticipating Alex’s oft-repeated dictum that nothing could be more family than the mass. ‘I’ve instigated a family communion every two months at St Barnabas,’ he went on with a hint of pride; he was quite used to this kind of argument, having spent many hours at theological college drinking rosé with Milne and disagreeing about theology. Their friendship thus established and cemented, they had continued to provide each other, if not with constant support, then certainly with rosé. The rosé was a vital common factor in their friendship, because their approaches to ministry had continued to drift ever further apart.


      Biddle entered the Bishop’s living room and was immediately submerged in an opera he couldn’t identify – Slocombe had a fairly loose understanding of the concept of background music. Milne turned round from a bookcase to frown at him. ‘How is a family communion different to an ordinary mass?’ he challenged, raising his voice further to combat the strains of whatever opera was pumping from the stereo.


      ‘The children stay in the service,’ Biddle explained, ‘so it’s more geared towards them. In the same way as a family service is rather… er… less structured,’ he continued, deciding not to use his recent omelette as an example of just how unstructured family services could get, ‘family communion follows a looser pattern than the usual mass. I’m sure I must have told you that I’ve written my own special version of the liturgy.’


      ‘No,’ responded Milne, raising his dark eyebrows suspiciously, ‘I don’t think you have mentioned that. What sort of special version?’


      ‘Obviously it follows the same form as the standard version, but it’s more accessible for the young people. You know, some of it’s a bit much for children – death and broken bodies, that sort of thing.’


      ‘You can’t remove death from the mass, Andy,’ Milne said, rolling his eyes. ‘Death is central to the mass.’


      ‘No no no, of course I haven’t removed it,’ Biddle hastily clarified, ‘I’ve just reworded it. You know what I mean, instead of “this is my blood which has been shed for you”, I say, “this is the sign of my new covenant with mankind.” That sort of thing.’ Much as Biddle admired Milne’s seriousness and devotion to tradition, he couldn’t help feeling that his whole outlook was singularly lacking in joy. As young, eager theologians it had been all very well to affect a general dissatisfaction with everything in the church – that was a normal part of preparation for the priesthood, and the hours spent drinking rosé and conferring on factious approaches to Christianity were a necessary way of venting such frustration. But Biddle had grown out of that (the frustration, if not the rosé); Milne hadn’t. Somehow pale and distanced, he seemed to be increasingly wallowing in his own misery. Which Biddle thought was a shame.


      ‘Stop talking about the mass, for God’s sake,’ Bishop Slocombe interrupted, glowing pompously. ‘Who’s for sherry?’


      Bishop Slocombe did, in fact, literally glow. He was undoubtedly the reddest person Biddle had ever known. His natural shade was a deep, glowing pink, which became increasingly saturated in hue when Slocombe was drinking or laughing (both of which, in any case, tended to lead to the other). There was a rumour that at an Episcopal Christmas party some years back, the Bishop had become so red as a result of imbibing that he had been convinced he was getting the stigmata.


      Glowing with the merry bright red shade that indicated he had already enjoyed several glasses himself, Slocombe thrust a sherry into Biddle’s hand.


      ‘Why? Just… why?’ persisted Milne.


      ‘Come on, Alex – blood, it’s not very nice, is it?’


      At this, Milne gave him a deeply withering look. ‘You need more misery in your religion,’ he scowled.


      ‘Blood not very nice?’ repeated Bishop Slocombe, apparently interested in discussing the mass all of a sudden. ‘What do you tell them they’re drinking, for God’s sake?’


      ‘Um…Ribena,’ admitted Biddle.


      ‘What?’ the Bishop and Milne simultaneously exploded.


      ‘Ribena,’ repeated Biddle, rather unnecessarily.


      ‘I don’t understand, you tell them the wine has turned into Ribena?’ Slocombe asked, glowing with agitation.


      ‘No, we use Ribena. So the children can drink it.’


      ‘But you can’t use Ribena,’ spluttered Milne, ‘you can’t say that Ribena is the blood of Christ!’


      ‘It’s more of a symbolic thing,’ Biddle explained.


      ‘That demonstrates a complete misunderstanding of the nature of the mass,’ Milne declared.


      ‘Oops, you’ve got the purple whore started,’ said Bishop Slocombe, who wasn’t entirely sympathetic towards Milne’s Catholic sensibilities.


      ‘Look, it’s… it’s not a proper mass,’ Biddle said, ‘it’s a shortened version, just for the symbolism.


      ‘You’ve shortened the mass? What exactly do you think church is for?’


      Biddle smiled. It was the same as any number of their previous conversations. ‘It is felt to be a bit long for some of the younger members of St Barnabas,’ he gently explained. (In actual fact it was also too long for many of the adults in St Barnabas, and over the years various cuts had been made to ensure that it didn’t overrun. Neither had Biddle been entirely averse to adopting the abridged version when Sathan Petty-Saphon had explained all about it; but he kept this to himself as he was sure it would not be well-received by the Bishop, even less so by Alex.)


      ‘Too long?’ the latter was expostulating. ‘There’s no sense of time in mass.’


      ‘There certainly wasn’t any sense of time by the end of the mass I took this morning,’ Bishop Slocombe commented. ‘They fill the chalice rather full at St John the Evangelist, I often end up drinking rather more of the Lord than is good for me.’ He puffed his cheeks out and exhaled loudly, as if trying to suggest that this was something he regretted deeply.


      ‘How exactly can the Lord be bad for you?’ Biddle queried.


      ‘Oh, be quiet, you old evangelical,’ Slocombe said, slapping him on the back, ‘drink some more sherry.’


      ‘Too long…’ Milne was muttering.


      ‘And you can shut up as well!’ Slocombe continued. ‘Dear God, why is it that the moment you two get close to each other, a fearsome debate always breaks out about some sacrament?’


      


      Alex Milne tried to suppress his annoyance. Biddle’s slipshod attitude had started to aggravate him to a level that would threaten their friendship if he thought about it too hard. But it frustrated him to recall the radical zeal that Biddle had so promisingly shown when training when he looked at the perfect cliché of a country priest standing in front of him. It was clear that Andy had become a middle-of-the-road semi-evangelical by pure default: it required the least effort and only a very hazy understanding of theology.


      He wouldn’t have slipped so easily into that routine working in an urban church. That was a job which required the kind of effort that Biddle wouldn’t understand, any more than he could grasp the theology behind the underlying reality or substance of Christ’s body in the – but it wasn’t really about that, was it? It was – unbeckoned, other images were flooding into his mind – it was – what was it? It was – he couldn’t concentrate because of the aching, hollow, demanding-to-know-why eyes – a boy, the tiniest crack in his voice –


      ‘… been a while, how’s it going?’ Biddle was saying.


      ‘Oh.’ Milne tried to pull himself away from his angry, confused thoughts. He needed to move on and there was no point in reinforcing the common perception of himself as a miserable bastard. ‘Yes, same as usual – getting by, in the same old lonely way,’ he said with a miserable smile.


      


      Bishop Slocombe shook his head at Milne’s response. Miserable bastard, he thought. He looked over to Biddle, who was an equal prayer concern, though the problem was the opposite – when did he ever stop smiling? And was he really as ignorant as he sounded? Surely not, but all the same – it was worrying to have a priest who was so happy all the time. Perhaps if there was some way to combine Milne and Biddle genetically, that would produce the ultimate Anglican priest. Slocombe wondered if there might be government funding for such an experiment.


      He turned his mind back to the more immediate problem of refilling his glass with sherry.


      


      Biddle had a feeling that Alex’s answer hadn’t been an entirely positive statement, but it didn’t feel like the right place to follow it up, what with Bishop Slocombe glowing impatiently and trying to chivvy them through to the dining room.


      ‘We’ve finished the sherry,’ he was saying, as he quickly gulped down the glass he had just poured himself, ‘I’ll uncork some wine, shall I? Red?’ Since the cork was already half out of the bottle nobody felt the need to answer.


      As they went through to the dining room they were greeted by Mary, Bishop Slocombe’s cook, who was unloading dishes from a hostess trolley and glowering at the assembled company. Mary was an elderly Welsh woman who had been employed by the church since the age of Constantine. She rarely said a word, her cooking was at best variable, and she surveyed everybody she met with a continual scowl. However, her long life had been devoted wholly to the church, and there was little doubt that she had a place reserved in heaven, in which she would probably spend the rest of eternity scowling at the angels and archangels.


      ‘Thank you, Mary!’ Biddle smiled, in an attempt to coax the tiniest hint of happiness from the cook. Instead, he received an even fiercer glare. He often had similar experiences with babies and dogs, which bothered him because he was sure he possessed an unthreatening, friendly face.


      ‘Alright, Mary, I’ll do the rest,’ Slocombe told her, and with a look of disgust the old lady slowly left the room. Biddle’s attention was suddenly caught by the hostess trolley she was wheeling out with her. It was the kind of item that genuinely excited him.


      ‘I like your hostess trolley,’ he commented.


      ‘I’ll just go and turn the music up in the other room,’ Slocombe said.


      ‘Do you remember my hostess trolley?’ Biddle asked Milne. Milne shook his head. ‘I picked it up for a remarkably good price some years back. I’m sure I must have shown it to you.’


      Milne shook his head. ‘I don’t remember.’


      ‘It’s Victorian. Bit of a bargain.’


      They heard the operatic strains from the living room rise in volume. Bishop Slocombe was a lover of music, or at least that which fitted into his somewhat narrow preferences, and he saw one of his ministries as sharing the music he loved with those around him. Including his next-door neighbours.


      He returned flourishing a newspaper. ‘I was saying to Alex,’ Biddle told him, ‘I picked up a very nice Victorian hostess trolley myself some years ago for a remarkably good price.’


      ‘Oh, hold on, yes, I do remember,’ Milne suddenly recalled, ‘I left a bottle of port on it once. You don’t still have it, do you?’


      ‘Lovely picture of your favourite person in the Guardian,’ Slocombe said to Milne, throwing the newspaper down in front of Milne. It was folded to a large photograph of the Pope stepping from an aeroplane.


      ‘Doesn’t he look splendid?’ Milne observed.


      ‘Once upon a time you’d have been burned for being a Catholic,’ Slocombe gloated.


      ‘Once upon a time you would have been burned for being a Protestant,’ Milne calmly replied.


      Biddle felt he had rather excluded himself from the conversation thanks to his Victorian hostess trolley, bargain though it might have been. ‘I suppose,’ he said, edging his way back into the discussion, ‘we get the best of both worlds, don’t we? Being Anglican, I mean. We take the best parts of the Catholic liturgy, the best music from the Anglican tradition…’


      ‘Some of us use the best music from the Anglican tradition,’ Bishop Slocombe interrupted, staring pointedly at Milne. Milne frostily returned Slocombe’s stare, mentally preparing to defend the modern mass settings he favoured, musically simplistic though they were, for their congregational advantages.


      ‘If you do want to elevate music to a point at which the congregation cease to be involved in it…’


      ‘If I wanted to involve my congregation in the music, then I’d rather sing evangelical worship songs than your modern Roman crap,’ Bishop Slocombe barked. Milne recoiled as if he had been slapped; Biddle winced. ‘As Anglicans, we have the finest choral tradition in the history of music behind us, and don’t you forget it.’


      ‘Um… of course, technically, that wouldn’t be the Anglican tradition so much as the Lutheran tradition,’ Biddle argued, trying to divert the conversation in a direction that would take it well away from the topic of evangelical worship songs.


      ‘What? The Lutherans never had a Dyson. They never had a Stanford! And don’t you dare invoke the name of Bach, it’s all overrated anyway. Now have some wine and shut up.’ He poured a large glass of wine for each of them. ‘Better not have too much of this myself,’ he added, ‘I’ve given it up for Lent.’


      


      Like the mass, there was no sense of time in Bishop Slocombe’s dinners, which were more of a liquid nature than solid. Mary’s beef casserole, which turned out to be uncharacteristically tasty, was clearly only a side-dish to Slocombe’s regular and overzealous measures of Chianti. Yet how ironic it was, thought Biddle, that he had ended up eating a beef casserole almost exactly the same as the one that he had been microwaving earlier on. Of course, the homemade version was considerably more real than the two-for-the-price-of-one microwavable dish he’d initially expected, something he thought might form the basis for a sermon. Perhaps another cookery sermon involving a microwave meal and a genuine casserole.


      ‘I was wondering,’ the Bishop slurred, turning again to the newspaper on the table as Mary glowered into the room to collect their dirty plates, ‘if I was getting off a plane, would I want to be the Pope?’ He paused, dramatically. ‘Or would I want to be Cher?’


      ‘I really ought to be going soon,’ mused Biddle, who was distracted a second time by the hostess trolley that Mary had pushed into the room with her, not least because it was loaded with cakes this time.


      ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ Milne told Bishop Slocombe. ‘It would have to be Cher.’


      ‘I wouldn’t be happy kissing the tarmac whenever I got off a plane,’ Slocombe declared. ‘You don’t catch Cher kissing tarmac.’


      ‘Do you think they clean the tarmac for him before he gets off the plane?’ Milne wondered. ‘In the name of hygiene, I mean.’


      Biddle turned the newspaper towards him and studied the photograph. ‘He looks quite happy there,’ he observed. ‘But I bet he’s wondering if they’ve cleaned the tarmac for him.’


      ‘He’s probably also wondering whether he’d prefer to be Cher,’ Slocombe added.


      ‘Cher sins a lot, of course,’ Milne said thoughtfully.


      ‘But she can get away with that. Being Cher,’ Biddle pointed out.


      ‘Indeed!’ Slocombe agreed, enthusiastically. ‘I’d absolve her, any day.’


      ‘I bet you would.’


      ‘I suppose the Pope would be more likely to be able to get away with sinning if he was Cher,’ Biddle continued. ‘But as it is, he’s the Pope. So he can’t, really.’


      ‘And he is a very good man,’ said Milne, reverently.


      ‘He’s just not Cher,’ Slocombe insisted.


      ‘Equally,’ Biddle added, ‘Cher is not the Pope.’


      ‘Which I think accounts for many of the problems in the Catholic church today,’ Slocombe told Milne. ‘More wine?’


      ‘I haven’t started this one yet, thanks.’


      Suddenly Slocombe shot out of his seat. ‘This bit’s superb,’ he said, hurrying out of the room. A few seconds later, the volume of the opera currently being forced upon them grew noticeably louder and Slocombe re-entered, his background music now more in the nature of foreground music. ‘Do you know this recording?’ he asked.


      ‘What is it?’ Milne asked.


      ‘Cavaleira Rusticana,’ Slocombe answered. Biddle nodded.


      ‘Cavaleira Rusticana,’ he agreed. ‘Yes, it is good, isn’t it?’ They sat in silent appreciation of the music for a few seconds, the Bishop’s eyes half-closed in rapt attentiveness, Milne looking at the table with a frown of concentration, as if not quite hearing what it was that he was supposed to be hearing, and Biddle nodding to show his approval.


      Mamma Lucia, vi supplico piangendo, fate come il Signore a Maddalena…


      Milne wasn’t particularly keen on opera and the music in this one seemed to him overly mawkish, almost vulgar, but there was something in the plaintive singing that connected with his own inner turmoil.


      Non posso entrare in case vostra, sono scomunicata!


      Again, he saw the boy’s lonely ink-black eyes – he had seen the same look in Annalie’s face, the sparkle gone but demanding to know (why was he thinking about Annalie now, for God’s sake?) – police shouting down walkie-talkies, the smell of disinfectant – it was because I loved her – Quale spina ho in core! – crowds of curious spectators – the only way – My heart is breaking! – was to end it –


      Pull yourself together! he thought to himself. This was no way to carry on. Forget Annalie, that’s a different issue altogether and hardly as important – though what good was thinking about any of it now? He’d be better off thinking about painting the vestry, at least he could do something about that.


      In fact he had been about to paint the vestry at the time of the first phone call – the first time the boy – Nathan – Nathan on a fifth-floor window ledge. He could still hear the young, not-quite-settled adolescent voice, defiantly declaring that he will jump. ‘Give me a single reason why I would want to live!’ Well I gave him a reason, didn’t I, God? I stood there, heart thumping, I looked him in the eyes and I gave him a reason. So why…


      The music snapped off. ‘Sorry,’ said Slocombe, re-entering the room. ‘Just remembered, we can’t have that.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘The next track’s the Easter hymn. Suddenly realised we can’t listen to it. Not in Lent.’


      ‘Why not?’


      ‘It’s got that word in it.’ Slocombe looked at Biddle meaningfully. ‘The “H” word.’ It took Biddle a few seconds for the meaning of this to dawn on him.


      ‘Oh, you mean “hallelujah”.’


      ‘Don’t say it!’ hissed Slocombe.


      ‘But it’s only…’


      ‘Not in Lent! You can’t say it in Lent!’


      ‘In the liturgy, obviously, but just saying “hallelujah”…’


      ‘Stop – saying – it!’ ordered the Bishop in barbed tones. ‘I’ll get another bottle. Drink up, Father Alex.’ Milne reluctantly sipped at his wine as the Bishop left the room again.


      ‘So…’ Biddle tried not to look too serious. ‘You don’t seem to be entirely yourself at the moment, Alex.’


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘Is everything alright?’


      Milne allowed his mind to flick back to the scene for just a moment. Nathan’s mother, broken, no tears, just her empty, hollow eyes – the police sirens – no chance to give Nathan a reason to live this time, only – if he’d been a few minutes earlier – but he couldn’t think like that. He just couldn’t. He couldn’t.


      Milne sighed. The bloody vestry still wasn’t painted. ‘It’s been a tough month,’ he told Biddle.


      Biddle nodded. He knew exactly what Milne meant – there were so many things to be dealt with in a parish, so many challenges to be met. In the short time he had been at St Barnabas, he had already been forced to mediate in a violent and protracted argument between Frances Carpenter and Cynthia Tiplady (not to mention their respective factions) over who should do the church flower arrangements for the Easter-day service (even now, the situation was far from stable); he had been forced to contact the police following several concerned reports that Mrs Devonport wasn’t answering her telephone, accompanying them when they broke into her house (fortunately it had transpired that Mrs Devonport had simply been visiting her sister in Wales, but the accidental breakage of a decanter during the forced entry caused much heartache on her return); he had been asked to mediate in the issue of the noise from a local pub’s karaoke night; and he was persistently troubled by schoolchildren littering the church graveyard. A week ago a drunk man had turned up on his doorstep after 11 o’clock and asked to use his toilet. Worst of all, the plaque on the millennium bench had been stolen. These were the challenges that he faced on a daily basis – theirs was, indeed, a difficult profession.


      ‘We’ve chosen a difficult profession,’ he told Milne, with a weary smile of mutual suffering. ‘At least you’re there for people who need you. That’s what being a priest is about, after all.’


      ‘What’s that?’ asked Slocombe, waltzing back into the room.


      ‘What?’


      ‘What being a priest is all about?’


      ‘Serving,’ explained Biddle. ‘Being a priest is about serving.’


      ‘Is it, indeed?’ retorted Slocombe. ‘Perhaps you’d be kind enough to serve us some of Mary’s cakes, then, while I uncork this bottle.’ Biddle obligingly crossed to the hostess trolley, which he noted wasn’t really as nice as the one he owned himself and which had really been quite an extraordinary bargain – though he kept the thought to himself.


      ‘You hear a lot of bunkum about serving these days,’ Slocombe was saying as he struggled with the bottle and gradually grew redder. ‘I think it’s these wicked evangelicals who’ve got it into their heads that the priesthood is more about cleaning toilets than being in charge.’


      ‘It is more about cleaning toilets than being in charge,’ Milne said coldly.


      ‘Of course it bloody isn’t.’


      ‘Maybe not cleaning toilets,’ mediated Biddle, ‘but moving chairs, that kind of thing. Would anyone like a rock cake?’


      ‘Cleaning toilets,’ insisted Milne. ‘If there are toilets to be cleaned, as a minister of the church it is one’s duty to be available to serve.’


      ‘Listen, you don’t clean toilets when you’re wearing several thousand pounds’ worth of ecclesiastical clothing!’


      ‘But – speaking metaphorically…’ Biddle began.


      ‘I’m not speaking metaphorically,’ Milne angrily interrupted. ‘In my parish the toilets are the easy bit.’


      ‘Yes, yes, indeed,’ Biddle agreed, ‘if Jesus was here now, I’m sure he’d be the first person to help put out chairs for events in the church hall.’


      ‘Don’t be ridiculous, Jesus would be perfectly aware that there were other people to do it for him,’ objected Slocombe.


      ‘Is that why he washed his disciples’ feet?’ Milne challenged Slocombe.


      ‘Have some more wine.’


      ‘What about Jesus washing his disciples’ feet?’ pressed Milne.


      ‘Does anybody else want a rock cake?’ Biddle enquired.


      ‘Yes, I do,’ Bishop Slocombe grumpily replied, ‘perhaps you could wash my feet and clean my toilet when you’re done serving those.’


      ‘It’s easy enough for you to sit there talking about being in charge,’ shouted Milne, ‘somebody is paid to clean your toilet!’


      ‘What a mistake,’ Slocombe muttered, ‘when I have so many priests working for me who could do it for free.’


      ‘In my experience,’ Milne insisted, ‘that is what being a priest is all about.’


      ‘And in my experience it’s all about standing at the front looking fabulous,’ Slocombe retorted. ‘Now, have some more wine and shut up. You can pour me one since you’re so eager to serve.’


      Milne rose to his feet. ‘Perhaps if you spent less time drinking…’


      This, Biddle knew, could only lead to territory to be averted in any way possible. ‘My word, these rock cakes are fantastic!’ he exclaimed, thrusting one into his mouth and unintentionally completing his distraction by uttering a loud scream. Slocombe and Milne stared at him in astonishment. ‘Um…’ Biddle began, apologetically removing a bloody rock cake from his mouth, ‘I think I’ve broken a tooth.’


      


      The argument might have been curtailed earlier had any of the participants been in possession of the truth about what Jesus was doing at that very moment.


      Since the end of the family service at St Barnabas, Jesus had been in no position to move any chairs at all, having hurried away to catch a bus to nearby Cogspool where he was working at a local homeless shelter that had recently started offering free Sunday lunches to those in need. He had quickly cleaned the toilets before the doors were opened, only to discover that today there was a problem.


      ‘Oh Jesus,’ complained Roy Hackett, who ran the shelter and had no idea how precisely his expletive was targeted. ‘I told them we needed more bacon, they’ve gone and forgotten the sodding bacon, and now there’s no bacon.’ The bacon situation now as clear as it could possibly be, Jesus softly enquired what had been on the menu. ‘Eggs and bacon. We always do eggs and bacon.’ Roy’s approach to cuisine was functional rather than artistic. ‘I would suggest bacon constitutes a good fifty-sodding-per-cent of that particular dish,’ he added, in case his volunteer hadn’t quite picked up on the full ramifications of the bacon deficiency.


      ‘So… you have eggs?’ Jesus responded, calmly.


      ‘That would be the other fifty per cent, yes,’ Roy impatiently replied.


      ‘Fine,’ nodded Jesus. ‘I’ve just the recipe.’


      ‘What, eggs and eggs?’ Roy sarcastically countered.


      ‘In the form of an omelette,’ Jesus agreed.


      ‘Oh, right.’ Roy poked his head out of the kitchen door and squinted; the shelter was filling up fast and there seemed to be rather a lot of new faces today. ‘Though we’ll run out of eggs I expect.’


      ‘Don’t worry,’ the new volunteer smiled back, ‘I’m good at making food go round a lot of people.’


      


      Biddle had indeed broken a tooth, a diversion which caused Bishop Slocombe considerable merriment and Biddle considerable pain. In the long run, however, Biddle had achieved the near impossible feat of bringing the argument about serving to an end before it got violent, so he began to feel that in his own minor way he had managed to martyr himself.


      Had God broken his tooth to prevent violence? Was this actually an act of divine intervention, he an unwitting pawn in a cruel trade-off for a greater good in the midst of a larger game? Was that what being a priest was all about?


      As the Bishop administered more wine (the best he had to offer by way of an anaesthetic), Biddle explained that he had been in his new parish for so short a time that he hadn’t yet managed to register with a dentist.


      ‘Oh, you mustn’t worry about that,’ Slocombe exclaimed, refilling Biddle’s glass, ‘you must go to my dentist. He’s in Cogspool – he does every priest in the area.’


      Biddle was not convinced that this was the best qualification for a dentist.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 4

    


    
      As Biddle cycled unsteadily up the darkening road towards his house some hours later than he had intended to return, he saw a small, hunched figure sitting on his doorstep. He sighed – if it was the drunk man needing the toilet again why couldn’t he use the bus stop like everyone else? But as Biddle got closer he saw that it wasn’t a man at all – or at least, barely.


      ‘It’s… Gerard, isn’t it?’ he asked, wishing he’d brought some chewing gum to cover up the Chianti still lingering on his breath. A pale face looked up at him through misted glasses.


      ‘Oh – er – Mr… Reverend Mr,’ the boy began, uncertainly.


      ‘I’m sorry, have you been waiting long?’ Biddle asked, hoping that his visitor had only come to leave some kind of message. He didn’t want to be uncharitable, but lunch with Bishop Slocombe had been more punishing than usual and right now what he needed more than anything else was a long soak in the bath with a good book. Not the Good Book, which wasn’t really designed for bath-time reading. He would have another stab at Weaving the Spell of Civilisation, an Indian novel which was not necessarily a good book either, but which had been recommended to him by a friend as brilliant and life-changing. It had proved to be neither; in fact, he had only ploughed on with it because he felt that it was the sort of multicultural writing he ought to be aware of as a vicar. After all, there might actually be people in his parish, even in his church, who had read it as well.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, remembering that there was a boy on his doorstep. ‘Did you – er…?’


      ‘It’s – I wanted to – there was something, to talk with you… about…’ Gerard Feehan said, earnestly and a little incomprehensibly.


      Biddle sighed inwardly. A vicar’s work was never done.


      ‘Well,’ he said brightly, ‘you’d better come in, hadn’t you?’ He gave Gerard a broad, reassuring smile, then winced at the pain that suddenly shot from his tooth.


      It wasn’t at all helpful that it hurt so much to smile. As a vicar, he saw it as one of his duties to smile a lot, especially when parishioners visited him and smiling was essential to put them at their ease.


      On the other hand, he gathered from the worried look on Gerard’s face that it was going to take a lot more than smiling to put this visitor at ease. He needed something comforting, homely and even a little authoritative; it was on occasions such as these that the Victorian hostess trolley which he had found at a remarkably low price several years back really came into its own.


      


      A while later, Biddle sat opposite Gerard Feehan in the vicarage living room with freshly poured tea and an atmosphere of comforting, homely authoritativeness. ‘I don’t know,’ Gerard Feehan was saying, his face contorted in thought. ‘My mother?’


      Biddle restrained himself from saying ‘tsk’.


      ‘Gerard,’ he began, trying to maintain his kindliest voice whilst adding a subtle note of teacherly sternness. ‘What makes you think that your mother has anything to do with it?’


      ‘Well…’ Feehan shifted awkwardly in his armchair, almost knocking off the teacup on the saucer perched next to him. Biddle instinctively leapt forward to catch the cup; seeing the vicar lurching towards him, Feehan nervously bolted halfway out of his seat, this time actually knocking his cup of tea off the arm of the chair. Biddle narrowly reached it in time to avert disaster; the cup successfully caught, Feehan rather unnecessarily grabbed at it, almost succeeding in upsetting it for a third time. ‘Sorry, I’m sorry,’ he nervously apologised.


      Biddle wondered if it might be an idea to start giving his parishioners tea in plain old mugs – possibly the ones that he got free from Leading in Love, a Christian organisation of whose actual aims he was unsure, unless they were to keep vicars supplied with mugs bearing their logo. He was growing aware that a whole generation had been brought up unequipped to deal with cups and saucers, or for that matter Victorian hostess trolleys; the trust won by his vicarly tea-serving utensils might not really be worth the risk to his carpet.


      ‘Erm… listen, not to worry, it’s only a carpet after all!’ he laughed, wincing at the resultant stab of pain in his tooth.


      ‘Are you alright?’ Feehan nervously enquired, anxiously holding the cup and saucer in place with a shaking hand.


      ‘It’s… nothing, just a tooth problem,’ Biddle explained.


      ‘You should see a dentist about it,’ Gerard suggested helpfully.


      ‘Yes. Thank you,’ Biddle replied. ‘You were telling me about your mother,’ he reminded Feehan.


      ‘Oh – well, I…’ The young man drew in a long breath and looked down at his knees. ‘I get on – my mother – with her, very well, you see.’ He coughed; he was not enjoying this conversation. He wasn’t sure if he really should have brought up the issue in the first place, and having done so he was wishing very much that he hadn’t. Conversations were not his strong point at the best of times, and this one was proving particularly difficult, especially since his words had started coming out in the wrong order.


      ‘Why do you think that has anything to do with the way you feel?’ Biddle asked, after a pause.


      ‘I thought…’ Feehan continued to look at his knees, and the hand resting on the saucer almost imperceptibly started to tilt. Biddle held back from leaping forward to steady it again. ‘I heard that – that what made people – it was – that it was – the relationship with your mother – to do with that, that made you…’


      ‘Nobody knows, Gerard,’ Biddle interrupted, unable to bear the boy’s misery, or his bizarre sentence structure, any longer. ‘Everybody has theories, nobody knows. Scientists don’t, psychologists don’t, vicars don’t.’ He looked at Feehan’s thin, unsmiling face and decided to play up the gentle kindness in his voice, eliminating the sternness altogether for the moment. ‘The point I was trying to make, Gerard, is that if you didn’t choose to be gay’ – Feehan shrunk away at the word ‘gay’, reminding Biddle how long it had taken the boy to explain exactly what he was worried about – ‘and let’s for the moment assume that your mother can’t be blamed, either,’ – a slight look of relief at this – ‘then what, or who, is it that made you how you are?’ Biddle looked expectantly at the serious young boy opposite him who refused to meet his eyes. The serious young boy stared blankly into the distance.


      Biddle tried to suppress his growing exasperation. He would have preferred Gerard to work it out for himself, but the boy clearly didn’t need to be patronised at this time. ‘It must have been God, mustn’t it!’ he beamed, recoiling again at the sudden shooting pain in his jaw. He made a mental note to phone that dentist first thing in the morning.


      ‘Oh. Oh yeah.’ Feehan frowned slightly, as if trying to come to terms with this new concept.


      ‘And do you believe that God would create you in a particular way if it wasn’t what he wanted?’ pressed Biddle. He watched Feehan’s intense features grapple with this.


      ‘Do you mean…’ Feehan finally began, then stopped. He took off his glasses and fiddled with them, a look of thoughtful concentration on his face. ‘I suppose not,’ he finally concluded. A slight but significant chink had appeared in his stony expression.


      ‘There you are, then.’ He wondered how old Gerard was; the boy had a youthful face and a thin, wiry body, both of which matched his air of immaturity, but their opening conversation had established that he was no longer at school – Biddle thought the boy might actually be in his early twenties. Clearly there was some growing up to be done. Ideally away from his mother.


      Feehan had been staring at his knees again – undoubtedly running over various objections to the common sense that had been introduced to him. He was probably about to bring the Bible into it, Biddle conjectured as he refilled his teacup.


      ‘Doesn’t the Bible say…’ began Feehan.


      ‘What the Bible says and how people interpret it are two very different things,’ Biddle said. He put the teapot back down on his Victorian hostess trolley. ‘We can talk about what the Bible says as much as you want, Gerard, but you need to work out what it says to you, not what other people have told you it says.’


      ‘But ’ Feehan was clearly still struggling with the intensity of the thoughts running through his mind. ‘What would it mean if my mother did…’


      His mother again. Perhaps some sort of accident ought to be arranged.


      He quickly repented of the thought.


      ‘Gerard,’ he said. ‘You are who you are. That is something that you need to accept. It’s a good thing.’ An unwilling smile slowly began to spread across Feehan’s face. Encouraged, Biddle added, ‘Wasn’t one of the main things Jesus said “do not be afraid”?’


      Something clicked into place in Gerard’s mind, a minor epiphany which lit up his eyes with his newfound understanding of a great truth. ‘Mr – Reverend, I mean, Biddle?’


      ‘You can call me Andy,’ smiled Andy, gratified to see the effects his wisdom was having on the boy at last.


      ‘This morning – the omelette it – you made was – it was about human sexuality, wasn’t it?’


      Biddle continued to smile, half closing his eyes in thought. Finally, he opened them again and looked at Feehan’s bright, excited face.


      ‘Yes,’ he nodded. ‘That’s right.’


      


      It was completely dark by the time Gerard walked out of the vicarage, still feeling a little uncertain but comforted by the reassuring glow of having had a thing that had been worrying him a lot explained in a way that had made enough sense at the time for him to feel less worried about it now. As reassuring glows go it wasn’t exactly rock solid, but that was about as reassuring as it ever got for Gerard Feehan.


      In the moonless night he almost bumped into the stranger walking in the opposite direction up the path to the vicarage and he leapt backwards in terror, stumbling into a bush. The stranger caught hold of his arm before he fell and Gerard regained the closest he ever really came to an upright position, panting slightly and waiting for his thumping pulse to return to a normal speed. ‘Don’t be afraid,’ the stranger chuckled, and carried on up the path. Gerard scurried away back to his home.


      


      Biddle heard the faint knock at his door and sighed. A minute later and the bath would have been running and he probably wouldn’t have even heard the knocking. For all that the person knocking knew, he was already in the bath. So what real difference would it make to the person knocking if he ignored it?


      He glanced at his watch. It was probably that drunk man wanting to use his toilet again. Unless it was Gerard, back with more concerns. Either way, it was late and it had been a long, trying day. Whoever was knocking, they could surely wait until tomorrow. Except for the drunk man, who could use his own toilet.


      There was another knock, quiet but insistent, and Biddle had another brief struggle with his conscience. His conscience didn’t put up much of a fight; he really needed that warm bath.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 5

    


    
      ‘He made – a bloody – omelette,’ Ted Sloper stated, emphatically.


      ‘He did make an omelette. That’s quite right,’ agreed Harley Farmer.


      ‘I admit that it was a little bit odd,’ Noreen Ponty deliberated, ‘but you know, his advice about stopping it from sticking to the frying pan really works. My omelettes always stick to the frying pan, but I tried doing it Reverend Biddle’s way the other day and it didn’t stick at all.’


      ‘I don’t care if he makes the best bloody gourmet omelettes in the world,’ Ted answered, ‘I maintain that it was not a good sermon.’


      ‘What I meant by a good sermon,’ Noreen clarified, ‘was that I thought he delivered it in a very clear way.’


      ‘But he delivered clear instructions on making a bloody omelette!’ Ted almost shouted.


      ‘You are right,’ Harley Farmer agreed again. ‘That’s just what he did.’


      ‘Look,’ sighed Ted, ‘if we’re all here, can we get started, before I lose the will to live?’ They were not all there; the members of the choir of St Barnabas tended to gradually drift in throughout the course of their rehearsals, with some of the braver members also drifting out part of the way through. However, the members of the choir who were there mumbled their assent and slowly started to arrange themselves in the stalls. Ted watched despairingly. ‘Oh, I forgot,’ he bitterly mumbled to himself, ‘I’ve lost the will to live already. I lost it about twenty years ago.’


      ‘What happened twenty years ago?’ asked Gordon Spare, the choir’s only tenor, in the placid, sympathetic tone with which he always spoke (and indeed sang). ‘Nothing happened twenty years ago,’ Ted snarled, ‘it’s not a precise measurement. I don’t count the days and mark the bloody anniversary of when I lost the will to live.’ Gordon nodded placidly and sympathetically. ‘Come to think of it, I’m not sure I ever had a will to live,’ Ted continued. ‘If I did, I can’t remember what it felt like. Get out the Cantique de Jean Racine.’


      Ted was well aware that the Cantique was beyond the capabilities of the St Barnabas church choir, but since there wasn’t a single piece of choral music that wasn’t beyond the capabilities of the St Barnabas church choir, he masochistically gave them repertoire that he was especially fond of, enabling the choir to ruin it for him.


      ‘Why don’t we start by singing through it?’ Ted suggested, several reasons instantly flitting through his mind. His face clouded over as the inevitable torture approached.


      A voice quietly piped up in the altos. (Voices in the altos rarely piped up with any significant volume.) ‘Ted?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Are we doing the French or the English translation?’


      ‘It’s French. It’s a bloody French piece. The clue’s in the title – the Cantique de Jean Racine. Are those English words? Have you ever met an English person called Jean Racine?’


      ‘It’s just—’ the alto bravely continued, ‘there are English words as well as French words in the music. There’s a choice.’


      ‘No,’ Ted impatiently growled, ‘there is not a choice because the music… is bloody… French.’


      ‘Okay,’ said the alto, ‘I wanted to check.’


      ‘Yes, thank you for checking,’ Ted retorted, his voice heavy with sarcasm. ‘Thanks for wasting everyone’s time. Let’s just start, shall we? Anne?’


      Anne Hudson, installed in her usual position at the church organ, reluctantly looked up from her romantic novel, having reached a particularly engrossing and lurid section in which a stable boy called Jake had spilled a vodka and lime down his employer’s dress. ‘Yes?’


      ‘We’re ready. Can we start, please?’


      ‘What piece are we doing first?’ she unwisely enquired. It was completely impossible to see the choir stalls from the organ, the manuals having been situated in absolutely the worst place possible as far as sight lines were concerned; a small mirror had once allowed the organist to see the conductor’s left ear, but this had been stolen by a group of inebriated students during an unofficial and spontaneous late-night concert a couple of years earlier. Anne was, therefore, unable to see the precise cause of the minor explosion she could hear behind the pillar obscuring the conductor. In the silence that followed, she was tempted to go back to her romantic novel – Jake had been flirting with Lady Cardigan-Ainsley for several chapters now, and that the consequences of the (possibly deliberate) drink-spilling incident would be sensuous and erotic seemed inevitable.


      Ted’s voice floated from behind the pillar, somewhat indistinctly due to the fact that he was crunching his teeth together. ‘We’re doing the Cantique de Jean Racine,’ it growled. ‘In French, in case you were wondering.’


      The choir waited expectantly whilst Ted’s blood continued its inevitable progress towards boiling point. Finally, the organ began, and Ted started to beat time. It was three or four bars before he stopped. ‘Anne?’ he called. The organ continued to play. ‘Anne!’ he yelled, veins standing out in his neck. After a few more seconds, the sound died away. ‘What the hell are you playing?’ Ted demanded. ‘Because I’ve got the music in front of me, and what you’re doing bears no bloody resemblance at all to what Fauré wrote!’ There was no response. ‘Perhaps you think that Fauré’s version doesn’t quite work? Perhaps your own musical wisdom has given you some insights into the interpretation of these notes that I don’t have. Maybe you’re playing it in bloody English. What is it, Anne? Why don’t I recognise anything you’re doing?’


      ‘I haven’t had a chance to look at this one,’ Anne’s unrepentant voice answered from the direction of the organ.


      ‘Oh, I see!’ Ted said, ‘we do one anthem each week and you haven’t had a chance to look at the one we’re doing this week, right? That makes absolute sense.’ The choir waited, too familiar with this ritual to be embarrassed by it, and relieved that every second taken up by this argument was a second they wouldn’t be singing. ‘Then we shall have to manage with you making an utter cock-up of it, won’t we?’


      Some choirs would have been shocked by Ted’s use of the word ‘cock’, but the choir of St Barnabas had grown accustomed to Ted’s standard rehearsal vernacular. The older members of the choir who might have found his colourful phraseology harder to cope with were all slightly deaf and assumed that they had misheard what he had said, though none of them had.


      Ted wearily motioned in the direction of the organ for the introduction to begin again. After the silence, which was Anne Hudson guessing whether she was expected to play again, the organ came in with precisely the same accuracy as before – admittedly a fairly free interpretation of what Fauré had intended – and this time got a little further before Ted interrupted it.


      ‘Basses!’ he screamed. ‘Where the fuck were you?’


      ‘We didn’t know we were meant to come in,’ Harley Farmer explained, slowly.


      ‘We’re using this thing called music,’ Ted shouted, ‘that tells you what notes you’re meant to sing and when you’re meant to come in.’


      ‘But we couldn’t tell when that was,’ Harley calmly replied, ‘because we couldn’t tell what notes Anne was playing.’


      ‘Right, here’s some advice,’ Ted barked, ‘don’t listen to her, okay? Don’t listen to anything that woman plays because it’s always fucking wrong. I’ll bring you in. Watch me. Try to block the organ completely out of your mind. That’s what I’m doing.’ He took a couple of angry breaths then carried on. ‘I mean, think about my dilemma, I have to block out the organ and the bloody choir.’ He exhaled deeply, bringing his frustration vaguely back under control. ‘Let’s try again.’


      The choir fumbled its way through the piece; it got progressively slower throughout and seemed to Ted to go on forever. When the final chord died away, he closed his eyes and didn’t speak for one and a half seconds.


      Then he gave his considered appraisal. ‘That was without exception the most God-awful fucking noise I’ve ever heard in my entire life.’ The choir nodded in mute acceptance of this judgement. Ted generally told them this about everything they sang, although the exact expletives varied from week to week. ‘If I die tonight, I shall thank God with all my heart that he spared me from hearing that again,’ he continued. ‘Yes, Noreen?’ Noreen Ponty was holding her hand aloft, expectantly waiting to ask a question.


      ‘I wondered, Ted,’ she said, ‘how we’re pronouncing the word – er…’ She glanced at her music. ‘Er… “paisible”.’


      ‘Eh, what?’ barked Ted, ‘pay Sybil?’


      ‘No, er… “paisible”, on the third page.’


      ‘Good question, Noreen,’ Ted sarcastically answered. ‘Yes, that’s just what I was thinking, after listening to what probably counts as the worst crime ever committed against music – I thought, bloody hell, they don’t know how to pronounce “paisible”. What a bloody disaster.’


      ‘So… we’re saying “paisible”, are we?’


      ‘I couldn’t tell you what you are saying,’ Ted smiled sourly, ‘because I wasn’t listening to you at all lest it actually killed me.’ That this statement rather contradicted all of his previous judgements of the choir’s rendition went unnoticed except by a member of the choir who never made any noise at all, even to sing, so the discrepancy wasn’t pointed out. This was probably just as well.


      ‘What do you want us to say?’ Noreen persisted. Ted sighed.


      ‘Say it like… “passable”,’ he guessed.


      ‘Actually,’ Harriet Lomas contradicted him, with the knowing smile of one who has sung with the choir for several years and is therefore entitled to know more than the person directing it, ‘I think it’s more like “possible”, with a short vowel sound.’


      ‘Do you? And what do you think makes your opinion more correct than mine?’


      ‘Well,’ The knowing smile remained undiminished. ‘I spent five years working in France.’


      This was the kind of mutiny that Ted resented most of all, because it was clearly entirely justified. ‘I don’t care if you were Fauré’s mistress,’ he sarcastically retorted, ‘I was a chorister in Winchester Cathedral choir. I also did French O-level.’


      At this, Harriet’s smile withered abruptly. ‘But—’


      ‘Please shut up,’ Ted sighed, having had all of the argument he wanted to have. ‘We’ll run through it again, in the hope that one of you might have miraculously gained the ability to sing while I’ve been listening to this crap about French.’


      Harriet glared at Ted through her large spectacles. She wasn’t going to argue back, because she was bigger than that. But she thought that Ted Sloper was the rudest man she knew and he had no right to talk to her like that.


      ‘What did you get?’ Gordon Spare asked Ted, suddenly.


      ‘What do you mean?’ Ted sighed.


      ‘What did you get in your French O-level?’


      ‘What does that have to do with anything?’ Ted angrily asked. (In actual fact he had failed his French O-level, and he certainly didn’t think this was the kind of detail that it was useful to bring to the discussion.)


      ‘I just thought,’ Gordon said, ‘if Harriet worked for five years in France – you know, five years…’


      Ted closed his eyes. ‘I swear, this choir will be the death of me one day.’ He opened his eyes again and surveyed the dour group in front of him. ‘And as far as I’m concerned, the sooner that day comes, the better. Now can we run the bloody piece again, before we all die. Anne?’


      There was another pause before Anne’s voice answered. ‘What?’


      ‘We’re going to run it again.’


      ‘Run what again?’ Jake and Lady Cardigan-Ainsley were in the middle of a particularly salacious scene, the vodka-and-lime incident having unfolded in exactly the direction Anne wanted it to, and she had rather been hoping her skills wouldn’t be called upon again during the rehearsal. They always seemed to spend so much time talking, anyway. ‘The Cantique, you stupid woman,’ hissed Ted. He rounded on the choir again and raised his hands to conduct. ‘It’s “passable”,’ he added, crossly, ‘even if your rendition of the piece isn’t.’


      


      Bernard Lomas was a passionate person. His life was one of frustrated passions, an ongoing cycle of enthusiastic ideas passionately pursued for insufficient time to bear any fruit before a new infatuation developed.


      As a young, ambitious man, his dream had been to earn a living from painting pictures of railway engines and transferring his artwork to crockery to be sold at unreasonably high prices, but circumstances had not worked in his favour and he had never managed to attain a secure enough position to put his strategy into action. This lack of security wasn’t so much a financial deficiency as an inability to paint; being a passionate man, he was also an impatient man (he told himself that the two characteristics naturally worked hand in hand), so he didn’t have the persistence to learn enough about painting to turn his dream into a reality. Instead, he continued to explore and discard different interests in the hope of finding his true vocation. He had gone through a phase of trying to start a career as a journalist, writing a couple of articles for amateur publications before getting bored and taking up the accordion. He had a brief obsession with tropical fish, which died as quickly as it had started along with most of the tropical fish themselves.


      Bernard’s current obsession was with the art of cinema. Having spent half a year’s wages purchasing the best digital-video equipment with all the related software and essential appendages, he was determined to make the film that would propel him into the fast lane of the media world: a documentary about life in Little Collyweston. He hoped to exploit every link he had, including his wife’s strong connections with the church; he was aware that she sang in a choir, and gathered from her that it was rather good. Perhaps, he thought, he could make a documentary about the choir itself and sell it to the BBC – they had been rather short of ideas lately, after all.


      Apart from his failure to make time to learn the necessary skills, the main problem with all of Bernard’s plans had been the need to earn money. To this end, he unwillingly worked for a government office in which he was supposed to encourage agricultural development. In essence, this involved a routine of regular meetings with tedious people in suits. Even the women wore suits these days. He couldn’t understand how the people he worked with could be so dull and he would spend many hours a day ranting about the unambitious state of affluent, middle-class society, whilst scribbling pictures of railways engines onto notepads and dreaming of his Little Collyweston documentary. Perhaps he could make a whole series – sixteen episodes, each lasting about an hour and featuring a different aspect of the village. The BBC would love that.


      On this particular day, he had decided that, as an artist, he was excluded from the rules that governed ordinary, unambitious people, people who were part of the system, so he was justified in taking the day off work to familiarise himself with his new digital camcorder. So convincingly disease-ridden had his phone call to the office sounded that he was now half-wondering whether he might have potential as an actor. It was worth bearing in mind, he thought, for the best directors often acted in their own films.


      He enjoyed a productive day at a nearby weir recording footage of water from as many different angles as possible and picturing himself as the world’s next Orson Welles. His evening had been spent trying to transfer the footage onto his computer. After more than four frustrating hours, he had concluded that he was missing a vital lead to connect his camcorder to the computer; technology was standing in the way of art, an injustice which enraged him, especially as he had many ideas of how the footage might be used in one of the documentary episodes, provisionally entitled Water. He was, as a result, in a particularly bad mood, and passionately so.


      When his wife came home from her choir practice, he was so passionately moody that he forgot he was supposed to have spent the day at work. ‘I spent all day filming water,’ he told her, ‘all day, I’m telling you, and now I can’t even get it onto the computer because some pillock didn’t give me the right lead.’


      It was fortunate for Bernard that Harriet Lomas was far too worked up herself to notice this disclosure of his truancy. ‘I had a terrible choir rehearsal,’ she announced, allowing herself to droop onto their sofa and flinging (with a degree of care) her spectacles onto the coffee table.


      ‘It’s not difficult, though, to make sure all the right leads are there when you sell something,’ Bernard complained, pacing the length of their living room. ‘I’ve got all this film of water and there’s nothing I can do with it. If you can’t get it onto the computer, you’re helpless – it’s like having a load of air and no lungs to breathe it with.’


      ‘I had a terrible choir rehearsal,’ Harriet repeated, adding particular emphasis to the word ‘terrible’. Harriet was different to her husband – she was not passionate, but controlled. She was also stoically single-minded and knew that to make her husband listen to her she simply had to repeat herself a sufficient number of times. Some wives would have found this process rather tedious, but Harriet was single-minded and controlled enough to patiently repeat herself as often as each situation required.


      In this instance, Bernard had been declaiming about leads to himself for several hours already and had pretty much exhausted his rage on the subject, so he sat down next to his wife and asked about her choir rehearsal (wondering if her news might offer a new angle on the documentary). ‘Ted Sloper was extremely rude to me,’ Harriet told her husband.


      ‘Who’s Ted Sloper?’


      ‘He’s the choir director. I’ve told you about him before. He’s the rudest man I know and he swears a lot.’


      ‘Yes, I know about him, the one with the beard.’


      ‘He doesn’t have a beard,’ Harriet said. ‘He was telling us about French pronunciation and he obviously didn’t know a thing about French.’


      ‘I’m sure you said he had a beard.’


      ‘So I decided I should tell him the right way of pronouncing this word. Because it would be awful if the whole choir was singing the wrong pronunciation and thinking it was right, wouldn’t it?’


      ‘Who’s the one with the beard, then?’


      ‘There isn’t anybody in the choir with a beard,’ Harriet patiently explained, then paused thoughtfully. ‘Except for Mrs Sterp, but when you reach that age…’ She directed her thoughts back to the more important details of her diatribe. ‘Anyway, I told Ted Sloper how to pronounce this word in French…’


      ‘Is he French?’ asked Bernard, still catching up on the story’s earlier details.


      ‘No, I told you, he doesn’t know a thing about French. And when I told him how to pronounce the word, he said something about… he said that I was like Fauré’s mistress.’


      Bernard’s face darkened. ‘He said what?’


      ‘No, it wasn’t that, he said… he said that he didn’t care if I was Fauré’s mistress.’


      ‘Who is this Fauré?’


      ‘He’s the man who wrote the music we were singing.’


      ‘Is he the one with the beard?’ Bernard asked, a new source of anger mounting inside him.


      ‘There isn’t anyone with a beard.’


      ‘Are you his mistress?’ Bernard asked.


      ‘Don’t be silly, he’s dead.’


      ‘Then what right,’ exploded Bernard, ‘does this Ted fellow have to accuse you of being his mistress?’


      ‘And when I argued with him, he told me to shut up.’


      ‘The French man? Fauré?’


      ‘No, Ted Sloper.’


      ‘The one with the beard?’


      ‘There isn’t anyone with a beard.’


      Bernard stood up. ‘Where does he live?’


      ‘There’s no need, Bernard.’


      ‘Tell me where he lives!’ shouted Bernard. He was burning to take an evening’s worth of frustration out on this man, beard or no beard.


      ‘Calm down,’ Harriet ordered her husband. ‘There’s no point in doing anything about it now.’


      Bernard sat down, reluctantly. ‘Tomorrow, then,’ he said. ‘Tomorrow I’ll go and speak to him. He’s no right…’


      Thus satisfied by a husband’s righteous anger (which approximated a form of sympathy), Harriet picked up her spectacles from the coffee table and put them on, then looked fondly at Bernard. He was such a passionate person. No doubt he would have forgotten all about it in the morning.


      


      Ted knocked moodily on the door of the vicarage. He wasn’t pleased to be there – by this time of the evening he was usually in the Green Baron and a drink of some kind was always necessary to wash away the taste of the choir rehearsal, but he was fairly sure Reverend Andy Biddle hadn’t asked him round to share a pint. Added to that, Ted always found encounters with the new vicar intensely depressing – it was something to do with the way he was always smiling.


      Andy Biddle opened the door and smiled. ‘Ted!’ he beamed. ‘Thanks for coming.’


      What was wrong with the man? wondered Ted. How could he spend so much time looking happy? He was supposed to be a Christian.


      ‘Won’t you come in?’ Biddle asked, and Ted reluctantly accepted the invitation, stepping into the warmth of the house.


      ‘Tea? I’d offer you a gin and tonic, but I’m completely out of gin. And tonic,’ Biddle laughed, then winced. ‘Ouch.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I… er… broke my tooth the other day. It hurts when I laugh,’ Biddle chuckled cautiously.


      Why? thought Ted. The man’s in pain and it’s still something to laugh about. This relentless enthusiasm was depressing Ted even more.


      ‘Tea will do,’ he gloomily said, trying to suppress his body’s desperate need for a pint of beer. He followed the vicar into the kitchen, feeling the insipid details of the house drain him of his little remaining resilience. Lots of pastel shades and nondescript watercolours – all new since Biddle’s arrival. Previously, the house had at least radiated some kind of life, having been not so much decorated as left to evolve its bold and frankly hideous décor (Biddle’s predecessor had been quite a different man who certainly would have had some gin).


      Biddle reached down two yellow mugs from a cupboard and started to boil the kettle. ‘How’s the choir?’ he enquired cheerfully.


      ‘Awful,’ Ted replied, wondering if Biddle had asked him round for purely social reasons, and if so, when he could expect to leave.


      ‘Oh?’ Biddle’s face dropped a little, but not enough to make Ted feel any happier. ‘What’s the problem?’


      ‘No talent,’ Ted responded. ‘There’s not the slightest bit of talent amongst the lot of them. None at all.’


      ‘Ah. Right.’ Biddle chuckled, uncertainly. ‘Well – I’m not sure that there’s an easy solution for that one.’ Ted just stared back grimly, so Biddle added humorously ‘Except perhaps napalm!’


      He quickly repented of the comment, hoping that he hadn’t offended his choir director; he apologetically put on a serious face in case he had.


      ‘They’re so unresponsive,’ Ted sighed, ‘I could insult them to their faces and they wouldn’t notice.’


      ‘I sometimes feel like that about congregations!’ Biddle laughed, then winced again.


      ‘You should see a dentist about that.’


      ‘I, er… I have an appointment with a dentist tomorrow.’ The kettle clicked and Biddle poured hot water into the mugs. ‘Milk?’


      ‘Yes. Two sugars.’ Biddle dutifully stirred sugar into one of the mugs, then carried them through to the living room. ‘I don’t think they realise how important music is to me,’ Ted continued, following Biddle. ‘If they did, they wouldn’t do what they do to it.’


      ‘The work you do with the choir is very much appreciated, Ted,’ said Biddle, gesturing towards one of his armchairs. Ted sat down miserably, feeling ever more trapped in an undesirable situation. ‘I know how much you put into it, and…’ He laughed again, which caused him another jolt of pain that almost made him spill his tea. It was hard enough remaining cheerful in front of Ted Sloper, without this toothache. ‘The choir is getting better every week,’ he lied.


      ‘You think so?’ Ted asked, raising an eyebrow knowingly.


      ‘I’m – not a musician, obviously…’ Biddle swallowed a chuckle before it had a chance to cause him any more pain, wondering why everything he was saying sounded so insincere this evening. ‘But if there’s anything I can do to make things any – er – easier, for you…?’


      ‘Got any napalm?’ Ted asked. Biddle laughed, graciously. Repeated back at him, his joke sounded incredibly tasteless, but at least Ted had taken it in the spirit it was intended – which was obviously not literally.


      In actual fact, Ted thought that it sounded like a good idea.


      ‘How old is Gerard Feehan?’ Biddle suddenly asked. Ted frowned.


      ‘Not sure. Why?’


      ‘I just wondered.’


      ‘He sang with the choir years ago. I was trying to get some trebles into it. He was hopeless, of course. But still better than the tone-deaf old biddies singing at the moment…’ He put his head back and looked at the ceiling. ‘What would I give for a few trebles in the choir… you can’t get ’em these days, of course. Kids don’t do singing. It’s hopeless. Hopeless.’


      ‘So how long ago did Gerard sing in your choir?’ Biddle pressed.


      ‘Oh, years ago.’ Ted sat up again. ‘Young Feehan would be about twenty-two now, I’d say. Completely wet, though – always was a queer lad.’


      Biddle nodded thoughtfully. ‘I get the impression he could do with getting away from his mother.’


      ‘We could all do with getting away from his mother,’ Ted said.


      ‘She does have quite a… forceful personality,’ Biddle chuckled.


      Ted was now thoroughly fed up with the vicar’s unnecessary happiness, and still none the wiser about why he had been summoned there. They sipped at their tea wordlessly for a few moments, Ted wondering if this really was intended to be a social invitation – a chance for the new vicar to bond with his choir director. He braced himself for a miserably unexciting and teetotal evening, moving his eyes from the vapid watercolour of a windmill opposite him to the desk in the corner of the living room, a lamp lighting up a disarray of paper and books and a glowing laptop computer. ‘Writing another recipe?’ he enquired.


      ‘Ah-ha!’ replied Biddle and laughed uncomfortably; it was fairly obvious that his discomfort this time was not merely dental in origin and it gave Ted the tiniest feeling of satisfaction.


      ‘Well now,’ Biddle said, hurriedly changing the subject, ‘there is a reason why I wanted you to – er – I hope I didn’t interrupt anything else?’


      Yes, thought Ted, a pint in the Green Baron.


      ‘No,’ he said. ‘So what’s it you wanted to see me about?’


      ‘Well, ah…’ Biddle laughed, awkwardly. Ted wasn’t sure whether it was an awkwardness about the subject being broached, or teeth problems again. ‘Mrs Petty-Saphon wrote me a letter this week. She seems quite unhappy about certain… um… aspects of the church services, at the moment.’


      Ted rolled his eyes and groaned. ‘There’s a surprise,’ he said. ‘I don’t think there’s ever been a single service in that church which she hasn’t complained about.’


      ‘Ah, now, I’m not sure that’s entirely – ah…’ Biddle smiled, waving his arms to indicate the vague meaning of his sentence before moving away from it. ‘Anyway, one of the – er – many concerns she voiced was the problem of – ah – sexism in the hymns.’


      Ted blinked. ‘I beg your pardon?’ he said.


      ‘Some of the hymns have words which she feels are out of place in a society where men and women are more or less considered equals. The expression she used was, er, “outdated patriarchal gender discrimination”.’


      ‘Was it, indeed?’ grunted Ted.


      ‘And as you’re in charge of choosing the hymns, I wonder if you could make whatever – er – changes… might be necessary to render hymns with such – er – references in them… er… useable.’


      ‘They’re useable as they are,’ Ted replied bluntly.


      ‘Yes, indeed,’ Biddle hurriedly agreed, ‘but a little bit of rewriting would avoid unnecessary offence being caused…’


      ‘Which hymn in particular caused this “offence”, may I ask?’ Ted interjected.


      ‘Right… ah…’ Biddle crossed to his desk and picked up Petty-Saphon’s letter. ‘She felt that the offertory hymn…’


      ‘“Of the glorious body telling”,’ Ted clarified.


      ‘That’s right.’


      ‘The words are by Thomas Aquinas!’ Ted exploded. ‘You’re saying I’ve got to rewrite words that Saint Thomas Aquinas presumably thought were adequate?’


      ‘No!’ protested Biddle. ‘Well, yes…’ he added, apologetically. ‘Aquinas did write them in Latin, so in a way they’ve already been rewritten.’


      ‘By respected English poets.’


      ‘It was only one line,’ Biddle hurriedly reassured him, ‘in the second verse, er… “Man with man in converse dwelling…”’


      ‘It’s poetry,’ Ted insisted. ‘What would you change it to?’


      ‘Mrs Petty-Saphon suggested… er…’ Biddle coughed, uncomfortably. ‘She suggested “Folk in church in converse dwelling…”’ He trailed off. The look on Ted’s face suggested that he was far from impressed by the poetry of Sathan Petty-Saphon.


      Before the tense pause could grow into a fully drawn-out awkward silence, he tried a different tack. ‘Why don’t you go on a recruitment drive?’ he suggested, brightly.


      ‘A what?’


      ‘For singers! Encourage some of the newcomers in the church to join the choir.’ One of the slight concerns Biddle had about St Barnabas was the potential for established churchgoers, the Sathan Petty-Saphons in the congregation, to marginalise those who had just walked in from outside. There had been a fellow at the back of the church for some weeks now who Biddle had vaguely noticed didn’t really seem to want to be there. Well, was it any wonder if nobody knew who he was? Biddle also suspected that the fleeting reference to ‘scruffy outsiders’ in Sathan Petty-Saphon’s letter specifically pointed towards this man; to involve him in the choir would curtail any attempt of hers to act on her disapproval.


      ‘I mean, it would be great to encourage newcomers to become part of the congregation,’ he explained to Ted, ‘especially if they’re a bit undecided about whether to keep coming along…’


      ‘You think that people uncertain about staying in the church should be moved closer to the choir?’ asked Ted, an eyebrow raised.


      ‘Ah,’ Biddle smiled wryly, with an obligatory wince. ‘Yes, well… have a think about talking to some of them, anyway. They might turn out to be good singers, after all.’


      ‘Right,’ sighed Ted, reluctantly. The idea of anyone at St Barnabas turning out to be a good anything seemed pretty unlikely to him and the additional humiliation of approaching strangers on a ‘recruitment drive’ was yet another cross to bear that he could bloody well do without.


      ‘And… er… the problems raised in Mrs Petty-Saphon’s letter…?’ Biddle continued, hopefully.


      Ted stood up. ‘One thing you need to learn,’ he said, sternly pointing at the vicar, ‘is not to listen to everything that woman tells you.’ Biddle sat, momentarily speechless at the sight of Ted’s accusing finger. ‘In fact, don’t listen to anything the bloody woman tells you. It’s part of the job, you just don’t… don’t do it, okay?’ Biddle chuckled unhappily and again let out an involuntary gasp of pain. Ted observed him with a sadistic interest, finding the spectacle of a man unable to stop chuckling in spite of intense physical pain curiously entertaining.


      ‘Right. Well… it’s in your hands, at the end of the day,’ Biddle said, ‘and I take your point about rewriting poetry.’ The perfect Anglican compromise popped into his head. ‘Maybe it would be best to leave out those hymns altogether?’ he suggested.


      Ted said nothing.


      


      


      As Ted hurried away from the vicarage in the hope that he might be in time for last orders in the Green Baron, Biddle looked at his half-finished mug of tea with a heavy feeling of foreboding. The meeting had not been a success, and Biddle had a horrible suspicion that Sathan Petty-Saphon’s letter was the prelude to an actual visit. It would have been nice to have something positive to tell her about the hymns issue, since the other part of her letter mostly concerned the omelette and there was very little he could say to defend himself on that subject.


      Perhaps he should tell her he made the omelette as a response to a clear and direct word from God. Let her take it up with the Almighty – at least He was safely away from Little Collyweston. Knowing Sathan Petty-Saphon and the devastating effects such powerful and opinionated parishioners could have in a church, he felt that any actual confrontation between her and Jesus might well lead to a second crucifixion.


      He frowned. Tea always tasted different in a mug. Perhaps it was related to the fact that the mug wasn’t bone china. Of course, he had also brewed the tea in the mug, not something he really approved of – but what else was he to do without his bone-china teapot, which was necessarily part of the tea set he had restricted to use for non-parishioners? And the whole experience of drinking tea was less satisfying when it wasn’t served from his Victorian hostess trolley, which he had found at an inconceivably low price some years ago. He had never been able to confirm that it was actually Victorian, but he felt sure enough of its pedigree not to need that certainty. Certainty, after all, was the opposite of faith.


      He sighed slightly wistfully. It would be ever so decadent to get the hostess trolley out just to make himself a cup of tea. And quite selfish, having denied Ted Sloper the privilege. Perhaps he would need to relax his recently instated mugs-for-parishioners policy, depending on who the parishioner was.


      What was a hostess trolley for, after all?

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 6

    


    
      Vernon Tait liked using his hands. His every comment was accompanied by a suitable gesture to illustrate his feelings about any given subject, which were usually strongly held. He made little attempt to disguise his feelings about Andy Biddle.


      ‘I am delighted,’ he said, expressing his delight with a flat-palmed pat of the air in front of him, ‘to make the acquaintance of another priest in this area. I’ve been looking after the teeth of the church for the best part of a decade, and it never ceases’ (another pointed caress of the air) ‘to thrill me when another priest joins my little flock,’ he put his hand on Biddle’s shoulder, then removed it quickly, as if being careful not to get too tactile too soon, ‘as I like to call it!’ He finished with a welcoming flourish in the direction of the dentist’s chair.


      ‘Thank you,’ said Biddle.


      ‘In all your ways acknowledge Him and He will make your teeth straight!’ quipped Vernon, one finger raised in knowing jollity. Biddle laughed politely, then winced in pain.


      Vernon was sympathetic about the cause of Biddle’s problems. ‘You know,’ he said, shaking his head and briefly clasping his hands, ‘cake can cause a lot more damage than people give it credit for. And I’m not just talking about erosion or cavities; you’d be surprised how many people have had accidents like yours, you really would.’ Biddle nodded, eager that his surprise should live up to Vernon’s high expectations. ‘I had a cousin who broke two teeth on a ginger snap, hasn’t touched a biscuit since. I’ve said to him, surely, you know, you could have, like, a digestive biscuit or something, but he won’t touch them. Says it simply isn’t worth the risk. I’m nearly out of mouthwash, Sasha.’


      Biddle heard movement in the next room as he reclined on the dentist’s chair – Sasha, he assumed, whoever he or she was. Vernon leaned over him and he caught a whiff of expensive-smelling aftershave. Vernon grinned. ‘Never mind, we’ll have you all fixed up in a jiffy. Let’s take a look, shall we?’ The chair slowly tilted backwards and Biddle could hear the sound of rubber gloves flexing. Vernon’s face was suddenly very close, the rich scent of his aftershave almost overpowering. ‘Say “ah”,’ requested the dentist. ‘You’ll have to leave the “men” till after I’ve finished.’ He raised his dental equipment as Biddle obliged. ‘Though I know how difficult it can be leaving the men, I can tell you.’ Vernon grinned and began to prod around in Biddle’s mouth.


      Biddle being prevented from communicating in any way, it was left to Vernon to carry on the conversation, which he did with panache. ‘The problem with the church, as I see it,’ he told Biddle, ‘is that it’s too ready to tell people what they’re doing wrong. I’m not saying you’re like that,’ he hastily reassured his captive audience of one. ‘I mean, like I say, I do all the priests in the area and without exception they’re lovely people, they really know their job, but I mean, it’s when the church starts telling people what they ought to do, that’s when it annoys me. It really does.’ His hands being otherwise occupied, Vernon was forced to express his disgust by using even more exaggerated vocal nuances than before. ‘Because that’s not what church is about, is it? That would be like people coming to me and me just telling them they were eating too many sweets. Or rock cakes, in your case. Do you know what I mean? That’s not the church’s business.


      ‘I know you know all this, of course,’ he added hurriedly, ‘but some people, you’d think they thought the church was all about policing the world. I mean, Jesus didn’t come to earth with a truncheon and a helmet, did he?’ Biddle, his mouth still full of dental instruments, was unable to comment. His eyes being the only part of his face able to make any significant response, he could only continue helplessly watching Vernon as the monologue continued.


      ‘I mean, I’m gay, and obviously there’s people who think that’s wrong, and there’s people in the church who think that’s totally, like – I’m sure you don’t think that, I do all the priests in this area and they’re all lovely about it, but some people, you know, want everybody to do everything their way, and me being gay is, like, a real issue for them.’


      Vernon’s proddings continued, and Biddle was unable to reassure him that homosexuality had long since stopped being an issue for him. ‘I had a terrible time when I came out to my mother. I was brought up as a Roman Catholic, you see, and she kept saying, “But Vernon, the Bible says”, and I was like, “No, Mother, the Bible doesn’t say that, that’s just your way of seeing it”, but you see her church had indoctrinated her to think like that, so I didn’t blame her. Mouthwash, Sasha.’


      Vernon straightened up and out of the corner of his eye Biddle saw a tall brunette glide in. ‘No, no, no, Sasha,’ Vernon objected, his hands raised in a gesture of horror, ‘it’s green mouthwash for Ordinary time, we’re into Lent now.’ He turned back to Biddle. ‘She’s a complete atheist,’ he moaned, the word ‘complete’ warranting a particularly wide and pointy gesture with his hands.


      ‘Anyway, as I was saying, that’s what puts people off church, do you know what I mean? They think they’re going to go in there and be told what they can and can’t do. I mean, everyone’s got their own set of standards, haven’t they? And that’s how it should be. Think of bestiality – that’s it Sasha, the purple stuff, put it down on the side, would you? – everyone says bestiality’s wrong, but when you think about it, what is wrong with it, if it’s with a consenting animal?’


      Biddle scarcely had time to wonder how one would know if an animal was consenting before Vernon started to tell him anyway. ‘You can tell if an animal’s consenting,’ Vernon said. ‘I know this because I spoke to a farmer once, years ago, when I went to Dorset with my flatmate. He said if a dog chases a sheep, its intestines fall out of its anus – they’re sensitive, you see, they get scared. So if it wasn’t consenting, it would get scared and its intestines would fall out of its anus.’


      Biddle was feeling decidedly uncomfortable – even if he had chosen to engage in this conversation, he would have wanted to be in a position to contribute to it. He certainly wouldn’t have elected to listen to it while somebody was poking around in his mouth. ‘So this farmer said to us, you can tell if the sheep wants to have sex with you. We didn’t ask him to elaborate any further, mind you. But like I say, what’s wrong with that, if it’s giving you both pleasure? Why’s that any different from having sex with a consenting human being? I’m not saying I’m into bestiality, I think it’s disgusting myself, I’m just saying it makes you think – if you could just open a bit wider, that’s lovely – it makes you think, doesn’t it?


      


      As Biddle drove up to his house, his tooth mended and his mind broadened to embrace a number of concepts he had never previously stopped to consider, he saw a small, hunched figure sitting on his doorstep.


      He was a little disheartened by the sight. He hadn’t exactly expected Gerard Feehan to hit the gay bars as soon as their previous meeting had finished, but the vicarage was no place for young gay men to be hanging about.


      Well – not his vicarage, at any rate.


      On the plus side, he was now equipped to discuss in depth the pros and cons of bestiality, should it turn out to be one of the issues bothering Gerard this time round.


      ‘You’d better come in,’ he said as he stepped out of his car, greeting Gerard with an encouraging and now somewhat-expensive smile.


      


      ‘Right – stop,’ Biddle said in his calmest, kindliest voice. ‘Why exactly do you think God wants you to remain celibate?’


      ‘Well…’ Gerard shifted restlessly and hugged his mug of tea to his chest. ‘I… I’ve been thinking about – you know, when I – we were talking – what about yesterday, I was…’ His words were coming out in the wrong order again, but this was a subject he didn’t seem able to discuss without considerable verbal difficulty. ‘I know it’s not – being it – wrong – it isn’t – gay, I mean,’ Gerard hastily added, without making it altogether clear what he did mean, ‘it’s just that I start – whenever I think about – very empty and lonely, I feel – thinking about it, I mean – and I think that that there’s no, God telling me there’s no, that I should spend the rest of my life, I to, to… focussed on him.’


      Biddle nodded, slowly digesting the words and reordering them to discover their hidden meaning. ‘I’m not sure that those are the conclusions I would have reached myself,’ he finally commented.


      ‘I’ve been about it an awful lot,’ Gerard earnestly insisted. ‘Praying, I mean,’ he clarified.


      ‘I’m sure you have,’ said Biddle, smiling. ‘But who’s been doing all the talking – you or God?’ (Biddle allowed himself a moment of inward satisfaction at having come up, quite spontaneously, with such a profound yet quotable aphorism. A little pithy, perhaps. Maybe a bit too evangelical in thrust. But these were minor worries when, as a statement, it fitted the situation so well. Definitely one to bear in mind and use again.)


      Gerard stared awkwardly at his tea, saying nothing. He took one hand off his mug to remove his glasses and began listlessly fiddling with them. ‘Do you want to know what I think?’ Biddle asked. Gerard nodded, and fiddled with his glasses. ‘I think that the reason you feel empty and lonely is that you are lonely. I think that you’re putting words into God’s mouth because you’re afraid of going into areas you haven’t been in before.’ Gerard fiddled with his glasses. Biddle cleared his throat. ‘Gerard, God created us to have companions, human companions.’


      ‘I know…’ Gerard began, fiddling with his glasses.


      ‘You need to get out,’ Biddle insisted, ‘meet people your own age. Form some relationships, maybe even a special relationship.’ Biddle deliberately met Gerard’s eyes as the boy replaced his glasses – Gerard recoiled from the long, hard stare, looking as if he wished for all the world that the chair he was in would swallow him whole.


      Gerard shifted in his seat; he wished for all the world that it would swallow him whole. ‘Just – not sure – I’m…’ he started, and fell silent again. Biddle wondered for a horrific moment if he was going to have to explain the basics of sexual relationships to the boy, doing diagrams on the small blackboard he had in his kitchen for writing memos on. Finally Gerard spoke again. ‘I don’t really – to form that – know how kind of relationship, I don’t, meet people, don’t, really.’


      ‘Okay,’ said Biddle, kindly, ‘have you thought about going to a – a gay club, perhaps?’


      ‘Um…’ Gerard coughed, nervously. ‘My mother…’


      ‘Your mother doesn’t come into this, Gerard. You wouldn’t be taking her with you.’


      ‘But…’


      ‘No, you really wouldn’t. It wouldn’t be her sort of thing at all.’


      ‘No, but…’ Gerard looked at Biddle questioningly. ‘I thought that… part of the point you were – with the omelette – was that in trying to find an place for itself in a hostile world, gay culture has kind of created an artificial sense of identity which actually… um… works against it, as far as the perception of gay… er… people is… er… concerned… and…’ He coughed again. ‘I thought you were probably saying that because of this it’s better not to in the… er… gay… er… scene – become involved.’


      Andy Biddle had years of experience in keeping his happy, caring smile on his face in spite of all kinds of provocation. But it was a definite effort to remain smiling after this baffling yet uncharacteristically articulate speech. How had Feehan managed to read all of that into his omelette? How had he managed to say it all when as a rule he couldn’t even string a sentence together?


      ‘Well, Gerard…’ he began, wondering exactly what he was going to say. No more pithy aphorisms occurred to him, but he felt he ought to keep talking anyway. ‘You’re right, of course, that… that there are things in the world that we have to be careful of. But it’s not a solution to cut yourself off from those things altogether.’ He thought for a moment – a comparison in these situations often helped drive a point home, but he was reluctant to use another cooking metaphor. The omelette experience had made him wary of all foodstuffs – entertaining, yes, but too vague. Biddle sought inspiration from other sources. ‘Imagine if there was a… a duckling… whose mother didn’t dare let it swim in the water in case it caught one of the diseases you can catch from water,’ he said gently, suddenly feeling as he imagined a parent would when reading a story to their toddler.


      Gerard leaned forward in his seat, his face showing intense concentration, and Biddle was unnerved by the idea of Gerard Feehan being his toddler. ‘Now – what happens when that duckling becomes a duck?’ Biddle asked.


      ‘It can’t swim?’ Gerard suggested, with a wide-eyed look of trust that further reinforced the parent/toddler ambience.


      In fact Biddle hadn’t considered this possibility, having been thinking on a rather more complex level. ‘Oh…’ he responded, taken aback (and confused by the unfamiliar parental feelings welling up inside him), ‘yes, I suppose it wouldn’t be able to, would it? But what I was also thinking was that it wouldn’t have built up a resistance to the diseases in the water, and would probably get ill straight away and die.’ He looked at Gerard meaningfully. Actually it had confused things unnecessarily to make it about ducks, he thought. He wasn’t sure why ducks had come into his head. But it was too late now. Everything was getting rather confused in this encounter.


      Gerard sighed. ‘It’s just…’ he began. ‘I don’t really think…’ he began. ‘The problem…’ he began. ‘I’ve never done – gone to a – done anything like – club – gay – and I wouldn’t really – on my own – what to – know to, what to, to…’


      ‘Okay,’ Biddle said, ‘tell me when you want to go out, and I’ll go with you.’ It was a bold thing to suggest, he knew, but it was the only way he was going to get the boy out at the end of the day, and it made him feel less like a parent.


      ‘What?’ Gerard’s mouth hung open in surprise. ‘You can’t!’


      ‘Why not? You don’t have to be gay to go into a gay club.’


      ‘But… you’re a vicar!’


      ‘I don’t think men of the cloth have been banned from gay clubs. Not to my knowledge, at any rate.’


      ‘But…’ Gerard was running out of excuses. ‘What say, what will, my mother?’


      ‘Will your mother object to you spending an evening with a vicar?’ Biddle asked. Gerard shrugged.


      ‘I suppose…’ he answered, helplessly, adding ‘not’ to clarify what he meant.


      ‘Well then.’ Biddle finished his mug of tea, feeling warmed by a strange, fatherly sense of pride… He immediately stopped the thought before it was fully formed – it wasn’t fatherly pride, it was the glow of having been of use to at least one person this month. It was a new feeling for him, that was all.


      He wasn’t sure why he found the idea of being a parent so difficult, but he told himself that it was only because he would never bring up a child as wet as Gerard Feehan, and put the thought out of his head.


      ‘Don’t worry, I wasn’t planning on wearing vestments,’ he cheerfully informed Gerard, already wondering to himself what people did wear in gay clubs these days. He was already quite looking forward to the outing.


      


      Gerard may have felt less uneasy about the idea of going to a gay club had he known that Jesus had already visited quite a few. After all, the Christ wasn’t just lying in bed between his weekly visits to St Barnabas – had anybody noticed him, they would have seen Jesus visiting many of the area’s lesser attractions over the few weeks he had been back on earth. There are people who would find even the suggestion of Jesus going into a gay club shocking and unseemly, but it was Jesus’ habit of doing shocking and unseemly things that had got him into so much trouble with people the first time round. He had come to help the lonely and the helpless; the clubbing scene, not unlike the church, had proved a big source of both. If Jesus hadn’t been paid much attention there either, it’s because the clubbing scene, like church, is full of people largely interested in external appearances and Jesus had been too busy to spend time tarting himself up to meet people.


      But he had at least met some people. Even as Gerard was leaving the vicarage, Jesus was kneeling next to a young woman who was weeping into a gutter outside a noisy club on the outskirts of London. She had sobered up a fair amount in the time he had been talking to her, though if anything she was crying more than she had been when he had picked her up from the ground.


      ‘Can you tell me where you’re going?’ he asked her, provoking another burst of sobbing.


      ‘I’m going to hell, I’m going to hell!’ she bawled.


      ‘No, I mean… where are you going now?’ Jesus clarified. ‘I’ve ordered you a taxi.’


      ‘Oh… I live in Reading,’ she said, wiping her face and sniffing. ‘But I can’t afford a taxi that far.’


      ‘It’s paid for,’ Jesus explained, helping her to her feet and towards a waiting cab. He opened the door for her. ‘Stop worrying about hell,’ he advised. ‘For a start, it sounds like you’ve already been there. And in any case, it’s not all that different from Reading.’ She managed a laugh and gave him an inebriated hug, before collapsing into the back of the car. Jesus watched it drive away; he knew that Reading was no paradise, but somewhere in Reading there was a 2-year-old whose face lit up every time she arrived home, if only she would start to notice it.


      Jesus turned and disappeared back into the sweat and noise of the club – the night was still young.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 7

    


    
      Although Ted Sloper’s life had not worked out in quite the way he would have chosen, it couldn’t be said that he had done badly. Years as a House Master in a public school of some repute had given him the means to live in a cottage which was more than ample for a single man, even one who cohabited with a grand piano and a harpsichord.


      He had hated every moment of his time as a House Master, so had given up the job at the public school and established himself in Little Collyweston as a freelance music teacher. Which he hated.


      By day, he was free to pursue the interests that, had things worked out differently, he might have once made a career of – largely academic and musical in nature. But at 3.30 p.m. each week day, as the schools started to finish, he sold out his love of music to earn a living. He had given up trying to enthuse or educate pupils a long time ago; now he resigned himself to listening to young people desecrate works that he had once held sacred. He knew that he had betrayed his first love, but he had given up caring about that, too.


      He sat next to his grand piano with a pained expression on his face, as a steady stream of pre-teens and, as the day wore on, teenagers, performed indescribable acts of vandalism which neither the music nor the piano deserved. On the other hand, he felt that he must deserve it himself – there was no other explanation for the decades of suffering that lay behind him (and, as far as he could see, ahead).


      ‘Have you practised that one?’ he asked a 12-year-old boy called Will Ink, who had just struggled through a D-major scale (three interminable octaves) with as little accuracy as was feasible in a major scale.


      ‘Uh…’ The boy screwed up his face as if trying to reach back through the debris of the week to recall if D-major had featured in his activities at all. Finally he answered, ‘No. Uh… no, I haven’t had time to practise that one.’


      Ted nodded wearily. ‘Have you practised A-major?’ Will Ink fiddled with his school tie, thinking hard about this as well.


      ‘No, no… I didn’t have time to do that this week,’ he replied.


      ‘I see. Which scales have you had time to practise, then?’ Once again, Will Ink yanked at his tie and cast his mind back, as if the effort of remembering might make up for the failure to make any effort in practising. ‘Have you practised any scales this week?’ Ted finally asked. This seemed to pose more of a conundrum for the boy.


      ‘Um…’ He looked up to the ceiling as if seeking divine assistance in recalling his week’s work, or perhaps just divine intervention. ‘Uh…’ He contorted his face, hissed through his teeth, looked at the music on the piano, then at the piano keys, then at Ted, then quickly back at the piano keys. ‘Uh… no…’ he finally concluded. ‘No, I’ve been quite busy with… other things.’


      ‘You’ve been practising your pieces too much, perhaps?’ Ted drily suggested.


      ‘Uh…’ Will Ink had to agonise over this question as well. Ted waited for the answer, not with patience so much as apathy. ‘Perhaps…’ the conscientious pupil eventually agreed.


      ‘Okay,’ said Ted, ‘what pieces have you spent the most time on?’


      ‘Um…’ Another minute to drag the detritus of the week’s efforts from the murky depths of his memory, then: ‘Uh, I haven’t really had a chance to practise any of the pieces this week.’


      ‘So what you’re saying is that you haven’t practised anything this week?’ Ted concluded.


      ‘Uh…well, not exactly…’ the boy replied, tugging at his tie again. Ted observed the boy without interest, trying to stop himself from looking at his watch again.


      Will Ink was one of his better pupils.


      As the boy struggled again to remember – what? Ted hadn’t even asked him a question this time, had he? – the doorbell rang. Ted murmured an insincere apology to his pupil, who couldn’t have cared less in any case, and walked into his hallway.


      Ted opened the door to Bernard Lomas, who stood in what he felt was a passionate and slightly threatening position with a passionate and threatening smile on his face. ‘Ted Sloper?’ he said, with a superficial politeness that was entirely intended to show the passionate rage simmering beneath.


      ‘Yes?’ Ted said, failing to recognise the threat this stranger represented and wondering why he was standing in such an odd way.


      ‘Ah,’ smiled Bernard meaningfully. ‘Ah,’ he added, allowing a little more of his concealed rage to unconceal itself. He shook a little with restrained passion.


      ‘Can I help you?’ Ted enquired impatiently, having reached the conclusion that it must be a severe case of piles.


      ‘Ah!’ responded Bernard, increasing the menace in every inch of his being (Ted wondered in alarm whether he ought to offer the stranger a cushion, if only to get rid of him.) ‘Can you help me? Yes, I think you can help me.’ Bernard chuckled in his most terrifying manner.


      Although Bernard Lomas had come here on a serious matter, he couldn’t help realising how enjoyable it was all turning out to be. It was not merely a confrontation, it was a performance – again, he was struck by the natural skill for acting he was indubitably showing. Television and film, with the occasional wisely selected theatre role, really might be a way forward for him, he thought. But he put the matter aside for a moment – performing was, he knew, all about focus, and he couldn’t afford to lose his focus now. The confrontation really was going extremely well.


      ‘Ted Sloper?’ Bernard repeated for effect.


      ‘Yes,’ Ted answered, not bothering to hide the irritation in his voice.


      ‘So you’re the one who’s been abusing my wife,’ Bernard stated in a tone of voice so successfully terrifying it sent a shiver down his own back.


      ‘What?’ Ted exclaimed. The theory about the piles was holding up well, and Ted had a second theory forming about the man’s mental state which was being confirmed equally swiftly.


      ‘Perhaps I should introduce myself. I am Bernard Lomas. My wife is Harriet Lomas. She sings in your choir.’


      Ted surveyed Bernard, unsure whether to be amused or disturbed. This man was Harriet Lomas’s husband? It certainly explained a lot about Harriet Lomas.


      Bernard was not entirely satisfied with Ted’s reaction to him – having revealed who he was, Bernard had expected to see some genuine fear, even some remorse. ‘You are the Ted Sloper who conducts the church choir?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘The St Barnabas church choir?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Well then.’ Bernard allowed his threatening smile to give way to a far more terrifying and slightly sarcastic sneer. (He had decided at this point to model his performance on Alan Rickman’s character in the Robin Hood film he’d watched with Harriet one New Year’s Eve.) ‘I’ve been hearing all about how you abused my wife.’


      ‘What?’ Ted repeated, amazed by the sheer ridiculousness of the suggestion. He had never so much as gone near the woman – what possible appeal could she hold for him?


      ‘Abused her,’ Bernard reiterated, allowing his performance to rise in intensity.


      ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


      ‘You know exactly what I’m talking about,’ hissed Bernard, genuinely riled by Sloper’s denials. ‘How you’ve been treating her, you and that Fauré character.’


      That was the last straw. ‘If anybody has been abusing anybody,’ Ted exploded, ‘it’s your wife who’s been abusing Fauré!’


      Bernard was outraged. Momentarily forgetting to be Alan Rickman, he began to bellow back, ‘That’s exactly the kind of obscene suggestion…’ The front door slammed forcefully in his face, leaving him standing on the doorstep, his mouth wordlessly opening and closing in shock. That the Sloper man had denied responsibility was objectionable enough; to have the nerve to actually slam the door midway through the confrontation…


      Bernard Lomas was a passionate man. He felt the rage inside him building up, no doubt fuelled by the strong associations he had now formed with the Sheriff of Nottingham. But he could see that the situation had progressed beyond mere spoken confrontation. Sloper had taken the conflict up to a new level. Retaliation would have to be more extreme.


      Stalking round the side of the house as he remembered Rickman stalking the corridors of Nottingham castle (although he was now confusing the film with The Shawshank Redemption, so elements of his performance were more indebted to Tim Robbins), he began peering through the windows. He observed pot plants on a windowsill and a telephone with a little tin full of pens next to it, but little of any genuine interest. Acting with what he felt was the boldness of an outlaw (further confusing vital details about the exact role played by the Sheriff of Nottingham), he opened the gate leading into the back garden. He got on his hands and knees and approached the large window at the back of the house, then peered inside.


      He found himself looking into a spacious, airy room, and immediately saw something which put all sorts of interesting ideas into his head. He smiled the bitter, grim smile of a man ready to exact retribution at any cost, almost wishing he had his camcorder on hand to film the expression, so perfect he knew it to be. No longer was he acting out the camp, over-the-top antagonism seen in action films; this was to be a harsh, gritty revenge in the nature of Get Carter.


      


      ‘How did it go?’ enquired Harriet Lomas with mild concern, as her husband, by now three parts Alan Rickman, three parts Tim Robbins and seventeen parts Michael Caine, strutted into the living room.


      ‘That man – will not – be rude to my wife – again.’ He smiled grimly, a hint of mania in his eyes, his affected delivery accompanied by an inaccurate attempt at a cockney accent.


      ‘I hope you weren’t rude to him,’ Harriet said.


      ‘No – no, I wasn’t rude to him,’ chuckled Bernard, maintaining his cockney accent which added an unfortunate element of Dick Van Dyke to his performance. ‘But he was rude to you, and he deserves – every – single – thing – he gets.’


      ‘You didn’t fight?’ Harriet asked, more worried by the embarrassment this could cause her than by any damage her husband might have inflicted on his new enemy.


      ‘No, we didn’t fight,’ Bernard reassured her. Then he grinned broadly, again with a manic glint in his eyes. ‘I know exactly what I am going to do to him, though.’


      Harriet had known her husband for long enough to recognise the look of passionate obsession, and inwardly prayed that it wasn’t going to be anything too extreme. ‘I think perhaps you ought to let it drop,’ she suggested, knowing even as she spoke that it was hopeless to argue with him.


      ‘Oh no,’ Bernard said, the grin and the cockney accent growing broader and more ridiculous every second. ‘I’m not letting this drop. Oh – no.’


      ‘What are you going to do?’ sighed Harriet. Her husband let his grin break into a full snarl and his eyes flash dangerously, feeling within him the full menace of Alan Rickman combine with Michael Caine’s cool nonchalance, whilst actually doing a passable Jack Nicholson.


      ‘I am going,’ he replied, ‘to steal Ted Sloper’s harpsichord.’

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 8

    


    
      Biddle checked himself in the mirror and was impressed with the result. He might not be as lean as he was in his younger days, but he still cut a dashing figure when he needed to.


      In a hasty Internet search the other day, he had managed to identify what he felt would be the most appropriate nightspot for Gerard’s age and inclinations, a club called Different, in the nearby town of Cogspool. It only went by this name on Thursday, on other days sporting the rather punchier alias of Rubber – so if Thursday night it had to be, he had thought, there was no point in wasting time. The sooner Gerard stopped turning up on his doorstep, the better.


      Besides which, he had started to really look forward to the evening. Back in the early eighties he had enjoyed many a fulfilling evening at a gay club called the Columbino, not least because it had turned out to be a good place to meet women. This would be his first proper night out since moving to Little Collyweston and he was relishing the opportunity to let his hair down a little.


      As such, he had maybe spent a little bit longer than necessary over the preparations – in fact, an examination of his wardrobe had led him to the conclusion that a shopping trip was called for, so much of the day had been spent in purchasing suitably fashionable garments for the trip. But as his reflection testified, it had been time and money well spent.


      He was cleaning his teeth when the doorbell rang. He frowned – it was a little early and he had arranged to pick Gerard up from his own house, but perhaps Gerard was trying to avoid parental suspicion. He rinsed out his mouth and bounded down the stairs, determined to make this an evening to remember.


      


      Sathan Petty-Saphon recoiled in surprise as the vicarage door flew open. The apparition standing in front of her was deeply unexpected.


      ‘Reverend Biddle?’ she enquired, suspiciously. He could hardly have looked less like a vicar – his clothes were unsuitably, almost provocatively casual and he looked breathless and animated. ‘I’m sorry, were you… painting?’


      ‘Oh! No, I…’ Biddle laughed, awkwardly. He didn’t think that the truth, on this occasion, would go down particularly well. ‘I have an engagement in town, that’s all.’


      ‘I see,’ she said disapprovingly. An engagement in town that required him to disguise himself as a lay member of the public could not come to any good. But she would let it pass this time, since she was here on a more important errand. ‘I hope that you’re not in such a hurry that now would be a bad time to talk to you?’


      Biddle’s heart sank. ‘You’d better come in,’ he said as she came in. He glanced at his watch – assuming he could get rid of her within the next half hour he wouldn’t be too late picking up Gerard. At least he could use the tea trolley, he thought to himself – Mrs Petty-Saphon definitely constituted a parishioner who could be trusted with bone china. Just nothing else.


      ‘Can I offer you a cup of tea?’ he asked, showing Sathan Petty-Saphon through to the living room (not for the first time).


      ‘Yes please,’ she responded, in a tone of voice intended to make it clear that although she would show all Christian grace in accepting and drinking his tea, it did not mean she was going to forget about the important matters on which she had come to confront him.


      The important matters on which she had particularly come to confront him were, to Biddle’s despair, all wrapped up in the omelette he had made at the family service.


      ‘Mrs Petty-Sathan,’ he began, trying to interrupt her tirade before it got into full flow.


      ‘It’s Petty-Saphon,’ she corrected him (not for the first time).


      ‘Sorry,’ he smiled, berating himself internally and wondering what had possessed her parents to name her so confusingly, ‘sorry, Mrs Petty-Saphon…’


      ‘Please, call me Sathan,’ she coldly interrupted.


      ‘Sathan,’ he continued helplessly, ‘I had my reasons for making an omelette in the family service, and I hope that they will become clear over the course of the next few weeks. Perhaps if it still concerns you after that…’


      ‘Reverend Biddle, it was not the omelette itself I took offence to,’ she clarified. ‘Naturally, it wasn’t a style of presentation that any of us are used to, nor did I find it particularly appropriate, but I suppose we are going to have to get used to these contrarieties of taste since you are undoubtedly here to stay.’ Biddle squirmed in his seat underneath the thin disguise of his friendliest vicar’s smile. ‘What I took offence to, Reverend Biddle, were the liberal attitudes that the omelette embodied on a symbolic level.’


      Biddle sighed, wondering how many different things the omelette had come to symbolise for different people. ‘I’m not sure exactly which liberal attitudes you are talking about, Mrs… Mrs… Sathan. Sathan.’


      ‘I think it is perfectly clear which liberal attitudes I am talking about, Reverend Biddle,’ she declaimed. ‘The liberal attitudes which are eating away at the heart of the church in these worldly times.’


      ‘Perhaps you could tell me which liberal attitudes you have identified eating away at our church, Mrs… Sathan?’


      Sathan Petty-Saphon stared at Biddle witheringly. This was her usual reaction to any question she was unable to answer directly. The truth was that she couldn’t think of any specific examples of liberalism in St Barnabas; her fears revolved around vaguer impressions of omelettes and slightly Jewish-looking men in need of haircuts. Clear as the dangers signified by these things were, if Reverend Biddle hadn’t seen them already, they were going to be rather difficult to explain.


      Biddle excused himself to make the tea, worried that Petty-Saphon’s objections were going to solidify into a particular hostility towards the growing tendency of the clergy to accept homosexuals in the church, just as he was about to take a young gay parishioner clubbing to explore his sexuality.


      Whilst he was in the kitchen, Sathan Petty-Saphon cast her eyes over the contents of the living room, as she had on several previous occasions. She was disappointed to see that the unsuitable birthday card she had noted on her first visit still sat on the mantelpiece above the fireplace, even though it must be long after the Reverend’s birthday now. That aside, there was little in the room that she felt any strong antipathy to; the pastel green of the carpet, the beige wallpaper, the reproduced art on the walls, all seemed to have been arranged to sap any opinions from the people observing them. They were just – there.


      In a way that was the problem. The previous vicar, a considerably less predictable man, had possessed several objects of extreme tastelessness which he had proudly displayed as if he deliberately wished to wind her up.


      (Actually, the previous vicar, an irascible and rather elderly man called Amos Cavanagh, had been well aware which among his possessions were not liked by Mrs Petty-Saphon and had indeed moved them into more prominent places in his house deliberately to wind her up.)


      The dearth of genuinely objectionable things to examine, the birthday card aside, had given Sathan Petty-Saphon considerably fewer grievances to muse on during her visits, and she wondered if this absence of things to properly focus her mind was one of the reasons why she did not seem to have established any real control over the new vicar. She might have used his current attire more to her advantage, except that every time she focused on that, she suffered the unnerving illusion that she was talking to a children’s television presenter.


      ‘It’s very kind of you to come, Mrs… Sathan, Sathan,’ breezed Reverend Biddle as he came back into the living room proudly pushing his tea trolley.


      ‘I’m only too glad to help,’ she responded with a tight smile. ‘There are so many things to think of in a church, I’m sure you must have a lot on your mind.’


      ‘Yes, indeed, yes,’ agreed Biddle.


      ‘There are some jobs that have in the past been delegated to other responsible church members,’ she continued. ‘You might consider this, should you feel that you have too much to deal with.’


      ‘Well, yes – I’m coping!’ he laughed.


      She frowned. Did Reverend Biddle think it was acceptable to merely cope? He was so clearly almost out of his depth. ‘It is difficult for you to keep your eyes on everything all of the time,’ she told him. ‘So, purely in the name of being helpful, I hope you don’t mind if I draw your attention to a few things which may have escaped your attention,’ she continued. Biddle nodded, absently.


      ‘I wonder if you’ve noticed my Victorian tea trolley?’ he asked, as he poured two cups of tea. ‘I picked it up a number of years ago for a remarkably low price.’


      ‘Are you sure it’s Victorian?’ she asked, narrowing her eyes at the article like an animal critically assessing its prey and finding it wanting.


      ‘Oh, yes,’ Biddle said, avoiding her gaze.


      ‘You’ve had it dated? And valued?’


      ‘Not valued, no…’ he faltered, ‘well, not dated as such, but I know that it’s Victorian.’ He handed her one of the cups of tea and took the other back to his chair, which he was sure had once been comfortable.


      ‘It looks Edwardian to me, that’s all,’ she sniffed.


      ‘Ah!’ chuckled Biddle, sipping his tea and wishing he hadn’t brought up the subject. Edwardian was still respectable, wasn’t it? A little less antique, but respectable and antique nevertheless.


      Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned the remarkably low price. That was unlikely to impress somebody like Mrs Petty-Saphon.


      ‘Reverend Biddle,’ she said, drawing his attention back from the distant past, ‘I did not come here to discuss your tea trolley.’


      ‘Of course not. Perhaps you could elaborate on your concerns?’


      (But Edwardian was in some ways rather more fashionable than Victorian, wasn’t it?)


      ‘You might not have realised that church services have seen certain newcomers in the last couple of weeks,’ Sathan Petty-Saphon slowly began.


      ‘Yes. Indeed, yes,’ nodded Biddle, an enthusiastic smile on his face, concealing the sudden feeling of dread as he realised the conversation had turned to the ‘scruffy outsider’ mentioned in her letter, before Ted had even had a chance to enlist said stranger in the choir.


      ‘You must surely be aware that not every addition to a church is necessarily good?’


      ‘Well,’ laughed Biddle nervously, ‘actually, I’m only too happy when another person steps into my church, whoever they are.’


      ‘But you can’t ignore the fact that there are such people as who might have – a damaging effect on the church.’


      ‘You mean devil worshippers, perhaps?’ suggested Biddle with mock seriousness.


      ‘Indeed, that would be one extreme,’ Petty-Saphon agreed, ‘but a person doesn’t necessarily need to worship Satan to be one of his agents.’


      ‘Really?’ asked Biddle. ‘Are there any people in particular who you feel might be inadvertently aiding and abetting Satan at the moment?’


      ‘I would not wish to mention individuals,’ she responded hastily.


      ‘Of course not.’


      ‘But there is a certain type of person which probably will not be of advantage to our congregation.’ She looked at the Reverend for some kind of recognition that he understood the type of person that she meant, but saw none. She sighed despairingly. ‘For example, there is a man—’ She stopped, unsure of how to describe him. ‘I would say he is – disreputable-looking,’ she finally concluded.


      ‘In what way?’ Biddle probed.


      ‘He has long hair and a beard. I know that unkempt hair is not wrong in itself, but –’ Sathan Petty-Saphon leant forward – ‘a demeanour like that can indicate a certain type.’


      ‘Really?’


      ‘I’m acutely aware of demeanours, Reverend Biddle,’ she added, pointedly. ‘The attire and appearance of a person can say a lot about them.’


      ‘Really?’ repeated Biddle, unsure what her loaded tone of voice was supposed to signify.


      ‘This fellow, for example, has a vaguely Jewish look.’ Reverend Biddle drew breath and she hastily continued, ‘not that there’s anything wrong with looking, or indeed being Jewish – no, it’s more to do what the expression on his face. As if he’s judging people.’


      ‘Sathan…’ Biddle began. ‘I can assure you that I shall keep my eyes well open for agents of Satan in the future. But I scarcely think I can start objecting to people simply on the grounds that they look a bit Jewish…’


      Sathan Petty-Saphon sighed heavily and took another sip of her tea. As was so often the case, Reverend Biddle had entirely misunderstood what she had been saying.


      


      It was over half an hour later when Gerard hurried out of his house like a scared rabbit. ‘I thought you weren’t coming,’ he fretted as he got into Reverend Biddle’s car. ‘My mother nearly changed her mind. I think she’s worried that you’re too young to be a proper vicar.’ He fumbled to pull on his seatbelt, then glanced at Biddle. That was when he got his first shock of the evening.


      It wasn’t that Biddle’s clothes were inappropriate for a man of his age. Except… except what was his age? As far as Gerard could tell, he might be in his thirties, but equally Gerard supposed he could be in his forties. It seemed vaguely blasphemous to even consider the question – vicars didn’t have an age, did they? Weren’t they supposed to have eternal life?


      In any case, to see a vicar attired in casual clothes – and not merely casual clothes, but going-out casual clothes – caught Gerard off guard. Especially as his immediate thought was that his vicar looked considerably more relaxed and fashionable than he did. Gone was the dog collar and the black clerical clothing Biddle wore around the house, in their place a fitted short-sleeved black shirt and jeans with fashionably wrinkled sections that showed they had certainly not been purchased from the budget clothing store Gerard’s mother shopped at.


      Biddle was also looking with dismay at Gerard. He realised now that the time he had taken to get himself dressed for the occasion would have been much better spent on finding Gerard some new clothes. The boy looked awful – and something about his face made him look even more washed out and vulnerable than usual, though Biddle couldn’t quite put his finger on what.


      But now was not the time to deal with that problem and neither was Biddle the person to deal with it. For the moment, it shouldn’t matter – gay clubs were dark enough to get away with many things, and in some ways it would be an advantage for Gerard to look a little out of the ordinary.


      Biddle frowned. That, at least, had been the case the last time he had been in a gay club. But that was several years ago. Certainly, in its heyday the Columbino had been dark and the clientele were almost all a little out of the ordinary – things couldn’t have changed that much, surely?


      They drove out of Little Collyweston in virtual silence. Gerard put on an impressive display of anxiety, screwing up and rubbing his eyes continually as if it was a compulsive nervous twitch. Biddle did his best to put the boy at ease, but every time he spoke he started to feel like a father – in a parental rather than a priestly sense. Furthermore, Gerard’s replies were so short that Biddle quickly ran out of ideas for light conversation. It was with a feeling of relief that he finally pulled up in Cogspool and confidently got out of the car ready to face whatever Different had to offer.


      Looking anything but relieved, Gerard Feehan slowly got out of the passenger seat, screwing up his eyes and then opening them when he stepped out of the car as if the experience of walking on hard ground was a new one.


      As they walked towards the club, Biddle wondered if he ought to give Gerard some advice on the best way to behave in the club. But he decided that this was, again, too much in the arena of the parent.


      Though, not many fathers would take their sons on expeditions of this nature.


      As Biddle had expected, the traditional neon sign indicated the entrance to their destination. (Cogspool was not a classy town and from the outside its clubs were virtually indistinguishable from sex shops.) A door led them to a dark staircase, which Gerard walked down as if venturing into the bowels of hell; there were no queues, so Biddle handed over payment for two people to a pretty figure with short, spiky hair and wearing combat trousers, who looked like a young man but might equally have been a lesbian. Biddle smiled happily and the boy/lesbian smiled back.


      He realised that he had made an initial misjudgement as they entered the empty club. Of course they were far too early – a few figures sat hunched over tables, swigging dubious liquid from bottles, but otherwise the club was deserted. Biddle checked his watch. There were over two hours to go before the pubs were due to close.


      Never mind. He bought drinks (insisting that Gerard’s cola ought to have a measure of vodka in it, to the boy’s apparent horror) and they sat at a table in awkward silence for two hours, Gerard rubbing his eyes anxiously and Biddle whistling tunes from the New English Hymnal in a vain attempt to dissipate the tension.


      


      Gay clubs really had changed, Biddle thought to himself some time later, as he pushed his way into the scrummage for the bar (at first, this had felt impolite, but once he’d realised that queuing in an orderly manner tended to move him backwards, he had thrown himself into the competitive melee with gusto). The nightclub known on Thursday nights as Different had filled up with people at long last, but Biddle had been surprised by how un-different the clientele were.


      He cast his mind back to nights at the Columbino. It had been a bold, exciting venue in which he had invariably looked out of place by virtue of his inconspicuousness. He would often be the only person not wearing make-up and his clothes were always shockingly normal in the midst of a dazzling and outrageous array of costumes. Quite what had appealed to him about it, he wasn’t sure, except that he had always felt that he could be himself in a way that he never quite was anywhere else. He would find walking around a supermarket a humiliating trial (though it was hard to say why), but in the Columbino he feared nothing. Also, it was the only club in which he’d ever managed to pick up (sometimes even fairly normal-looking) girls. This he put down to the fact that, amongst such an androgynous crowd, he was one of the few people clearly signposting his gender.


      Also, lest he forgot, it was in the Columbino that God had called him to become a priest (though in moments of self-doubt he sometimes wondered if it had simply been the effect of what he was smoking at the time).


      Since those days, he had grown in confidence and no longer found it such a trial walking around supermarkets. But it was sad to see that a gay club (this gay club, at least) was no longer the haven of insane ridiculousness that had once been available to him. Gay people were evidently less inventive individuals than they had been in his day. But for a few indecent activities in more tucked-away sections of the club, Biddle would have worried that he had come to the wrong place altogether.


      Finally managing to get himself noticed by the moody, acne-spotted girl behind the bar (seemingly the only person serving drinks in the whole club), Biddle bought a lemonade for himself and a vodka and coke for Feehan, giving the barmaid a wide smile as he handed over his money. She looked mildly taken aback to be smiled at, managing a confused smile back as Biddle turned and cheerfully pushed through the crowds, beaming at the youths throbbing around him. Though it was a less-spectacular scene than what he had experienced in his past, it was lovely to see everyone having such a good time. Having got through the tricky first bit, he now found he was enjoying the evening immensely.


      


      Gerard Feehan was not. The club reminded him of a recurring nightmare from his early teens in which he had been abducted by aliens, itself derived from an episode of a science-fiction series he had watched before his mother had forbidden it (the ban was itself a result of the nightmare).


      He looked around at the blur of lights and people, people dancing, people drinking, people kissing; the music pounded relentlessly in his head, mixing with the shouts and laughter and talking that surrounded him, pressed in on him… He screwed up his eyes, hoping for some respite, but the noise didn’t go away and the lights and movement remained in front of him, imprinted impossibly on his eyelids. He opened his eyes again and hardly noticed the difference. He rubbed them, nervously.


      He glanced behind him and saw that the two intensely attractive boys he had hardly been able to peel his eyes away from earlier were now peeling the clothes from each other, ferociously tonguing as they showed off substantial amounts of ridged, muscular torso. The particularly good-looking boy, who was more or less underneath the other one, was showing the tiniest amount of nipple as his shirt was pushed further up his writhing torso by the boy on top of him (who was himself rather obscenely attractive).


      Gerard gaped.


      The good-looking boy on top noticed that he was being gaped at and Gerard quickly looked away, rubbing his eyes again, his embarrassment mingling with jealousy, fear and the tiniest hint of lust, for which he was already praying for forgiveness. Though he was no longer entirely sure whether or not he needed forgiveness for lust, something about which he wished the vicar’s omelette sermon had been a little clearer.


      His persistent worry (and one which, if only he knew, had held him back for much of his life) was how embarrassed he would feel if Jesus himself was there. He knew that God could see everything from His lofty, bird’s-eye position in the heavens, and that was embarrassing enough in this situation; but the thought of Christ himself sitting in the club and observing him made Gerard break out into a cold sweat – which surely proved that there was something wrong, in his heart if not actually in the club itself. It was a small comfort that Jesus was not on earth to witness what he was doing, and even if Jesus was around, he certainly wouldn’t be frequenting such, seedy, immoral places…


      


      As it happened, Jesus was nowhere near Different on this particular evening, though a Messaianic visit wasn’t nearly as unlikely as Gerard imagined – only a week earlier Jesus had been there, largely ignored by the clientele but finding a moment to have an enjoyable chat with the DJ. It was perhaps a shame that he hadn’t delayed his visit by seven days, because he would have been able to perform a miracle of some kind for Gerard, who had just discovered a new problem that seemed to require such an intervention.


      Oblivious to this, Biddle had become engrossed in the activity on the dance floor, which he considered as disappointing as the clothes people were wearing. It could hardly be called dancing at all; a large body of people pressed together and jerking in time to the music had none of the panache of what he once might have attempted in a club, back in the day when clubs were packed with virtuosic physical demonstrations. (It was whilst he had been endeavouring to join in with this that God had clearly commanded him to become a priest; on that occasion it wasn’t just the Lord moving in mysterious ways.) He was almost tempted to pop onto the dance floor in this club (‘Different’, indeed!) and show these young folk a thing or two. But he constantly reminded himself that he was here – essentially – regrettably – as Gerard Feehan’s guardian. Not as a father, but perhaps as an older brother. It certainly would not be tactful or sympathetic to cause a scene by getting involved in what was going on. That was what Gerard was here to do.


      Not that Biddle was having any success in persuading the boy to get involved. They had finally moved from their table so as not to look like a couple of old men chatting (or rather, not chatting) in the corner. (Biddle was very keen to remove any suggestion of their being a couple at all.) Thus they had gone from sitting in uncomfortable silence to standing in uncomfortable silence, Gerard watching the swaying, sweating mass of people and occasionally observing in open-mouthed discomfort some of the less subtle activities on the fringes, but showing little inclination to involve himself in either.


      Well. There was only so much Biddle could be expected to do. Now his duty was clearly to keep Gerard plied with drinks and otherwise stay out of the way, in the hope that somehow the boy would become more integrated into the proceedings.


      Biddle momentarily wondered if somebody as frigid as Gerard might well be justified in taking some drugs. He instantly repented of the thought, it being at best illegal in thrust.


      He looked round for his charge. Feehan was still standing on his own in the corner, frozen in a statue-like position and apparently undertaking an intense study of the floor as if he was in some kind of trance. Biddle surveyed the boy with a feeling of despair, then walked towards him with what he hoped would be an encouraging smile.


      Feehan looked up, but didn’t seem encouraged.


      ‘I’ve brought your drink,’ Biddle explained, holding out the vodka and coke, but Gerard didn’t take it. ‘What’s the matter?’


      ‘Um… I’ve lost my contact lens,’ Gerard explained, a quaver in his voice.


      That was why he looked so vulnerable and washed out – he wasn’t wearing glasses. ‘I didn’t know you wore contact lenses,’ Biddle commented with a smile.


      ‘I don’t. At least…’ Gerard squinted at the floor again. ‘I got them fitted today.’ He looked worriedly at Biddle. ‘They’re new.’


      That explained all the nervous screwing up and rubbing of his eyes.


      ‘They were quite expensive,’ Gerard continued. ‘Mother would be…’ His voice was still unsteady and Biddle had a horrible feeling that he might be about to start crying.


      ‘Alright, yes, I understand,’ Biddle said hurriedly, putting the drinks on the nearest table and getting onto his knees.


      ‘Are you going to pray?’ asked Gerard.


      ‘I’m doing that already,’ Biddle told him (it was a lie, so he uttered a quick ‘for goodness’ sake Lord, I could do without this’ to fulfil his prayerful obligations as a man of the cloth). ‘I thought I might help you look for it at the same time.’


      ‘It’s small and… sort of see-through,’ Gerard informed him.


      ‘Where exactly did it come out?’


      ‘Um… well…’ Gerard made a wide gesture taking in all of the surrounding area. ‘Somewhere… um… around…’


      ‘Right.’ Biddle got up commandingly, reaching in his pocket and withdrawing a white piece of cardboard.


      ‘What’s that for?’ Gerard enquired, nervously.


      ‘Never underestimate the power of these,’ Biddle replied, doing up the top button of his shirt and putting on the dog collar. ‘It’s got me more than one free train journey.’ Biddle strode in the direction of the DJ, the crowd in front of him parting like the Red Sea as people noticed his dog collar, their eyes drawn to it as if it was exerting a hypnotic influence.


      The DJ was a man called Gavin Elliott and he was having a shit evening. He always had a shit time at Different, because the last thing he wanted to stand and watch was a mass of attractive young gay men successfully pulling each other when he had been single for the best part of a decade. Even if he had been able to abandon his decks and throw himself onto the dance floor, he smoked too much and ate too much to fit comfortably into the vanity-driven scene in front of him. He was so depressed he’d been forced to sleep with his stalker last week, a man even less healthy than himself, who had taken some persuading to skip straight on to the sex and forgo a lengthy session on a home-karaoke machine. A home-karaoke machine! The only bright side was that Gavin didn’t own a bunny so no innocent animals were at risk.


      And now there was some vicar approaching him, which was the last thing he needed. If there was anything Gavin Elliott hated even more than seeing attractive men pulling each other, it was God botherers; there was enough in the news to demonstrate irrefutably that the church was an evil influence, out of date and irrelevant, yet somehow it still exerted power over people like a giant parasite and it made Gavin want to throw things at the smug, self-satisfied ‘believers’ who seemed so damn happy about everything and so oblivious in the face of rationality. The grinning vicar approaching him made him feel sick – what gave him the right to tell people what to do, to grin at people in such a superior way? And what was he after? Did he want to do some kind of evangelistic speech over the sound system? Was he here to brainwash them all? Probably wanted to tell everyone they were sinners and that unless they repented of their perverted homosexual ways they were going to hell. God he hated Christians and everything they stood for.


      (Ironically, Gavin Elliott had shared a conversation with the founder of Christianity only a week earlier whilst having a quick cigarette outside and it had been a high point of his week, though he had no idea that the man who had befriended him and sympathised with him was actually the personification of the thing he thought he hated.)


      ‘Hi, sorry to bother you,’ Andy Biddle discreetly whispered.


      ‘You’ll have to speak up,’ Elliott responded, flatly. What kind of an idiot tried to whisper over club music?


      ‘Ah, yes,’ laughed Biddle, raising his voice. ‘Look, somebody over there has lost a contact lens and I thought you might have a torch or something?’ The DJ glared at him. ‘We just need a little light,’ Biddle clarified, ‘to find it. The contact lens.’ The DJ continued to glare. ‘I imagine it’s on the floor, so…’ He smiled at the DJ, who was shaking his head slightly, as if he didn’t quite understand the question.


      Oh, that’s it, Gavin Elliott thought to himself. The vicar was trying to show off how bloody good he was; no doubt he thought that this was the way to inveigle himself into some young queer’s trust and brainwash him into being normal.


      ‘You want light, yeah?’ Elliott muttered. He’d show this vicar how welcome he was in a gay club. ‘No problem.’ He turned and flicked a light switch, throwing the whole club into harsh, fluorescent brightness.


      ‘Oh no… please, I don’t mean…’ Biddle protested, but it was too late; the DJ took the needle off the record he was playing and picked up the microphone.


      ‘So sorry to spoil your fun,’ he said with deadpan sarcasm, ‘but this vicar has got, like, a really important announcement to make.’ He thrust the microphone into Biddle’s hand with a sneer. Blinking in the unexpected light, all eyes turned to Biddle.


      Elliott’s original hope had been that the clubbers would all feel the same loathing for clergy that he did, so would mob the vicar like a torch-bearing crowd in a horror film and, if not club the vicar to death, at least do him some lasting damage. He was disappointed not to see anything of that nature stirring, but the look of mortification on the vicar’s face almost made up for it. He leaned back to enjoy the spectacle.


      ‘Oh dear,’ said Biddle, his amplified voice carrying over the confused murmur like the words of Christ reaching the masses from a fishing boat on the Sea of Galilee. ‘I’m terribly sorry about this.’ He knew the DJ was only trying to be helpful, but he really hadn’t wanted to interrupt the entire club.


      Still, now it had happened he might as well take advantage of the situation and he flattered himself that this was the kind of thing he had a natural gift for. ‘Now – a contact lens has been lost over there,’ he explained, watched by Gavin Elliott who wore a satisfied, twisted smile, ‘whereabouts did you say you last had it, Gerard?’


      Every single person in the club turned to see who Biddle was talking to. Gerard, his face even paler in the harsh light, gulped and gestured as before in a wide circle around him.


      ‘Okay, so it’s somewhere over there,’ Biddle continued. ‘Look, if you guys over there wouldn’t mind, you know, having a little look…’


      Gerard watched in horrified embarrassment, rubbing his contact-lens-free eye and wishing that he really had been abducted by an alien species.


      This increased to a strong desire to be struck down instantly by an alien death-ray when he felt his missing contact lens in the corner of the eye he was rubbing.


      


      The DJ wasn’t the only person having a shit evening. Pender Gannit, a 30-something with a permanent affectation of boredom, was actually bored. Somehow, no amount of drinking had been able to disguise the sad fact that Different got less exciting – and less different – each week. Early on in the evening he’d completely failed to pull a very attractive young blond, who had knowingly led him on before rampantly and successfully launching himself at another young, attractive boy and deliberately teasing Pender by continuing to be quite filthy with the other youth right in front of him. Pender was aware that he wasn’t as young or as beautiful as he had once been, but he wasn’t used to being snubbed.


      Then Pender had found himself the recipient of much unwanted attention from a highly irritating and ridiculously camp man who kept making large hand gestures; although he had made it very clear that he wasn’t interested, the hand gestures and exclamations had continued to pursue him all evening, his assailant apparently unable to take a none-too-subtle hint.


      Under the circumstances, the diversion caused by this vicar was almost welcome. It wasn’t any alternative to an evening feeling up a good-looking boy, but it was at least an entertaining break from the man with the hand gestures. Pender stood watching the search for the contact lens, aware of his stalker’s close proximity even though he couldn’t actually see any hand gestures at that moment.


      The embarrassed (but oddly attractive) boy for whom the search was taking place seemed to be trying to attract the vicar’s attention, but the vicar was now so involved in choreographing the search that he wasn’t listening. The boy finally managed to grab the vicar for a moment and whispered something into his ear. Pender leaned forward, intensely interested in the proceedings. He caught a faint whiff of familiar aftershave and knew that the man with the hand gestures was standing right next to him.


      As the boy spoke to the vicar, the vicar’s smile dropped. The vicar nodded, slowly, then re-instated his smile. ‘Okay, folks!’ he said to the crowd. Heads which had previously been morosely scanning the floor turned to listen to his next instruction. ‘Thanks for your help searching, that’s been great, really great!’ The vicar beamed. ‘Well done to all of you! But, as it turns out, the contact lens was never actually missing in the first place. So… we can turn the lights back down and get back to having fun!’


      A deathly silence followed this statement; various people who had been crawling around on the floor slowly got to their feet, looking daggers at both the boy and the vicar. ‘Thanks, everyone!’ the vicar repeated, his smile beginning to look a little strained. The only person who appeared pleased was, bizarrely, the DJ, who seemed to be in paroxysms of helpless laughter.


      Gavin Elliott took as long as possible to restart proceedings, genuinely hoping that the bombshell would result in the lynching he had initially anticipated, but when he saw that silent, hateful glaring was to be the order of the day he wiped the tears of laughter from his eyes and turned his attention to the lights and music. At least that vicar wasn’t going to be in any position to convert anyone to his delusional way of thinking that night.


      Various ideas had started to form in Pender’s head. ‘I would give my back teeth to know who that vicar is,’ he muttered to himself.


      ‘Reverend Andrew Biddle of St Barnabas Church, Little Collyweston,’ said a voice right next to his ear, ‘but you can call him Andy.’ Pender caught another whiff of the aftershave. He turned to face his persecutor, as the lights finally dimmed and the music sprang back into life.


      ‘How do you know?’ Pender shouted above the music, and the camp man gave him a broad grin, a wink and a knowing hand gesture.


      ‘Were you serious about giving your back teeth for that information?’ he asked, putting his hand on Pender’s shoulder and leaving it there. ‘Perhaps I didn’t mention that I’m a dentist…’


      Pender smiled. ‘Maybe not my back teeth,’ he answered.


      ‘It would be extremely ungrateful of you not to show your thanks in some way,’ Vernon Tait persisted, with a gesture of mock outrage.


      What the hell, thought Pender, it was only one night. ‘I’ll have to see what I can do,’ he said, pushing himself up against Vernon as the crowds and the atmosphere of the club pressed in around them. He drew in a deep breath of the dentist’s aftershave, which admittedly smelt quite expensive, and hardly noticed the dentist’s hand move towards his crotch – the first of many similar hand gestures that evening.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 9

    


    
      ‘I won’t ask where you’ve been.’


      ‘Just as well, I wasn’t going to tell you.’


      ‘You look like you’ve had a fucking rough night.’


      ‘That’s right.’ Pender ran his hand over his chin, wishing he’d bothered to shave. He had a hangover and wanted to catch up on the sleep he hadn’t had the night before.


      ‘Burning the candle at both ends?’ enquired Irene Hamble mildly, looking up from her computer without slowing her typing. Pender flashed her a quick, charming smile and nodded.


      ‘Coffee, Pender?’ Christine Soddy asked jovially. ‘You look as though you could do with one.’


      ‘Tea for me, I can’t stand that instant stuff.’


      ‘Tea it is.’ Christine winked at him and went into the kitchen. Even having known him for some ten months, the women in the office seemed to think that Pender was a delightful young man. It wasn’t an image that Pender made any effort to maintain, and it wasn’t a view that was shared by his boss.


      ‘Is it too much to ask you to turn up even the slightest bit on time?’ Mick Breen continued to complain as Pender made his way to his desk.


      ‘At least I’m here.’


      ‘I’ve been having a fucking nightmare, we’re trying to run a newspaper here. I don’t care where you’ve been, I don’t care what you’ve been up to, though knowing you it was something pretty fucking disgusting, but get here on time or I’ll give your job to someone else.’


      Pender ignored him. He’d heard it before, in any case. ‘I’ve got a story,’ he said, taking off his battered leather jacket and sitting down at his desk.


      ‘Have you?’ Breen said, witheringly, perching himself on the edge of Pender’s desk. ‘Have you, Pender? Because I’m getting a little bit cynical about that claim, because it seems to me that when you have a “story” it really means you’re going to spend the whole day, or what’s left of the day, on the Internet, presumably looking at something pretty fucking filthy, though I haven’t bothered to check the Internet history on your computer yet because frankly I can’t face it, everything’s enough of a fucking nightmare already.’


      Pender logged on to his computer, unconcerned by Breen’s (entirely justified) accusation.


      ‘Tell me how it is, Pender, that I never read any of these “stories” you occasionally say you have? There’s a gap, Pender,’ Breen slammed his hand down on Pender’s desk, ‘between the stories in your head and what you actually manage to write. Because what you actually manage to write amounts to nothing, fucking nothing. I’ve seen about half an article from you in the last five fucking weeks. What’s going on? Do you fucking work here or don’t you?’


      Pender tapped away at his keyboard, blocking out Breen’s voice as he checked his emails. Mick Breen looked at him with loathing, allowing Pender a moment to fail to answer his rhetorical question before continuing. ‘That’s why, Pender, when you come in here and say you’ve got a story, I find it a little bit difficult to get excited, because you’ve yet to get one of these mythical stories onto paper to share with the rest of us.’


      Irene Hamble continued to type out a story about some prize-winning local pigs, wilfully oblivious to the string of expletives spilling from Breen’s mouth only metres away. She wanted to be in a nice office, so she had decided to simply ignore the bits that she didn’t like. For quite a lot of the time, that meant pretending that she couldn’t hear her boss, but she could always concentrate on her work, or on her pot plants, or on the conversations she often had with Christine about babies and wheelie bins.


      ‘By the way,’ Breen muttered, ‘you got sixty-two points on the football this week, though I don’t know how you fucking managed that. I spent weeks choosing my team and it’s been frankly fucking pathetic, only just made it to thirty points this week, I mean what the fuck’s that?’


      ‘Thanks, Christine,’ Pender said, as a mug of tea arrived at his desk.


      ‘I got fifty-nine points,’ Christine chuckled, ‘he’s been going on about it all morning.’


      ‘Well, what’s the point in choosing a fucking brilliant team when all the crap players go and get all the fucking points?’ Breen complained. ‘I’m sure the numbers aren’t right this week, anyway. When I get a moment, I’m going to head down to the sports department and ask them what they’re fucking playing at.’


      Pender grinned at a particularly rude email from a friend in the city. ‘It wasn’t in my mouth at the time,’ he typed back.


      ‘Did you throw this wad of paper in the bin?’ Christine called across the office.


      Breen looked up. ‘What paper?’


      ‘This annual directors’ report.’


      ‘Of course I fucking threw it away,’ Breen called back, ‘you don’t expect me to read it, do you?’


      ‘You’re supposed to put paper in the recycling bin,’ Christine argued back.


      ‘The trees are screaming,’ Irene plaintively commented, without looking up.


      ‘So what’s this story, then?’ Breen said, looking back at Pender. Pender finished typing another email, then sent it and looked up.


      ‘Okay. There’s this vicar. In a gay club.’ He paused.


      ‘Is that it?’


      ‘There are obvious conclusions to be drawn.’


      ‘Are there?’


      ‘He’s a local vicar. This is a local paper. It’s a story.’


      ‘Is it, Pender. Is it?’ Breen got up from his perch. ‘So there’s a vicar who might be gay – what, are you expecting people to be surprised?’


      ‘A gay vicar in Little Collyweston will scandalise the majority of our readership,’ Pender pointed out. ‘It’s a local paper, remember who we’re aiming at – anybody with any social conscience, awareness or intelligence reads a proper newspaper.’


      Breen paced up and down next to the printers. ‘Okay, so you want to run a fucking vicar-in-a-gay-club story, at best that’s page nine or ten, it’s nothing. He could’ve been there for any number of reasons.’


      ‘Like what?’


      ‘I don’t fucking know!’ snapped Breen. ‘Serving the gay community, handing out gospel tracts to queers, use your imagination.’


      ‘I’ve been using my imagination. That’s why it’s a story.’


      ‘Is it, Pender. Is it?’ said Breen again, pacing more and pressing his fingers together next to his mouth. He stopped pacing and faced Pender. ‘Okay, Pender, if this is a story then we’ll run it, but I want facts, okay? A vicar popping into a gay club isn’t news. I want something we can run on the front page. I want scandal. Outrage.’


      ‘I’ll make something up.’


      ‘Get some facts to base it on, Pender, we can’t just make something up. It’s not like we’re the sports section, making up the fucking football figures.’


      Pender got up, reaching for his jacket. ‘I’ll go and do some investigative journalism, then,’ he said.


      ‘No you fucking won’t,’ Breen exploded, ‘sit down! I know what your kind of investigative journalism means, it means spending the rest of the fucking day in bed!’


      ‘Yeah, possibly with a vicar. I’ll bring you back some nice photos.’


      ‘Sit the fuck back down.’


      ‘You want a story,’ Pender said, strutting towards the door. ‘I’m going to get you one.’


      He didn’t look back to see Breen’s reaction, but carried on walking past Irene (who was just commenting to Christine that ‘I couldn’t believe that anyone would want to steal a wheelie bin’) and out of the office. He heard the door click shut behind him just as Mick Breen began another expletive-filled tirade.


      Once outside, he stopped at a newsagent’s and bought himself a pork pie, which he nibbled at thoughtfully as he wandered home in the cool spring air. There was no need to be in the office on a Friday – it was virtually the weekend. In any case, he was forming a plan that would involve his working on a Sunday morning, of all times.


      He spent the rest of the day in bed.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 10

    


    
      On Saturday evening, Andy Biddle settled back in his bed to have another go at reading Weaving the Spell of Civilisation, the Indian novel that hadn’t made any kind of impression on him after seven months of attempting to be inspired by it. To Biddle, it seemed to do no more than recount in a rather dry, laboured style the comings and goings of an extremely uneventful Indian village, and the first sentence on the page he had reached brought the dullness of the village comings and goings back into his head so forcefully that he nearly gave up again straightaway. Honestly, for all the incident the book contained, he might as well read about Little Collyweston.


      He started again and managed to read the same sentence several times over before realising that he had started reading, then finished the page before he realised he’d been concentrating on the thoughts in his head instead of the words in the book. He skipped back a few sentences, but it made no sense, so he read backwards to try and find a bit he recognised. He eventually found himself back at the first sentence, which he didn’t recognise either, so he read again from the beginning. Then he remembered that he had read the first sentence already – what was it he’d been thinking of then? He was already reading on, but again he wasn’t concentrating; he was now trying to recall what he’d been thinking about when he first read that sentence. A word halfway down the page caught his attention suddenly – hold on, he’d read that bit before, hadn’t he? Though he wasn’t sure what it was actually referring to. He looked at the sentence leading up to the bit he recognised, but it didn’t ring any bells.


      He needed to concentrate. For the third time, he started again, but felt so dispirited by reading the (now hugely familiar) first sentence that he couldn’t summon up enough energy to carry on.


      He put the book down on the duvet, staring ahead of him. There was too much in his head.


      Another week had passed and he had played his part in the usual comings and goings of village life, probably less successfully than usual. A lot of his energy in the last week had been spent excusing a sermon in which he had, for reasons even he had started to forget, explained how to make an omelette. He had also, he realised, spent the best part of a day shopping for clothes so as to look nice on a particularly unsuccessful charitable expedition to a gay club – if Gerard Feehan had been terrified of the whole concept of gay clubs before, God knows how he felt about the reality.


      Even leaving these disasters aside, what kind of impact could he really expect to make on – well, anything, really? He spent all his time dealing with tiny church problems rather than addressing the important issue of living. He was another week older, another week closer to death, without having completed anything of any eternal worth.


      He sighed. At times like this, he started to wonder why he’d become a priest in the first place. There had been a reason, once. But he couldn’t remember what. He was so used to being a priest that his motivation for becoming one had completely slipped his mind.


      He knew that he liked helping people. Sorting out issues for people like Gerard Feehan. But a niggling voice in his head was telling him that there must be a better reason for his being a priest. Liking to help people – that was hardly the strongest rationale behind the vocation; in fact, it was rather pathetic. You didn’t need to be a priest to help people. In all honesty, you probably had more time to help people if you weren’t a priest. You just didn’t get paid for it.


      In any case, the extent of his actual helpfulness was at the moment looking rather dubious. He hadn’t helped Gerard Feehan, that was certain. As far as he could gather, the most help he’d given anyone in the parish recently was advice on how to stop an omelette sticking to a frying pan. Oh, it was good advice, that wasn’t in dispute – but it wasn’t really helping people. Not like Alex Milne helped people, for example. Biddle felt sure Alex hadn’t been exaggerating about cleaning toilets, but cleaning toilets was only one physical expression of something Alex had made a successful career as a priest in – giving people actual reasons to carry on living.


      Perhaps that was why Alex always seemed so weary, so preoccupied. In many ways, he’d sacrificed years of his life for the sake of other people. So what does it say about me, Biddle thought, that I feel perfectly happy most of the time? That the biggest thing on my mind at the moment is why I haven’t got anything bigger on my mind?


      Biddle had spent years worrying about Milne, praying for him with more feeling than for most things, yet he was realising that Alex had earned something that he had never known himself. It wasn’t a thing to be pitied, it was something to be admired.


      In an attempt to push aside these dangerously morose thoughts, Biddle lifted his book again, but one glimpse of the first sentence brought back the sense of tedium. Perhaps now was the time to give up on it. Not forever, of course – he would leave it for a time when his mind was less cluttered, add it to the pile he had pushed to the back of his bedside cabinet for similar reconsideration, on top of The Cloud of Unknowing and a tedious ‘new approach to ecumenism’ called A Heart-Shaped Church and – what was that big book? Oh – the Bible.


      Had it really been so long since he’d read his Bible? He didn’t really need it to write sermons, since he could get all the information he needed from a concordance. He read other Bibles all the time, needless to say, mostly in church from church Bibles. (There was also a strategically placed copy of The Message next to the toilet, in which he had been known to immerse himself occasionally. The Message, that is.)


      Probably his lack of personal scriptural devotion was another failing, another thing that he wasn’t doing very well. There was clearly no real excuse – the Bible might not be ideal for reading in the bath, but at least it didn’t involve any dull Indian villagers. He would pick it up again soon. But not tonight – he was already very tired. With an immediate sense of release, he added Weaving the Spell of Civilisation to the pile of books, turned off his bedside lamp and let the softness of his pillow embrace him. He could worry about reading God’s word, being a helpful vicar and the actual point of existing in the morning.


      As he closed his eyes, he remembered what he had forgotten to do.


      Less than a second later he was leaping out of bed, wondering how he could have been so stupid. He desperately racked his brain in the hope that he was just confused and somebody else was doing it. He raced through the options in his mind – a trainee priest called Ali Coshutt was currently attached to the church so it could conceivably be her, but she tended not to go to services as they were ‘too early’, so it seemed unlikely. Dr Barrett was doing it at some point this month, but Biddle was fairly certain that he was still lecturing in Edinburgh. Biddle hurried downstairs with a growing feeling of sickness and checked the rota on his noticeboard.


      It was as he had feared. He was definitely meant to be preaching in the morning. He couldn’t even blame Mrs Hall’s prize-winning window box this time; true, the slightly obscured rota on the noticeboard was his only reminder that he was expected to preach the next day, but it scarcely felt like the kind of thing he should need reminding about – he was, after all, the vicar.


      It was too late to write a sermon now. The only option at this stage was to re-use an old one. Recycling old material, particularly wholesale, was not something he favoured; in the richness of life’s tapestry, it was a kind of duty for him to write a new sermon each week to ensure that his ministry fully encapsulated the multifaceted complexity of God and to maintain a freshness and relevance to everything he said. But this was an emergency.


      He lifted a large white plastic ring-binder down from the top of the bookshelf in his study and opened it. If he was lucky, he might find a sermon into which he could shoehorn the omelette motif, to make it look as though it was part of a coherent series.


      He automatically opened the binder towards the front where the least heretical sermons were filed. His system ordered his archived sermons from messages of encouragement designed to make people feel happy, through to more challenging material designed to make people think, and finally to the very back of the file where he kept sermons that would upset people. This last category consisted entirely of youthful writings, dating back to when he was a trainee priest and then a recently ordained Deacon; he had hoped, in those days, to make people consider their faith in different ways, to turn their idea of God upside down and dispute widely accepted approaches to Christianity with more maverick ideas. Except that, gradually, he had come to feel that he was being maverick mainly for the sake of being maverick. Also, that much of what he was saying was wrong. Parish life had quickly taught him that upsetting people was not necessarily a sign that he was doing his job successfully – indeed, it tended to make his job considerably more difficult. As a result, it had been over a decade since he had filed a sermon in the back part of the ring-binder.


      However, he had for many years continued striving to challenge people to think about what they believed; the sermons he had considered ‘challenging’ were those in which he had addressed more uncomfortable areas of Christianity, or things that he felt were wrong with the church. Before long, he had realised that these sermons had a tendency to upset people as well. He had struggled to coax congregations into revising their blinkered (or, at the very least, non-committal) views of morality, of scriptural literalism, of social and political issues – and congregations had largely had their blinkered views reinforced by the fact that they were being opposed by the young heretical priest they didn’t like.


      Perhaps Biddle had simply worked in the wrong kind of churches, but eventually the strain of being disliked and subtly undermined by his congregations had made him reconsider his views on what his role really was as a priest. And then he had become conscious of the main deficiency in his ministry, his failure to give people in church something to feel happy about. It was all very well trying to change what people thought, to maintain a thoughtful, challenging approach to Christianity, but if he couldn’t give people something to hope for, then what reason did they have to be in church at all?


      So Biddle had experimentally preached on subjects such as God’s overflowing love for the people who turned up to church on time and only missed it with a good excuse; or resting in God’s peace; or casting all of life’s cares on God so that there was nothing to worry about. All good, scripturally sound messages, with an inbuilt feel-good factor and not too much thought required. The kind of sermon known informally by clergy as a ‘fanny tickler’.


      It had worked. Suddenly, Biddle found his messages being received with gentle nodding; instead of blanking him on their way out of church, members of the congregation would grasp his hand and say, ‘Lovely sermon, vicar’. He had always hoped to maintain a balance between these ‘fluffy’ sermons and the more challenging material, but it was so much easier to give people something nice to think about than to upset them with more disturbing issues.


      Ultimately, Biddle had grown to believe that there were far too many priests abusing the pulpit with their own agenda, when it was much better to let people develop their own opinions (guided by God, of course). So he tried instead to make his church feel open and friendly, warm and inviting – anything that might put people off or cause offence was to be pushed into the background.


      Biddle frowned. Was that where he had been going wrong? Had he made his own approach so user-friendly that it had ceased to be relevant? He had once been so ambitious, had wanted to change so much; was it time to reawaken his old fervour and open the minds of his congregation to something outside their limited perspectives?


      Biddle recalled, with a distant but perceptible tingle of satisfaction, his sense of achievement when several members of a congregation had got up and left in the middle of a sermon he had preached on human sexuality. He had still been training, on a brief attachment to a church in an obscenely rich area, which at the time clearly wasn’t ready to accept Biddle’s assertion that ‘everything we might consider sexual deviancy is still somehow flowing from and part of God’. It had disgusted several disgustingly rich people and afterwards, the vicar of the church (who was just plain disgusting) had given him a severe telling-off. In every respect, these results had made Biddle feel vindicated. His message had been necessary and justified, and what could be greater proof than the fact that nobody had liked it?


      On that day, and over the following days, when the church in question had taken steps to make sure he never set foot in it again and painfully laborious steps had been taken to find him a new attachment (accompanied by various disciplinary meetings with the staff of his theological college), Biddle had felt as though he had taken up his cross and been crucified with Christ. He had felt like a martyr.


      That had been satisfying.


      So when had his job stopped feeling like a battlefield and started being a picnic in a vicarage garden? Somewhere along the line, he had watered down his approach to church to the extent that it had lost all of its excitement – it was all about being happy and smiley and, God damn it, the world wasn’t like that!


      Was Alex Milne right, he suddenly wondered – did he need more misery in his religion? Having assumed that Alex was simply bitter and morose, Biddle hadn’t considered the possibility that there might be any truth in the observation. Where was the realism in being warm and fluffy all the time?


      He turned over the pages in his ring-binder with determination, looking for the sermons in the ‘upsetting’ category. Let’s see, he thought, if I can rekindle some of that old sense of danger in what I believe. After all, if anything was ever going to happen in Little Collyweston, he was going to have to initiate it himself, or they’d be waiting until the Second Coming. It was time to shake things up at St Barnabas.


      One of the titles caught his eye in passing – ‘Christ’s wounds: vaginal pathways for the foetus that is humankind’ – and he hurriedly turned back several pages. It wasn’t time to shake things up at St Barnabas that much.


      


      Biddle was rifling through the file fairly vigorously and concentrating very hard on finding a sermon – also the door had swung closed behind him as he went into his study – so perhaps it wasn’t surprising that, for the second time that week, he failed to respond to Jesus knocking on his front door. Either Biddle couldn’t hear the gentle sound or didn’t want to, but whatever the reason, Jesus was left standing on the doorstep again.


      Some would think that Jesus had better things to do than keep coming back to knock at the same door; certainly you’d imagine that by now he’d be a bit fed up of hanging around Little Collyweston without anybody even speaking to him. But there he was, patiently knocking as he had before and as he no doubt would again if the door wasn’t opened.


      It might have saved Andy Biddle a great deal of unpleasantness had he responded.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 11

    


    
      Harriet Lomas poked her head around the door of her husband’s study. ‘I’m going to church now,’ she said.


      ‘See you later,’ Bernard Lomas answered, not looking up from his work. Harriet watched him drawing his latest diagram with a feeling of tender pride.


      ‘How is the plan going?’ she asked.


      ‘Mmm.’


      He would never get round to stealing Ted Sloper’s harpsichord, of course – this obsession would fade like all the others – but the fact that he had spent days creating these painstaking diagrams detailing how such a theft would take place was, she thought, extremely touching.


      And on a practical level, she was having much subtler ideas about triumphing over Ted Sloper.


      


      ‘Harley.’


      ‘Yes, Harriet!’ Harley Farmer nodded. ‘Yes, good morning.’


      ‘I’ve been thinking about the French pronunciation we discussed in the rehearsal last week.’


      ‘Oh, er…’ Harley Farmer cast his mind back, desperately. He could rarely remember what music they had practised, let alone specific details of rehearsals – they always seemed so long ago.


      ‘In the Fauré,’ Harriet clarified.


      ‘Oh, yes,’ he responded, uncertainly.


      ‘It’s the word “paisible” – I think it would be best if we pronounced it like “possible”, don’t you?’


      ‘Um… yes.’


      ‘Ted’s got a lot on his plate. I think it would be easier if we just pronounced it correctly, rather than bother him with small details.’


      ‘Um… yes. Yes, he has got a lot on his plate.’


      ‘So, we’re singing “possible” then.’


      ‘Um… yes.’


      ‘Good.’ Harriet smiled and moved on to the next choir member.


      


      


      Ted Sloper did indeed have a lot on his plate. Gordon Spare, who represented the sum total of the choir’s tenor section, had phoned up a little before midnight to explain that he had just remembered that he was in Cornwall, so wouldn’t be able to sing this Sunday. Ted paced around St Barnabas as it began to fill with people, desperately searching for a replacement tenor. Only in St Barnabas, he thought to himself; only here could anybody find themselves looking for a tenor fifteen minutes before the start of the service.


      ‘Right,’ he said to himself, ‘the vicar wants me on a recruitment drive, does he?’ He looked around the building desperately. ‘Fine.’ He spotted one of the ‘newcomers’ Biddle had mentioned, a quiet-looking man sitting in the back pew. At least nobody else was paying him any attention so there would be no witnesses to what Sloper was sure would be an exercise in self-humiliation. He edged his way towards the man.


      It was Jesus’ fourth week at St Barnabas and nobody had yet spoken to him directly, so it was a welcome relief to see Ted Sloper hovering next to him with the look of someone about to speak. If the exchange that followed proved anticlimactic, Jesus was too polite to show it.


      ‘Look, er… sorry, I know we haven’t actually, er, and you don’t know me from Adam,’ Ted began, inaccurately, ‘and this might seem like an odd, er, but it’s one of those, er… you know.’ Ted cleared his throat, embarrassed. He had known this would be humiliating. He hated talking to strangers and this man’s gentle blue eyes seemed to be penetrating right through his attempt at being casual and laid back. ‘So, I don’t suppose you sing tenor,’ Ted continued, ‘and even if you had the sweetest tenor voice in the world, the choir here’s the last place you’d want to use it.’ He tried for an ironic laugh but it came out as a gulp. ‘I mean, if you’ve been here before you’ll have heard them – bloody dreadful – come to think of it maybe it’ll be an improvement not to have a tenor line – heh.’


      The man continued to gaze inscrutably at Ted, who was now feeling as uncomfortable as he could ever recall being. ‘It’s just there’s a bit of a tenor – erm – well, that’s to say, the tenors – in the piece we’re singing today, that is – they sort of have the tune,’ Sloper haltingly explained. ‘I know that the word tune in the context of this choir’s a bit of an oxy… it’s an oxy… ah, bit of a contradiction in, you know,’ he valiantly continued, ‘but anyway, I’m sure you don’t want to sing an exposed tenor solo you haven’t rehearsed in a crap choir in a church you’re new to and you probably don’t even sing and if you did that would put you off doing it again but we’re a bit desperate and I thought it was worth – well, anyway, sorry for disturbing you and all that and – bye.’ Ted hurried away. So much for the recruitment drive; if he was going to find a tenor in the next ten minutes he needed to target someone he knew to be weak-willed and vulnerable, not a complete stranger with nerves of steel.


      


      ‘Robert.’ Robert Phair distractedly looked up from his youngest daughter, who had somehow managed to snag her corduroy dress on something in the car, with the result that part of it was hanging loose and the whole thing seemed in danger of falling off altogether. Lindsay was not going to be pleased.


      ‘Oh, Ted, hello.’


      ‘You don’t sing, do you?’


      ‘Ah…’ Robert chuckled awkwardly, ‘yes, well no, I haven’t, not for some time!’


      ‘But you have some experience?’


      ‘Stay still, Rebekah. No. Well, yes. I… er… I sang in a choral society, back when I – Esther, can you stay here, please? – not since I gave up teaching, really, it was a long time ago.’


      ‘Robert, I’m desperate – I don’t have a tenor this morning; if you could…’


      ‘The thing is, Ted – Rebekah, stand still – it’s a bit difficult, Lindsay isn’t here this morning, so I’ve got to look after the girls, and…’


      ‘I only need you for the anthem, you could just come up to the choir stalls for that – the girls will be in Sunday school by then, won’t they?’


      ‘Yes but… I… I was never really a tenor, if I’m honest…’


      ‘Look, it’s only for today, if you can read the music, that’s fine.’


      ‘Well – alright, but I…’


      ‘Great. Great Robert, thanks, that’s great.’


      ‘Oh, you, er… you don’t have a safety pin, do you?’


      But Ted had already gone.


      


      Andy Biddle smilingly greeted people as they entered the church. ‘Good morning, Noreen,’ he said.


      ‘I wanted to thank you for your advice last week, vicar,’ Noreen Ponty said, ‘you know, my omelettes have always stuck to the frying pan, but I tried doing it the way you suggested and it worked perfectly.’


      ‘Oh, really?’ Biddle smiled graciously.


      ‘Now, I wonder, have you tried putting a few herbs into the mixture before you whisk it together, I find it adds a bit of…’


      ‘Oh, morning, Anne – yes, thank you, Noreen, I’ll certainly – oh, yes, how are you Mrs Feehan?’


      Underneath the cheery smile, though, Biddle had started to feel distinctly uncomfortable. In his late-night fervour, he had pulled out a sermon that, in the cold, wet light of day, looked like an incredibly unwise selection. It was definitely challenging, possibly controversial, maybe even offensive. On top of that, there was no way it could possibly be tied in to the omelette. He wondered if he was about to turn the whole church against him – as they pottered in, nodding in greeting and shaking his hand, little suspecting what they were shortly going to be exposed to, Biddle found his nerve deserting him. He had barely arrived in the parish and now he was risking a church-wide loss of trust.


      It would not be difficult to make up a different sermon on the spot. He could ad-lib a few words about love, or happiness or something… For that matter, he might as well show them how to make another culinary treat. Why not, if it was going to be another meaningless reiteration of how lovely everything was?


      No. Not today. Wearing a fixed smile, he continued to greet his congregation with renewed determination to tell them something worth hearing for once.


      


      Sathan Petty-Saphon moved through the congregation as they arrived, smiling benefactorially at people she knew and keeping a sharp eye open for newcomers. She had already clocked the disreputable Jewish-looking man – sitting near the back again, she noted, disapprovingly – and it was suspicious that he had arrived early this week, when he normally crept in late. Lateness was another Jewish trait, Petty-Saphon thought to herself. Well, not Jewish, that was unfair and a bit racist – but certainly foreign. Sathan Petty-Saphon was not against foreigners living in England – absolutely not – but she did feel very strongly that they should try to adopt its standards, punctuality being one of them, once they had arrived. Otherwise they might as well have stayed where they were.


      A small child ran into her. ‘Whoops-a-daisy,’ she sternly announced.


      ‘Esther, come here – sorry about that,’ apologised Robert Phair.


      ‘No Lindsay today?’ enquired Sathan Petty-Saphon.


      ‘Oh, no, no, she has – er – other things, she’s very busy at the moment. Work. And things, so… this week, she thought…’ Sathan Petty-Saphon nodded sympathetically. It was very telling indeed, after Lindsay’s little demonstration last Sunday. No wonder their children were running riot.


      ‘Good morning, Sathan,’ said Harriet, beaming importantly.


      ‘Oh, good morning, Harriet,’ said Sathan, beaming back with a competitive level of importance.


      ‘Sorry to interrupt, I need to talk with Robert.’


      ‘Not at all, we’d finished talking, in fact.’ Sathan smiled. ‘Do give my love to Lindsay, won’t you. We’re all thinking about her a lot.’


      ‘Oh, thank you, yes,’ said Robert with an awkward smile, certain that he most certainly wouldn’t pass this information on to Lindsay as it would confirm all her worst suspicions. Sathan Petty-Saphon gave him one last tight smile, nodded politely to Harriet and moved away purposefully – she had spotted another unfamiliar face.


      Harriet collared Robert before he had a chance to move. ‘I gather that you’re singing tenor for us this morning.’


      ‘Well, yes.’ He laughed awkwardly, yet again. ‘I haven’t done any singing for some time, it may not turn out to be all that… that…’


      ‘Oh, fine,’ Harriet said hurriedly. ‘There was one thing I wanted to mention about the anthem on a matter of pronunciation…’


      


      Sathan Petty-Saphon was pleased to see that the second newcomer she had spied was a smart, respectable-looking young man. How lovely it was to see at least one person of a younger generation so well turned out.


      She drifted towards him, making an effort to make her movement look completely random and facing slightly away from him as she stepped up the intensity of her smiles and greetings. As she reached the newcomer, she turned.


      ‘Oh!’ she said in surprise. ‘I don’t think we’ve met.’


      ‘It’s my first time here,’ the newcomer explained. He was well-spoken, she noted with approval, and he had a light, gentle voice.


      ‘In that case it’s a great pleasure to welcome you to St Barnabas,’ she told him, with a warm smile of welcome.


      ‘Thank you.’ His politeness proved again that her initial judgements had been correct.


      ‘I’m Sathan Petty-Saphon,’ she explained, ‘though you must call me Sathan.’


      ‘Thank you. I’m Mick Breen,’ replied Pender Gannit.


      


      


      Pender Gannit had not been in a church since the age of eight, and he found that it had not improved. Having escaped from the overbearingly welcoming woman, he had taken his place in an uncomfortable wooden pew which had filled up with dull-looking people. There was a rather pathetic procession at the start of the service, during which they sang ‘O For a Thousand Tongues to Sing’, which seemed to Pender to have about a thousand verses to sing as well. He mumbled along but was too hung over to make an effort. He didn’t know the tune, in any case (and, from the sound of things, neither did the organist).


      The vicar greeted them all with the same happy authority with which he had excelled whilst leading the search for a contact lens at Different. Then followed endless readings broken up by endless singing, all of which seemed to be boring the dull-looking people around him as much as himself.


      Pender had strategically placed himself in a position where he had a fairly good view of the guy who had also been a party in the contact-lens incident. Nervous and slightly pasty-looking, he sat next to a stony-faced woman, presumably a relative. There was something decidedly appealing in the rather worried expression set on his face; it brought out the boyish, pretty aspects of his features. Definitely my type, thought Pender.


      There was a sudden stir of interest in the congregation. ‘Now,’ announced the vicar with a joyous expression, ‘it’s time for our notices. Er…’ He referred to a sheet of paper and started to read out the week’s notices – to Pender, they seemed as long and dull as what had preceded them, but it was clear that to the congregation this was a high point in the service. There were occasional rustlings of enjoyment as the vicar made little jokes, not so much genuine amusement as relief that, during this part of the service at least, they were allowed to have a little bit of fun.


      ‘Oh, and the annual parish entertainment is coming up next week,’ Biddle announced, precipitating a particularly sizeable rustle of excitement. ‘I think that Sathan is going to tell us about that?’


      Now the overbearing woman was on her feet and addressing them. ‘I’m sure we can all remember how much fun we had at the parish entertainment last year,’ she began, receiving another rustle of agreement, ‘and I’m sure we’re all going to come along and make sure that this year’s is even better!’ she finished, producing more assenting mumbles.


      Harriet Lomas watched from the choir stalls, mumbling her assent with everybody else, but feeling a little displeased that it was Sathan Petty-Saphon who was getting all the attention. One might almost think that it had been entirely her work which had made the parish entertainment so much fun last year, when in actual fact Harriet had put in just as much effort behind the scenes, especially on the food front. It wouldn’t have been a proper church event without her homemade muffins.


      ‘Now, there’s plenty for everyone to do,’ continued Petty-Saphon, ‘so if you haven’t already signed up on one of the rotas at the back of the church –’ Every head turned to look in the direction she was pointing, then turned back on realising that the only thing to look at was a notice-board with three pieces of paper pinned to it, which scarcely merited attention – ‘then please do so by the end of today’s service. We need people to help serve food and help wash up. And, of course, we need people to make food – even if you don’t think you can cook, everyone knows how to make a sandwich, don’t they!’ There was a polite ripple of amusement, and wives prodded their husbands meaningfully. ‘And…’ Everyone held their breath expectantly, ‘… there is the entertainment itself!’ Sathan Petty-Saphon allowed herself a little smile. ‘Now, everybody here can do something – we can all play an instrument, or recite a poem, or tell a joke – so if you’d like to be involved, please come and see me, as there’s plenty of time to fill.’


      Of course, thought Harriet, the reason Sathan usually held the limelight on these occasions was that she was a little bit too pushy, and she did like to talk about her achievements. Whereas Harriet generally got on with the job without worrying about taking the credit for it, which was a rather more humble and therefore righteous approach. It was a shame that there weren’t more people like herself in the church, she thought with a sigh, as Sathan Patty-Saphon returned to her pew, a proud smile fixed onto her face.


      ‘Yes, please do see Mrs P… Sathan, if you would like to be involved,’ reiterated Andy Biddle, amidst a final flurry of excited murmurs. ‘Do come along and don’t forget to bring some food, and we’ll all have, have I’m sure, lots of fun. Now, it’s time to share with one another the sign of peace.’


      For some members of the congregation, this was clearly almost too much excitement to bear. ‘The peace of the Lord be always with you,’ Biddle said, beaming.


      ‘And also with you!’ chorused the congregation. As if a spell had been broken, the congregation burst from their pews and leapt into frenzied chatter and hand-shaking, milking every second’s worth of pleasure from their limited time of movement and talk.


      Pender found himself gratifyingly surrounded by people he didn’t know, nodding and talking at him whilst shaking his hand, before they moved on and forgot all about him. God, it was like being at an orgy, only with less chance of infection. After an oddly enjoyable couple of minutes being pressed up against by old ladies, he pushed forward and made for the nervous boy, who was taking as little part in the excitement as seemed possible – the occasional nervous smile and limp-wristed handshake being the best he could manage.


      Just as Pender reached his target, he found himself blocked by the stern woman who had been sitting with the boy. ‘Peace be with you,’ she declared menacingly. Pender smiled as his hand was clasped in an iron grip and shaken vigorously.


      The stern woman moved away, and Pender found himself looking into the worried blue eyes of the object of his (rather transitory) interest. Pender deliberately held the gaze, then stepped up to the boy.


      ‘Peace be with you,’ he suggested, with a filthy grin.


      ‘P… p… peace…’ stuttered the boy, transfixed by Pender’s stare. Pender took the boy’s hand firmly, but instead of shaking it he continued to press it.


      ‘And the children will go out as we sing our next hymn,’ announced the vicar, ‘number three two nine, All Creatures of our God and King.’


      Pender held the hand and the gaze for a moment longer, then, avoiding the sudden flow of children moving out of the church, returned to his seat with the feeling of a job well started.


      


      Biddle stepped up to the pulpit feeling more nervous about preaching than he had done for many years. ‘May the words of my mouth, and the meditation of all our hearts, be pleasing to you, Lord. Amen.’ He meant it. The words of his mouth were unlikely to be pleasing to anybody else.


      ‘Some people,’ he began, looking around the assembled congregation and trying to meet as many eyes as possible while he still could, ‘think that Christianity is all about obedience. All about rules. All about doing “the right thing”.’ He paused, timing the next sentence to maximise its impact.


      ‘It’s not.’ If he was expecting a gasp, he didn’t get one – in fact, none of the upturned faces seemed to register any shock at all. Perhaps they were weighing up his words, waiting for him to justify his statement. That was a good sign, surely?


      ‘We may want to make things easier for ourselves by reducing Christianity to a set of rules. It might seem simpler and more logical to run the church in that way. But Christianity has never been about making things easy. Look at Jesus – did he find things easy, when the Pharisees accused him of blasphemy? Did he find things simple, on trial for his life in the Jewish court? Was it logical for him to hang on a cross?


      ‘No, it was not! And, as the Pharisees could prove, Jesus was not into obeying rules, either – he was a lawbreaker, a blasphemer, a dangerous liberal!’ Another pause here, partly for effect but also to see if the word ‘liberal’ registered any major disapproval. Still no reaction. ‘But how many of us today are prepared to be dangerous liberals?’ Biddle dramatically added.


      Elated by the fact that the congregation were still listening attentively, Biddle started to hit his stride. ‘I wonder if perhaps we would prefer to be like the God of the Old Testament; we want to heap condemnation and judgment upon those we believe have done wrong, the people who have broken our easy, simple, logical rules.’ Biddle paused again, taking the opportunity to look around the congregation accusingly. He could almost sense people repenting inwardly. ‘Let us think about Sodom.’


      Pender Gannit leaned forward in his pew attentively.


      ‘We read in the Bible that God rained down burning sulphur on Sodom and Gomorrah; he destroyed those cities and turned Lot’s wife into a pillar of salt. And maybe that’s what we want for our society today – we think we’re living in a modern Sodom and Gomorrah, so we make judgments and accusations about the morality of other people’s ways of life. We rain down burning sulphur upon them, in our words at least, and those who we mistrust we turn into salt by excluding them. Yet, by doing so, we become guilty of the actual sin represented by Sodom and Gomorrah – inhospitality!


      ‘Instead of casting out those people we would rather have nothing to do with, it is time for the church to embrace that which so long it has been trying to ignore, or even condemn. I mean the things that define our humanity – we need to accept that human beings have bodies, messy and fleshy bodies with eyes and mouths and hair, with hormones and bodily fluids! And furthermore with attractions, with hungers, with passions! Jesus accepted all of these things when he himself took them on – that is the very meaning of Christ being made flesh! He, too, had a messy, fleshy body with hormones and bodily fluids, he too had the same passions and desires as us!’


      Pender Gannit surreptitiously removed a notepad from his jacket pocket and began making notes, summarising Biddle’s argument thus far with the sentence, ‘Jesus had a penis.’


      ‘But I wonder if the church has ever forgiven God for becoming human? It continues to condemn those things that Christ said yes to two thousand years ago, it makes outcasts of those it would want to believe are sexual deviants, purely because they are different – but did Christ say no to those passions that so many human beings have?’ Biddle looked around challengingly. ‘No, he did not!’ he concluded emphatically. ‘Buggery is OK,’ jotted Pender, with a feeling of satisfaction. It was almost too perfect.


      


      After the unqualified success of his sermon, Biddle was tempted to use the full unabridged liturgy for the mass. However, he decided that he’d already challenged people enough with his sermon, so used the shorter St Barnabas version.


      Pender Gannit found the whole thing interminably dull. He amused himself by watching Gerard Feehan. He stared across at the fine blond hair, the pouting lips, willing the boy to turn and look at him, but to his disappointment Gerard remained looking straight ahead, devoutly responding to the prayers being uttered at the front of the church.


      Pender decided not to take communion. He wasn’t superstitious, but thought it was as well not to risk it. Just in case Jesus was watching.


      As indeed he was.


      There was a small commotion when Ted Sloper frantically indicated to Robert Phair that he was needed shortly for the anthem – Phair hurried out of his pew to the choir stalls at the front of the church, much to Sathan Petty-Saphon’s annoyance (she felt that the Phair family had caused quite enough disturbance in church of late).


      After the choir had been given communion, the organ started up with something vaguely resembling the Cantique de Jean Racine and Ted Sloper solemnly conducted the choir’s entry. Their rendition was not an unqualified success.


      Sloper was never going to be anything other than dissatisfied with the performance, but he did at least feel as though he was relatively in control of the proceedings when they started. Anne had clearly found a little time in between pages of her romantic novel to practise, so what she played followed roughly the same shape as what was written, if not the actual notes themselves. The choir at least came in together, and it turned out that, for all his protests, Robert Phair could actually make quite a decent (if nervous) sound.


      Then they reached the word paisible. Harriet Lomas had very efficiently managed to speak to every member of the choir to ensure they were aware of the correct pronunciation, but Ted Sloper’s instructions also remained very clear in the minds of many. As Harley Farmer reached the word, he suddenly had doubts as to which pronunciation had been favoured by Sloper and which one Harriet had told him to sing. As he tried to recall which was which, he also realised he’d forgotten whether he was going to sing Harriet’s version and risk recriminations from their director, or whether he had decided to sing Sloper’s version and risk upsetting Harriet. Finding he was unable to remember either of the pronunciations, and wondering whether the pronunciation he had in his head was one of them or if it was a third, completely incorrect version, he forgot to sing the word altogether.


      The rest of the choir sang a roughly equal spread of passables and possibles with varying degrees of confidence; Harriet’s ‘possible’ came through loud and clear, whereas Robert Phair was so worried about singing it wrong and being noticed by Harriet Lomas (so specific had she been on the subject), that he mouthed the word silently, meaning that the chord lacked a tenor note altogether. Others tried blending the two pronunciations to keep everybody happy, whilst some had their own ideas about French pronunciation and decided that if it was to be a free-for-all, then they would jolly well sing what they thought it ought to be. The person who never made a noise when singing actually had a degree in linguistics, and for the first time since joining the choir made a sound on one word only, to ensure that at least one pronunciation would be correct.


      Panicking to hear the rest of the choir singing the word which he had been thinking so hard about, Harley Farmer quickly started to sing ‘possible’, changed his mind half way through and turned it into a ‘passable’, and in the transition got his mouth in such a twist that it came out as ‘ploriboss’. He then realised that he had lost his place in the music, and illogically started again from the beginning of the page.


      Ted Sloper listened to the mess of mixed paisibles in furious disbelief; then, as he heard Harley Farmer singing entirely the wrong section fairly loudly, he used both arms to make his beating more emphatic, conducting with unnaturally wide and angry gestures and an expression of passionate rage on his face.


      The singers around Harley Farmer noticed the wild looks they were getting and started trying to help him find the right place in his music. In the process of doing this, they all lost their places as well.


      Anne Hudson, confused by the fact that, due to his emphatic beating, she could see Ted Sloper for the first time ever, also lost her place. At this point, those singers who weren’t already lost had no idea whether to follow Ted or stick with the organ; some of them decided to follow Harriet Lomas, who continued to sing fairly confidently and, to her credit, this group was the only one that managed to finish with any semblance of unity at all.


      As Ted Sloper conducted the piece to the end with firmly gritted teeth and expletives running loudly through his head, he suspected that there wasn’t a single person following what he was doing.


      He was right.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 12

    


    
      Andy Biddle stood at the doorway as people left, shaking hands and smiling. To his amazement and relief, it all seemed to have been well-received.


      ‘What a lovely sermon, vicar,’ Noreen Ponty told him, ‘lovely. And you will try what I said with the herbs, won’t you? I think it adds something to an omelette, do you know what I mean?’


      Biddle smiled his thanks. Mrs Feehan gave him a nod as she left, which was about as much approval as he could hope for from her. Gerard followed her out, offering a brief ‘thanks’ and giving him a look which suggested he was in for another household call in the very near future.


      Even Sathan Petty-Saphon was pleased; both the sermon and the mass had been short and civilised. There were areas that left something to be desired – the choir had made a dreadful mess of everything as usual, and there was still the problem of that disreputable man in the back pew (somebody surely ought to make him sit nearer the front where they could see him), but her notice about the church entertainment had been very well-received and all the rotas were full, so for once there was little to complain about.


      ‘Nice to see you singing in the choir today,’ Biddle said to Robert Phair as he left with his two girls in tow. ‘No Lindsay?’


      ‘No, er… she’s, she’s got a lot on, you know – work and things – she’s under a lot of pressure, so er… no, wait a minute Esther, please – yes, she was very sorry to have to miss it, but… Esther, wait, Esther! Um… I’d better…’


      Biddle smiled and nodded understandingly as Robert left.


      ‘Lovely sermon, vicar,’ Mrs Carpenter said approvingly on her way out, and those around her murmured their assent. Biddle was hugely gratified; evidently his church was far more open-minded than he had assumed.


      ‘Reverend Biddle?’ enquired a young man he had not seen before.


      ‘That’s right,’ he replied.


      ‘Um… my name’s Mick Breen, I really need to talk to you about something… personal.’


      ‘I see. Do you live nearby, Mick?’ Biddle enquired, immediately responding to Pender’s convincingly agonised voice with a comforting, sympathetic smile.


      ‘Fairly near, yes.’


      ‘If you want to pop round to the vicarage some time tomorrow afternoon, I’d be more than happy to speak to you.’


      ‘Yes, yes, I’ll do that.’


      ‘Some time before five?’


      ‘Yes, I will.’


      ‘Yes, do.’


      Jesus was also in the line of people shaking the vicar’s hand, as he had been for the last month, though in the rush of people waiting to get out of the church it was easy for individuals to get missed. But Jesus was keen to make his presence known, ideally before having to sit through another sermon on his own bodily fluids.


      ‘Could I come and talk to you at some point as well?’ he asked quietly as Biddle squeezed his hand.


      ‘Of course, erm…’ Biddle was suddenly a little alarmed that the idea of his being available to talk to people during the week was catching on in the queue of parishioners. It wasn’t that he minded talking to people, but he saw all of his free time this week disappearing as every Tom, Dick and Harry popped round with their petty problems. ‘What’s the… er… I mean, is it a personal thing?’


      ‘Not entirely,’ Jesus answered.


      ‘Then if it’s not urgent… erm… you see, I’m already seeing somebody tomorrow in the afternoon…’ The restless queue of people was beginning to bottleneck in the doorway. ‘Look, come round, er… later in the week, okay?’ Biddle hurriedly suggested. Honestly, he couldn’t arrange an appointment for everyone or he’d have no time left to do his job.


      As the congregation continued to move impatiently past him, all eager to grip his hand on their way out with a word of thanks, he started to feel uneasy, though he couldn’t say why. He put the feeling to the back of his mind as something to be considered later on.


      ‘Well,’ said Sathan Petty-Saphon as the church finished emptying, ‘another Sunday morning.’


      ‘Yes. I’ll lock up here, if you want to go.’


      ‘If that’s okay by you.’ Petty-Saphon smiled tightly. ‘And I’ll see you during the week?’


      ‘Oh, are you…?’ began Biddle, wondering how his week had already filled up with visits, then remembering the church entertainment. ‘Of course, yes – you want a hand putting the chairs out in the church hall at some point, don’t you?’


      ‘If you could, that would be extremely good of you.’


      ‘That’s what I’m here for!’ laughed Biddle.


      ‘Then I’ll be in touch to arrange that.’


      ‘Thank you, Sathan,’ Biddle said.


      He was about to leave when he noticed that Ted Sloper was still in the building, standing alone at the conductor’s stand between the choir stalls.


      ‘Uh… shall I lock up here, or are you using the organ?’ Biddle called. There was no reply. ‘Ted?’


      Ted turned round, a miserable look on his face. He didn’t speak.


      ‘I’ll… er… I’ll leave you to lock up, shall I?’


      As Biddle left, he turned again and said, ‘lovely anthem, by the way… er… yes, one of my favourites, very… yes.’


      Ted Sloper didn’t respond.


      


      


      As he got a microwavable meal out of his freezer, Biddle began to have doubts about his sermon.


      It had been well-received, he thought. But people had said that it was lovely. Nobody had suggested that they felt in the least bit challenged. Nobody had been remotely disturbed by his harsh home truths or his unconventional take on morality.


      In fact, he had provoked more of a response by making an omelette.


      Depressed, Biddle took a fork out of a kitchen drawer and stabbed holes in the plastic covering of the chicken noodles he was about to microwave. So much for challenging people’s opinions. So much for broadening the perspectives of his congregation. That they had sat through the whole sermon in mute acceptance suggested that nobody had taken any notice of his actual words at all.


      It might have been better for Biddle if nobody had taken any notice. In actual fact, one person had been paying special attention throughout; as a result, his sermon was preserved, in a dramatically truncated and somewhat inaccurate form, in the shorthand notes of Pender Gannit.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 13

    


    
      Pender Gannit approached the vicarage a little after half past four, affecting a look of agonised confusion as he walked up the driveway. He was greeted by the Reverend Andy Biddle’s most understanding smile.


      Andy Biddle knew a tortured soul when he saw one, having ministered to a fair number in his time. In fact, at this precise moment his own soul was undergoing something not far from torture. Following what he now considered to be a completely failed attempt to engage his congregation with something challenging, he had spent a distracted twenty-four hours questioning his reasons and desires for being a priest. His reasons he had long since forgotten, and as for desires – he wasn’t sure whether he had any left. After a sleepless night and much contemplation, he still couldn’t think of a single positive thing about what he was doing.


      But he didn’t see that his own tortured soul was any reason not to give his undivided attention to another – and he could see in an instant that the poor young man on his doorstep had a soul fitting that very description. He knew that look of agonised confusion well.


      ‘It’s Mick, isn’t it?’ he enquired in a calm, kindly tone of voice.


      ‘Yes,’ replied Pender. ‘Thank you for seeing me.’


      ‘Not at all, that’s what I’m here for!’ Biddle smiled, feeling the beginnings of the glow of satisfaction in his stomach that he inevitably felt when helping people with matters of the soul. Could it be a sign that this was the right job for him after all?


      It seemed a bit optimistic. After all, he wasn’t unique in feeling satisfaction in helping people.


      ‘Won’t you come in?’ he asked, inviting Pender over the threshold and guiding him into the living room. ‘Tea? Or coffee?’


      ‘Is it real coffee?’ asked Pender, forgetting for a moment that he was supposed to be too distracted to think about such trivialities.


      ‘Ah! I’m afraid I only have instant coffee,’ Biddle explained with an apologetic chuckle.


      ‘Tea, please,’ said Pender, quickly readopting his look of suffering.


      Biddle had decided that, whilst mugs were most definitely the order of the day with those he couldn’t trust with bone china (especially tortured souls, who had enough to worry about without taking care of valuable cups and saucers), his Edwardian hostess trolley could still be used without endangering its safety too much. It seemed a bit incongruous putting mugs on such a stylish piece of furniture, but he liked to show it off.


      ‘I’ll leave your tea here,’ he said to Pender, ‘on the Edwardian hostess trolley. I picked this up for a remarkably good price, you know.’


      Pender nodded without interest – the vicar’s furniture was not going to be of any great worth in an exposé of his homosexuality, at whatever bargain price it had been obtained.


      ‘So. What is it you wanted to see me about?’ Biddle looked at Pender with a warm smile that invited openness and frankness.


      ‘I’m gay,’ said Pender, openly and frankly. He didn’t see any point in delaying the confession, since his own fictional problems were not the reason for the visit.


      Biddle nodded understandingly, wondering if God was calling him to a particular ministry for Christian homosexuals. Would he have to make regular trips to Different to sort them out? That would be more exciting than the conventional weekly Bible-study group.


      ‘How long have you felt that you are gay, Mick?’ Biddle asked.


      ‘I only really realised it a few months ago,’ lied Pender, ‘but I just didn’t believe that it could be happening to me. It felt so… wrong.’ Pender didn’t really have any idea what it would be like to be uncomfortable with his sexuality since he’d been happily screwing men since the age of fourteen, but his instincts seemed to have paid off.


      ‘Well, Mick,’ smiled Biddle, trying to remember how he’d approached the issue with Gerard a week ago, ‘I have experienced these worries before.’ (Have you indeed? thought Pender, feeling the first stirrings of success.) ‘You say it felt wrong – but did you choose to be gay?’


      ‘I suppose not,’ shrugged Pender, who had certainly never stopped to make choices when that would surely only slow him down in getting results, usually in the form of some kind of sexual transaction.


      ‘Right,’ nodded Biddle. ‘In that case, who must have made you gay?’


      ‘My father,’ Pender told Biddle.


      Biddle sighed. Why did they always want to blame their parents? ‘Mick,’ he began, bringing a subtle note of teacherly sternness into the warmth of his voice with a skill born of experience. ‘What makes you think that your father has anything to do with it?’


      ‘He used to come in home from the pub and fiddle with me,’ explained Pender, ‘me and my brother. I used to kind of enjoy it.’ The brother was real, the rest was invented. But Pender thought some sort of child abuse would lend verisimilitude to his story. And, as a journalist, he had a tendency to overdramatise.


      Biddle was slightly thrown by the answer. ‘Oh. Er… well…’ His amateur psychology was rather hazy on this point, so he thought it best to skirt around the issue. ‘You may well have some issues of forgiveness to deal with, Mick, er… but as far as your sexuality goes, nobody really knows what causes somebody to be, er…’ He looked at Pender’s sceptical expression. ‘I’m not saying that wasn’t a factor in your… er…’ Biddle hurriedly added, ‘but you didn’t choose to be gay, that’s important. And let’s for the moment assume that your father can’t be blamed, either – which is not to vindicate his actions at all, that’s er… wrong, very wrong, but…’ – Biddle felt that he wasn’t making himself very clear, but felt that he ought to plough on, now that he’d started – ‘that being the assumption – for now – who is it that made you what you are?’


      Pender shrugged. He had seen the question coming and the answer he was expected to give was obvious. ‘God, I suppose,’ he answered. Biddle beamed.


      ‘That’s right. You don’t think that God would create somebody in a certain way and then say that it was wrong?’


      ‘But he does say that it’s wrong,’ Pender argued. He had encountered, and been thoroughly condemned by, various Christians in the course of his rather promiscuous life, and it had always been made very clear to him that he was sinning and hated by God. He was curious to see how Biddle would get round this issue.


      ‘What the Bible says and how people interpret it are two very different things.’ Biddle smiled, enjoying the predictable direction the conversation was taking. It might almost have been pre-rehearsed. He put his mug back down on the Edwardian hostess trolley. ‘We can talk about what the Bible says as much as you want, Mick, but you need to work out what it says to you, not what other people have told you it says.’


      ‘I’m just – so confused, so unsure about what I ought to do. It’s so hard to see what is right,’ Pender ad-libbed, wondering if he was pushing the melodrama too far. But he seemed to be hitting the right note.


      ‘I know exactly how you feel,’ nodded Biddle, thinking about his own worries, about his career, his life. ‘I understand everything you’re saying more than you can imagine, Mick.’


      ‘You do?’ Pender replied, trying to radiate hopeful uncertainty, rather than the exultant triumph he was really feeling. He already had more than enough material to write his story – if he could push Biddle into actually admitting that he was queer…


      ‘I’ve been there, Mick. I know how it feels to be unsure, to feel isolated.’


      ‘But… there’s nothing as confusing as being in love with another man.’


      ‘Well—’ Biddle chuckled. ‘Love is confusing in itself, isn’t it? The love that we feel for a friend, or for a parent who we maybe thought we hated – or even the hate we sometimes feel for somebody we love.’ By now Biddle was impressing himself – he was exceeding everything he’d ever said to anybody on the subject and he had no idea where it was coming from. He was experiencing a growing sense of certainty in his vocation. This was what it was all about; it wasn’t about himself, it was about helping other people, that was why he had become a priest and moreover it was something that he enjoyed. ‘And what about the love it takes for one man to give up his life on a cross – for you, Mick? That isn’t easy to understand, either.’


      Pender nodded, bored. This wasn’t the kind of response he had been hoping for. It was all starting to sound like one of those three-minute sermons they put on the radio every morning. ‘Yes,’ he said quickly, hoping to stem the flow of religion from the vicar’s mouth. ‘But I – I wondered if you could really understand how it feels to be surrounded by people telling you that what you are is wrong.’


      ‘We all have times, Mick, when we question who we are, what we are. I’ve certainly had times when I’ve looked at what I am, what I do, and wondered if there’s any good in it at all.’ Biddle smiled encouragingly. ‘But Jesus has been there as well.’


      Pender momentarily wondered if there was any ground to be gained from a ‘Vicar Claims Jesus Was Gay’ story, but thought that there was a much stronger angle to be gained from Biddle’s evident uncertainty – sure, the man hadn’t actually admitted to being gay, but that in itself was a sign that he was uncomfortable with it. Biddle had all but admitted he was living a double life, one half virtuous and priest-like, the other half – well, Pender could hint at whatever lurid form that might take. Hints were generally enough in this context. ‘Mick,’ Biddle was saying, ‘you need to remember that who you are is something to rejoice in, not to worry about. Wasn’t one of the main things Jesus said “do not be afraid”?’


      As Pender’s look of thoughtfulness turned into a distant smile, Biddle felt those words speaking into his own life as well – and, for the first time in a long while, felt a sense of peace and certainty about his career.


      


      As they walked back to the front door, Pender turned to Biddle and gave him a smile of genuine gratitude. ‘Thank you, Reverend Biddle,’ he said, trying to retain the suggestion in his expression of a recovering tortured soul, though finding it hard to conceal his exultation.


      ‘Andy – please, call me Andy.’


      ‘Andy. Thank you, you’ve been… a tremendous help.’


      Biddle felt a sudden surge of love. Everything about his life was so clear now, thanks to this man’s honesty. ‘Thank you, Mick,’ he smiled. ‘You’ve been a help to me, too. I don’t mind telling you that before you arrived I was questioning a lot of things and – well, your problems have helped me confront some of mine, I think.’


      Pender continued to smile. The whole ‘vicar tortured by self-loathing’ angle was becoming stronger by the minute.


      Biddle was so overcome with the satisfaction of seeing the young man smiling, with a look of such genuine release after the suffering he had so evidently felt when coming in, that he impulsively hugged Pender.


      Pender mutely received the embrace – he didn’t feel that it was a particularly gay hug, but he could probably use it in his article all the same.


      


      Pender Gannit strolled back to his car. It had all gone better than he had hoped. There were some gaps to fill in, but the story was there – the actual facts he wasn’t in possession of he could more or less hint at, the beauty of journalism being that people could be very easily guided into drawing the conclusions they were meant to draw.


      He was wondering how it could possibly have been more perfect when Gerard Feehan walked round the corner approaching the vicarage. They both stopped.


      Pender uttered cursory thanks to a God he did not believe in and smiled at Gerard. Gerard looked uncertain – Pender decided to play it as casually as possible.


      ‘Didn’t I see you in church on Sunday?’ he asked; it was one chat-up line that he had never used before.


      ‘Oh, er… er… I don’t know. Probably. Yes.’ The nervousness Pender had found endearing was now actually arousing him.


      ‘I thought so. You were at Different last week as well, weren’t you?’ Gerard looked around anxiously, but didn’t reply. ‘You were the one who lost your contact lens, right?’ Pender grinned.


      ‘Oh. Oh, yes, that was. That was me.’ Gerard was blushing and Pender was having to mentally hold back from throwing himself at him. ‘I was… it was… a bit, all, er… embarrassing. I – quite stupid – I felt. Sorry.’


      His words were all coming out in the wrong order. Cute. ‘I don’t think many people noticed,’ Pender reassured Gerard. It was the least believable of the string of lies he had been telling over the last hour, but Gerard looked up and smiled hopefully. ‘Really?’


      ‘Yeah. Happens all the time, anyway.’ The boy seemed suitably reassured, and Pender dared to reach out and touch his cheek. He flinched, but stayed where he was. Pender kept his hand on Gerard’s cheek.


      ‘You’re kind of attractive, you know?’ Pender told him.


      Gerard gazed back in disbelief. Something in his head was telling him that this wasn’t happening, this couldn’t be happening, that people weren’t interested in him and he especially wasn’t noticed by good-looking, nice men. Pender’s hand on his cheek was like electricity, flowing through his whole body. He felt his chest tighten and his heartbeat quicken and he waited for the dream to end.


      It didn’t end. Pender suddenly moved towards Gerard and the next instant they were kissing. Gerard felt the unfamiliar experience of an unknown tongue pushing into his mouth; he was briefly repulsed by it before he felt a rush of excitement and found he was pushing back, then it was over as suddenly as it had started. He gasped.


      Pender fixed Gerard with his eyes. The boy was his and he knew it.


      ‘My car’s just round the corner,’ he said. ‘Will you come back with me?’ Gerard stared at Pender, transfixed by his hypnotic gaze, not daring to give an answer. Pender ran his hand down Gerard’s T-shirt and curled his fingers over the waistband of his jeans. ‘Well?’

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 14

    


    
      Gerard Feehan woke up in another man’s bed.


      He would hardly have believed it could be another man’s bed, except that it wasn’t his own and there was another man in it.


      Gerard studied the sleeping form beside him. Pender Gannit did not have an especially impressive physique – he was too lazy and drank too much to be in good shape, and confident enough to get away with it – but to Gerard the naked body next to him, half covered up by the white bed-sheet, was a heavenly vision, a glimpse of perfection.


      Gerard gingerly reached out and let his hand rest on Pender’s smooth, cool chest.


      ‘Fuck off, I’m sleeping,’ Pender mumbled.


      Gerard whipped his hand away. Of course, he should never have touched Pender when he was asleep, that was terribly selfish.


      Guiltily, Gerard turned over and shut his eyes, trying to get back to sleep himself. Moments later, he felt a body pressing itself against him. Evidently Pender had changed his mind.


      Gerard watched Pender’s hand run carelessly down his chest, then slip in between his legs with considerably less lightness of touch. He experienced a sinking feeling at the aggressively sexual move. He was worried that he was experiencing a sinking feeling – this was sex, after all, which was what everyone wanted and enjoyed. Except that he wasn’t sure that he had enjoyed it very much. His memory of the night before had congregated into a series of snapshots of himself pinned to the bed like a preserved butterfly, helplessly sprawled in different positions. The images had frozen in his mind like insects preserved in amber, as if he had been watching the activity from outside his body while it had happened. But he also remembered being painfully aware of what was happening to his body at the time, and he wasn’t sure that he was really looking forward to it happening again.


      He looked up into Pender’s eyes, which were now alert and eager. ‘Morning, beautiful,’ said Pender. Gerard didn’t reply – he still felt rather shy, he wasn’t certain of the right things to say, so he kept his mouth shut (unless specifically required by Pender to do otherwise).


      Suddenly, the meaning of Pender’s words hit Gerard. It was the morning. The next day. His mother would have missed him – what would he tell her? She would want to know where he had been, what he had been doing and with whom, and none of those things were going to meet with her approval at all.


      He could worry about it later, he thought, as Pender’s head disappeared beneath the sheets, but the disturbing image of his mother would not go away. He could see her stern, disapproving face uttering words of condemnation as Pender’s lips worked their way unceremoniously down his body – how about the Reverend Biddle, he could say he’d spent the night with him – it would be true enough to say he had gone to see the vicar, it was just that things had taken an unexpected turn. Pender turned Gerard over in the bed, Gerard passively allowing Pender’s tongue to rove over and into his whole body – for a moment he felt as though Pender’s tongue was all the way up inside his ribcage, vigorously licking his lungs clean – then the picture dissolved into his mother briskly beating eggs and Gerard was aghast at feeling aroused with this image in his head. He was about to apologise when he remembered that Pender couldn’t see the images in his head; as far as Pender was concerned, he was relaxed and enjoying it and –


      ‘Relax, will you?’ said Pender, irritably, then went back to servicing Gerard with considerably more efficiency than he ever displayed in the office.


      Gerard shivered as he felt Pender’s tongue probing him again, with eggs being beaten in his mind, only now they were being beaten by the beaming figure of Reverend Biddle –


      He would have to tell Reverend Biddle, of course. In case his mother went to ask. He wondered about telling Reverend Biddle what had happened – would the vicar approve? And how much detail would he want? He wasn’t sure that he would be capable of being specific about what was happening, as he wasn’t sure of the technical terms. If there even were technical terms for what Pender was doing now –


      Gerard imagined himself sitting in Biddle’s living room, the vicar smiling sympathetically as Gerard told him the minute details of what was happening. For some reason in his mind Biddle was still beating eggs, presumably to make an omelette. It was an image which made it incredibly difficult to concentrate on having sex.


      Or was this sex yet? Did it only start being sex when Pender put his – thing – it seemed silly to feel ashamed of the word when he’d been touching somebody else’s, but his mother was still hovering in the room somewhere and she had told him it was a dirty word.


      Perhaps Biddle would be disgusted with Gerard – Gerard was momentarily worried and wondered if he was also disgusted with himself – after all, he was having sex with a complete stranger.


      Assuming this really was sex, at the moment… Gerard thought it wasn’t technically – but then, was it really sex if he wasn’t having it with a girl?


      How was he supposed to know these things? Everything at school had been about sex between a man and a woman. He wouldn’t even know about that except for the fact that he had dared to fake his mother’s signature on the note to let him attend sex education lessons. ‘Everything you need to know about sex I will tell you, as and when you need to know,’ she had told him, refusing to sign the note herself. Well, she wasn’t here now, was she?


      Except that she was, she was peering over them, her stern, disapproving face glaring down at Gerard’s look of abandon. He screwed up his eyes to shut her face out of his mind and tried to control himself a bit more, not make any noises, but he gasped as Pender carried on – was there a word to describe what he – with his finger, and leant over and kissed him –


      She wouldn’t know the technical terms he was wondering about, probably – even if she did, he suspected she would consider them dirty words and wouldn’t tell him. It didn’t matter, anyway. He had enjoyed it, hadn’t he? And wanted it to carry on forever, until he enjoyed it – not that he wasn’t enjoying it –


      Except that he needed to get home to tell his mother where he had been – or rather, where he hadn’t been –


      Pender’s head suddenly emerged from the tangle of sheets and he pushed Gerard’s legs over his shoulders then reached for the bedside cabinet – Gerard closed his eyes again and waited for the cool touch of lubricant the same as last night – he wondered if there would be sex in heaven, and would it be different or perhaps they would do it flying, like angels –


      Angels didn’t have sex, though, did they?


      And could he expect to go to heaven, now? He had thought he was alright the night before, but now he was wishing he’d gone back to the vicarage and checked first.


      Not angels maybe so much as butterflies – he saw the dead butterflies, pinned down again, like Pender was now pinning him down, pushing into his sprawled body, trapping him – ‘God, you’re tight’ – Andy Biddle’s smiling, nodding face – adding milk to the egg mixture –


      Gerard had remembered it was painful, but he’d forgotten quite how painful – he gasped as Pender continued to push and the pain seared through him and he shook his head trying to tell Pender to stop, it was too much, it was more than he could take, but Pender carried on – his voice wasn’t working, anyway –


      For a horrible moment he saw himself naked in Reverend Biddle’s armchair and it was the vicar standing over him with his egg whisk –


      He almost thought he was going to black out, but when he didn’t, he realised that Pender was inside him, filling him, moving in and out, slowly at first but once the rhythm – the beat of the egg whisk – took hold – this was sex, now, wasn’t it? – though it felt rather as though Pender was having sex with him, and not the other way round – Biddle’s omelette sizzling away, now faster and it was as if a large and wonderful – his mother again, looking critically at Gerard pinned to the bed like a butterfly, such a beautiful thing yet so violently preserved and painful but oh, so wonderful thing was filling Gerard up – Come to think of it, he needn’t have faked her signature after all. He almost laughed except that he was in too much pain – he hadn’t needed to know the slightest thing about reproduction, he never would – but at least he didn’t have to sit in with the third years and read on his own, like Amanda McClean, because her parents were strict Catholics –


      With Amanda McClean still at the front of his mind, he felt Pender climax inside him with a loud moan, and realised that it wasn’t Pender moaning, it was him, and the egg white being poured into the frying pan and gently solidifying – and Pender pulled away and briefly kissed him, while he continued to feel the energy ebb out of him, panting and whimpering with painful ecstasy.


      Then the empty, guilty feeling. Like after masturbating, but worse because he’d done it with somebody else. He was sure, now, that he couldn’t expect to go to heaven. But perhaps it had been worth it. It had been sex, after all.


      In the silence, he remembered that he’d sort of fancied Amanda McClean. But that was a long time ago.


      Pender was pulling on his trousers. ‘Better get you back home,’ he said to Gerard.


      ‘Yes.’ Gerard felt disappointed. He wanted to hold onto Pender, cling to him as he had the night before, when he had never felt so close to any other human being, even his mother. He had never felt a face so close to his before.


      ‘I’ll drop you off before I go to work.’ Pender looked at Gerard. ‘You live with your parents, don’t you?’


      ‘My mother,’ Gerard said. ‘My father – um – when I was ten, he—’


      Left? Died? wondered Pender. It didn’t matter. He recalled the fierce-looking woman next to Gerard at church. ‘Will she want to know where you’ve been?’


      ‘Yes. I could I was I thought…’ Why couldn’t he get his words to work properly? ‘I tell her – visiting – visiting Reverend Biddle.’


      Pender raised an eyebrow. ‘Oh, yes? You’ve spent the night there before, have you?’


      ‘No. But I – I’m sure people stay with him, have, have done, er… before.’


      Pender nodded with a knowing smile. ‘I’ll bet.’ He started to pack up a small bag for work – he’d get his story written up, then he could take the afternoon off.


      ‘So…’ Gerard still found it hard to talk to Pender, and Pender didn’t seem to be paying him much attention, but it was important. He struggled to form the words in his mind before saying them; he effortfully made his lips form the sentence and his voice came out, tiny and distant. ‘So when I can I see you again?’


      Pender turned round from packing his bag, distracted. ‘I’m sorry?’


      Gerard found that he couldn’t repeat the question, simple as it was. He was frozen, preserved in amber, like a trapped insect. A dead angel.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 15

    


    
      Later that week, Andy Biddle was leaving the vicarage to help Sathan Petty-Saphon put out the chairs for the church entertainment when he noticed that a postcard was lying on his doormat next to the Cogspool Evening Gazette. He picked them both up, looking with a smile at the picture on the postcard, a beautiful depiction of the Blessed Virgin Mary holding Christ – it looked Italian but he didn’t recognise it so he turned it over to see who the artist was.


      He couldn’t help but notice what was scrawled in green felt-tip pen on the back:


      
        FORNICATING PIG

      


      He frowned. That wasn’t what he had expected. Parishioners often sent him postcards from their holidays abroad, but the messages they wrote were usually of a more general nature. ‘Fornicating pig’ was a very specific greeting.


      It had obviously been delivered by hand – there was no stamp or address – and whoever had written it had evidently intended it for somebody else. But he couldn’t imagine who. Who in Little Collyweston could possibly be described as a fornicating pig?


      He turned the card over again, looking from the simple beauty of the picture back to the simple hatred of the words on the back.


      He noted that the former was attributed to Duccio di Buoninsegna.


      It was baffling, and rather disturbing. It was not the kind of message he expected people in his parish to write, and he felt glad that, by the grace of God, he had been able to intercept it before whoever it was intended for could see it.


      He put the postcard down on the kitchen worktop. He would have to decide what to do with it later, but he couldn’t very easily hand it in as misdelivered post, or make enquiries about who it might have been intended for. ‘Before we share the peace this morning, I wonder if anybody is expecting a postcard addressed to “Fornicating pig”?’


      Biddle put the newspaper down next to the postcard and the headline caught his eye. He stopped, picked up the paper and unfolded it slowly.


      Suddenly, the postcard made a lot more sense.


      


      


      ‘It doesn’t surprise me in the least,’ Lindsay Phair declaimed, waving the local Cogspool Evening Gazette, ‘I always knew there was something about him…’


      ‘Well, I must say I’m a little bit surprised,’ Robert Phair countered.


      ‘What, even after what he preached last Sunday? You really didn’t realise, even after that?’


      ‘You weren’t there, darling, you don’t know what he preached on Sunday.’


      ‘It’s all in here,’ shouted Lindsay, with a mixture of anger and triumph. ‘I can’t believe that he actually preached this filth – “Jesus had a body with a penis like any other man, and like any other man he wasn’t ashamed to use it…” – it’s… it’s… depraved!’ She flung the paper down on the table.


      ‘Well, that wasn’t exactly what he said,’ Robert responded, uncomfortably. He couldn’t remember hearing anything like that, but he was aware that his mind had been wandering a lot so he might possibly have missed it.


      ‘I won’t be setting foot in that church ever again.’ This wasn’t exactly a new idea – several times in the past, Lindsay had declared her intention of remaining well away from the general vicinity of St Barnabas. But now she felt vindicated. ‘And to think we took our daughters there!’ she exclaimed in outrage. ‘We trusted him with them!’


      ‘It’s not as if he’s ever actually been on his own with…’


      ‘And this article suggests he’s taken people home with him in the past – boys! In our church!’


      ‘Um…’ Robert chuckled uncertainly. ‘I suppose that our girls weren’t in any danger of that though – being, er, girls…’


      ‘It’s not just that I’ve been lied to, it’s the whole church that this reflects on, the whole of the Christian church.’


      Robert decided not to voice his surprise about the sudden concern his wife was showing for the Christian church. ‘I think that there, er, there have been… er… g… er… homo, homo, er… gay priests in… er… in other churches before, Lindsay,’ he said, trying to calm her down.


      ‘But to think that it could happen here!’ she retorted. ‘Not just in our village! Our church!’ She sat down, exhausted by her energetic disapproval. ‘I think I’m going to write a letter,’ she decided. ‘Yes, I am. I’m going to write a letter.’


      ‘Who to?’ Robert mildly enquired. Lindsay considered this.


      ‘To the Bishop, I suppose.’ Her grasp of Anglican hierarchy was hazy, but she knew there must be a bishop somewhere above their vicar – a bishop had visited their church once, hadn’t he? ‘I want to make it very clear that we don’t approve of the vicar in our church and want him removed immediately.’


      ‘You said that you weren’t going to go there any more,’ Robert pointed out, but Lindsay ignored him.


      


      ‘Gerard!’ barked Mrs Feehan, suddenly and unexpectedly.


      Gerard looked up from the other side of the room where he was vacantly pretending to read a book. ‘Yes, Mother?’ he said, alarmed by her tone of voice.


      ‘Where did you say you were the other night?’


      Gerard met his mother’s icy cold stare and felt the sweat prickling on his forehead. ‘I… I told you, Mother. I spent the night with Reverend Biddle.’


      ‘Go to your room,’ commanded Mrs Feehan in an enraged whisper. As Gerard hurried out of the room with tears pricking the back of his eyes, she folded the Cogspool Evening Gazette and placed it on the coffee table. She was considering her options with thoughtful fury.


      On the coffee table next to the Gazette, the old Feehan family Bible lay open at the book of Leviticus – though it was there more as an aide memoire, Mrs Feehan having learned most of the book by rote when she was a girl. Back then, she had won the Sunday-school prize for recitation of scripture by heart; the certificate still sat in a frame towards the back of a dresser in the corner of the living room, behind some cut-glass preserve jars and next to a picture of Gerard, a blond six-year-old with an uncertain smile.


      She turned away from the picture, disgusted, and back to the Bible, her lips mouthing the words to herself again. ‘If a man also lie with mankind, as he lieth with a woman, both of them have committed an abomination: they shall surely be put to death.’


      She would have to consider her actions very carefully, but she would not shy away from completing what the Lord required. God’s word made it clear that such difficult deeds would be necessary until he returned in the flesh to punish wrongdoers and reward those who had remained faithful.


      


      Sathan Petty-Saphon knew that the people who attended St Barnabas looked to her for guidance. She felt it was her duty to set an example of what it meant to be a good, upstanding member of the church, so however difficult she sometimes found it, she made an effort to be continually understanding and forgiving, setting a high moral standard but allowing herself to show loving condescension to those who were not so strong. As such, she had to be open-minded. She had maybe been exposed to more varieties of moral degradation than most other people. She was not easily shocked or disgusted.


      But at this particular moment, she was both shocked and disgusted.


      The tidings carried in the Cogspool Evening Gazette had hit her with such unanticipated force that she had, for several minutes, been completely unable even to pick up her telephone to make sure other key parishioners had heard the news. Even during the conversations which followed when she regained a little of her strength, she had found great difficulty in keeping her own personal opinions out of the telephone calls (which were strictly intended to alert people to an administrative problem which needed urgent attention), when it was important to pass on only the basic sordid facts of the whole outrageous matter.


      Having worked her way through the people she considered key parishioners, as well as her sister (who didn’t live in the parish but took an interest in its activities and should therefore be informed for prayer purposes), a couple of her closest friends (she felt the need to unburden herself, in the strictest confidence, to some people with a greater intellectual understanding of the issue) and Mrs Roderick (who was blind, so would not have been able to read the story in the newspaper – it seemed only fair that everybody should have the opportunity to find out), Sathan sat down to clarify her thoughts and decide what to do next.


      Now that it had come out, she wasn’t at all surprised. No wonder she had never felt entirely at ease with Andy Biddle – she had known instinctively that something was awry. And the reason for her unease when she had last visited him was suddenly startlingly obvious. Of course she had been uneasy, he had been attired as an homosexual! She could have kicked herself for not jumping to the logical conclusion sooner.


      Not that she had any prejudices against homosexuals. Although it was one of the most repugnant moral sins, she had always shown tolerance and understanding towards such sinners. She was also pleased to engage with the arguments surrounding the issue, for debate was important and useful. However, it was only useful within the context of a clear understanding of the Biblical standpoint, specifically that homosexuality is an abhorrent and vile sin. Sathan Petty-Saphon would happily take on board other opinions, but to question the Bible would be tantamount to questioning God. And any questions people had for Him could wait until everything else had been dealt with and they were up in heaven.


      To be any less tolerant of homosexuals, destined though they were for hell, would be to deny reality in a society where homosexuality was all but accepted. But whilst such things had to be tolerated by necessity, it was quite another matter to have an homosexual in charge of the church. Sathan Petty-Saphon knew that unless swift action was taken, it might be too late; other, less proactive churches had ended up with priests who were openly gay, resulting in homosexuals being welcomed into their congregations. Petty-Saphon would do all that she could to ensure that such liberal attitudes did not manifest themselves at St Barnabas.


      She was supposed to meet Andy Biddle at the church hall to put out chairs for the church entertainment. She couldn’t imagine that he would go there now, not after his guilty secret had been released to the public. Certainly, it was questionable whether the church entertainment could go ahead at all – in the light of recent news, there was little place for levity.


      But what if Reverend Biddle brazenly carried on as before, arrogantly assuming that everything he was doing was acceptable? That was what gay people were like, after all.


      She decided that the best thing to do would be to wander over to the church hall to see if he was there. If he wasn’t, the vicarage was only another five minutes’ walk away. Somebody had to confront Biddle, and the sooner it happened, the better it would be for everybody concerned.


      


      Biddle hurried to the church hall, his mind running over the article in agitated frenzy. Things were slotting into place, but pieces of the puzzle were still missing – he had ascertained the involvement of the man who it seemed wasn’t actually called Mick who he’d spoken to the other day, who had also been there for his sermon. Then there was the night at Different, but who had seen him there? He quickly ruled out any thought that Gerard Feehan might be involved. Then un-ruled it out. Perhaps Gerard wasn’t as naive as he appeared to be?


      But Gerard Feehan… surely not?


      Then again, in this day and age, who could you trust?


      But… but how had anybody managed to turn it into the story splashed all over the front page of the Gazette? Everything about his ‘guilt-ridden, anguished sexual frustration’ – when had he ever given that impression? And the mangled mess of his sermon… Never had a sermon been so misinterpreted since – well, since he’d made an omelette the week before, now that he thought about it, but honestly…


      He wasn’t even gay, for crying out loud!


      What could he do? Again and again he asked himself the same questions. What action could he possibly take? How would this affect his relationship with his parishioners?


      He had decided immediately that Sathan Petty-Saphon was an important person to have on his side, so he would go to the church hall and help her put out chairs as previously agreed. That would give him an opportunity to explain to her what had happened, inexplicable though it was.


      He unlocked the church-hall doors. There was no sign of Sathan, but he decided to make a start on the chairs, if only to keep his mind occupied. Now – whereabouts would she want the stage area to be? Whichever formation he chose it was bound to turn out to be wrong. Maybe he should clean the toilets instead…


      He realised that he was no longer alone and quickly turned round. ‘I’m so glad you’re here, we obviously need to have an important chat about this very surprising and, I’m sure you’ll agree, upsetting— oh.’ It wasn’t Sathan Petty-Saphon at all, but Biddle recognised the man with a beard and slightly unkempt hair. That was right, it was the man who had been sitting in church for the last few weeks, the one who had wanted to speak to him. Biddle was naturally keen to engage with new members of his congregation, but this was hardly the best time. ‘I’m sorry, I was expecting… um… I mean, obviously it’s good to see you, yes.’ Biddle hoped the man hadn’t read a newspaper recently. ‘I know you wanted to speak to me and I’m very sorry we haven’t had a chance to… er… chat. Until now.’ The stranger nodded. ‘The thing is, now isn’t really… er…’ Biddle was beginning to get the impression that the stranger wasn’t in any hurry to leave, so he would have to be firm. ‘Look,’ he said, holding out his hand, ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to postpone the conversation for a bit longer, something has come up, I’m afraid – but you can tell me who you are at least!’


      ‘I’m Jesus,’ the stranger told him.


      Biddle was about to laugh good-naturedly, but something about the stranger’s eyes halted him; looking again at the man in front of him, Biddle was shocked to feel a distant sense of recognition, and he saw that the man was indeed Jesus.

    

  


  
    
      

      PART TWO


      
        For as in the days that were before the flood they were eating and drinking, marrying and giving in marriage, until the day that Noah entered into the ark, and knew not until the flood came, and took them all away; so shall also the coming of the Son of man be. Then shall two be in the field; the one shall be taken, and the other left. Two women shall be grinding at the mill; the one shall be taken, and the other left.


        Matthew 24: 38…31

      

    


    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 16

    


    
      When Sathan Petty-Saphon saw that the lights were on in the church hall, she was momentarily so indignant that she almost let out an enraged little ‘Oh!’; it could only mean that Biddle was inside setting out the chairs, carrying on as if nothing had happened. Was he seriously still planning to get up in front of everyone on Saturday and entertain them with a song?


      She didn’t like to upset people, but it was with a certain grim satisfaction that she pictured Biddle’s face on learning that it just wasn’t going to be that easy.


      As she strode purposefully towards the hall, however, the light inside the building flicked off. She stopped, reassessing her position. If Biddle was about to leave the building, it might not be the best place to confront him. She wanted to be on strong ground, after all, and Biddle would easily be able to excuse himself from a situation where he was already on the move.


      No, she needed to get him where he couldn’t escape – far better to confront him on his own patch. It made sense to wait until he got back to the vicarage.


      The driveway up to the church hall was flanked by large bushes; Petty-Saphon edged behind one of these as the church-hall door swung open. To her surprise, two people emerged. One of these was, as she had expected, Reverend Biddle. The other person was hidden in the darkness. She held her breath, trying to hear what they were saying, but she could only hear the low murmuring of their voices as Biddle locked up the building, his keys jangling furiously.


      The other man looked very familiar. And it was a man, Petty-Saphon noted – how interesting that Biddle should bring a man with him to help put out chairs immediately after it had been revealed to the general public that he was gay. Without jumping to conclusions, she knew that there was a strong likelihood that this was the vicar’s boyfriend. Was the vicar so presumptuous as to openly put out chairs with another man? Had they expected to be welcomed at the church hall as a happy couple?


      Again, Petty-Saphon took some satisfaction in the knowledge that this had not happened, and nor would it. Not ever.


      Biddle finished locking the church-hall doors and the two figures moved down the driveway towards Petty-Saphon’s hiding place. Biddle passed her first, talking away apparently quite cheerfully, although Petty-Saphon imagined that she noticed something slightly strained and nervous in his demeanour. Exactly as he would be if he were taking his boyfriend out in public for the first time.


      As the second figure passed her, she caught her breath. She knew that face – it was the scruffy, Jewish-looking man who had been sitting in church for the last month or so. It all started to make sense. No wonder he had been skulking in and sitting at the back. No wonder she had sensed there was something unseemly about him. She had an infallible intuition about these things; she had known, instinctively, that something was wrong, because this was the man who was sleeping with the vicar.


      Furtively, she followed them at a distance. She felt a momentary stab of guilt at what was essentially spying, but reassured herself that it was for the good of the parish. And it was important to remember that she was not spying on decent, honest Christians, but on homosexuals, which made all the difference.


      In the dim evening light she could easily remain out of sight without losing the people she was following. But although she was at her stealthiest, she had an uneasy feeling that the stranger with the vicar was aware of her presence. He didn’t actually look back, but she felt as though she was being watched.


      She remembered his sneaky black eyes. Jewish people were cunning like that, she thought. They could make you feel like they knew about you, even when they didn’t.


      She continued with more confidence, remembering that she knew about him. At least, she was fairly certain that she knew.


      Any doubts she might have entertained disappeared when the couple turned into the path up to the vicarage. Before then, she had half-expected them to part company, to leave her disappointed and uncertain of her facts. But, from behind one of the gate posts at the foot of the drive, she watched Reverend Biddle get his keys out and let them both in.


      The scandal was complete. Feeling a triumphant despair at the state of humanity, Petty-Saphon was already imagining the things she would be able to tell people in the morning.


      She couldn’t confront Biddle now, of course. Not with his boyfriend in the house. For a start, he’d have the strength of numbers on his side. And perhaps they were already tearing each others’ clothes off in a frenzied post-chair-arranging passion, making love to each other on the pastel-green carpet in the living room.


      She shuddered at the thought, but let it linger in her mind while it fuelled her righteous anger.


      


      The Reverend Andy Biddle was feeling nervous. Although he had valiantly tried to keep the cheery, spontaneous chat going, he felt quite certain that Jesus knew it was all a pretence to cover up his nervousness. The Messiah had remained largely silent during the walk home, which made Biddle even more nervous.


      From the moment Biddle had first realised who Jesus was, his mind had been running over the previous week’s sermon. To think that Jesus had been there, in the church, all the time! Listening to all those things! Biddle wished he’d chosen his words more wisely, especially since he was no longer entirely sure what he had said and what Pender Gannit had merely reported that he’d said. He told himself repeatedly that he hadn’t once used the word ‘penis’, whatever the Cogspool Evening Gazette claimed. Had he?


      Of course he hadn’t. He would never say anything as crude as ‘Jesus had a penis’, even if that was the point he was ultimately trying to make.


      He immediately felt ashamed of even thinking that with Jesus sitting next to him, and inwardly repented in case Jesus could read his thoughts.


      What if Jesus had seen a newspaper today? Of course, he had been in the service, so he would know what Biddle had really preached. So that was alright. Wasn’t it?


      Again, Biddle desperately tried to remind himself what he’d really preached, hoping beyond hope that he hadn’t said anything that might offend the Son of God. It wasn’t something he would usually consider likely, his job being to glorify the name of Jesus. But having the risen Christ sitting in his church raised the bar to a whole new level.


      And now Jesus was in his house. Jesus! The King of Kings! The Lord of Lords! In his house!


      A vague memory of a Sunday-school song protested that the greatest thing you’ll ever see is Jesus living inside of me, so it wasn’t all that unusual to have Jesus in his house. But it was the first time that he had ever felt that Jesus was in a position to survey his furniture, his carpets, the colours he had chosen to paint the walls and the pictures he had on display. It had never felt important before, but now he found his mind racing through every scripture he could think of for some hint that the Rock of Ages might like pastel shades and watercolours of fields.


      ‘So… er… well, so this is the vicarage,’ said Biddle, hoping that he wasn’t sweating too visibly. ‘Do, um, make yourself at home…’ Even as he said it, it sounded stupid. The vicarage belonged to the church, which belonged to Jesus, so in a sense it was Jesus’ home. Biddle suddenly felt as though he was the guest. ‘If you… er… if you need to use the toilet, it’s… er…’


      Biddle suddenly heard his own voice saying ‘he, too, had a messy, fleshy body with hormones and bodily fluids’ and felt his cheeks burning as he completed his directions to the toilet. Why had he mentioned messy bodily fluids? Had that really been necessary? His whole body seemed to be wilting as he recalled discussing Jesus’ bodily fluids when the man himself had been sitting in the back pew. But he desperately continued to maintain his light, airy expression of welcome mixed with joy at such an unexpected visit from the one he worshipped.


      Except that he didn’t feel any genuine joy at all. He knew that he ought to, but Jesus just hadn’t come at a convenient time.


      The answer-phone in the hallway was blinking feverishly, reminding Biddle that Jesus wasn’t the only problem he had to deal with at the moment. He decided not to listen to the messages until the morning, not least because he didn’t wish to draw Jesus’ attention to his personal and pastoral difficulties. Assuming that Jesus wasn’t already aware of them. Which was possibly quite a silly assumption.


      ‘So… would you like a cup of tea? Or coffee?’ Biddle suggested. It sounded lame, but they couldn’t carry on standing awkwardly in the hallway all evening. ‘I’d offer you a gin and tonic, but I’m completely out of…’ Biddle paused. Would Jesus approve of gin and tonic? He needn’t have mentioned it, in any case; why had he gone and brought up the subject?


      ‘Do you have real coffee?’ enquired Jesus.


      ‘Er…’ Did Jesus know the answer to that? Was he asking the question purely to show up the deficiencies in Biddle’s larder?


      No, that was ludicrously paranoid. Jesus was on his side. It was a perfectly ordinary enquiry and in any case it was about time he got some real coffee. He repented of not having any. ‘I’m afraid I only have instant coffee.’ Biddle smiled apologetically.


      ‘Tea will be just fine, then.’ They went through to the kitchen. Biddle smiled again, relieved to have something to do.


      ‘So…’ began Biddle as casually as possible while he filled the kettle with water, ‘what brings you to these parts?’


      ‘Behold,’ said Jesus softly, ‘I am coming quickly.’ He looked at Biddle with eyes that could pierce the depths of any human soul and could soften the hardest human heart. ‘You might have heard that before.’


      ‘Oh yes,’ said Biddle, ‘it’s from that song by Vaughan Williams, isn’t it?’


      ‘It is, although you’ll find it originates in the Bible,’ Jesus pointed out.


      ‘Really? I must read it sometime,’ Biddle joked. ‘I’m joking,’ he added hurriedly, wishing he hadn’t said it now because it had only made him look stupid. Of course he knew that it was from the Bible. But maybe Jesus knew that he knew that. In which case, why had Jesus made him feel stupid? Or was that all in his mind? He tried not to think about it and concentrated on warming the teapot. He didn’t usually warm the teapot, but this was Jesus, after all.


      ‘You don’t need to warm the teapot for me,’ Jesus said.


      ‘Oh, no trouble,’ Biddle assured him, ‘I usually do it anyway.’ Jesus raised his eyebrows and said nothing. Biddle felt foolish; was Jesus reading his mind all the time? Or was Jesus just giving the impression of knowing everything that was going on in his mind? Or did Jesus know him so well that he didn’t even need to read his mind?


      That was an alarming thought. Jesus knew him as well as he knew himself. Probably better. He might as well have been standing naked in his kitchen.


      How well did he know Jesus, in comparison? It was hugely embarrassing – he was at a complete disadvantage. And Biddle could hear his voice repeating the words ‘bodily fluids’ over and over again and he was desperately trying not to meet Jesus’ piercing, beautiful, terrible eyes, which didn’t bode well for the future, did it?


      Biddle tried to stop thinking about it and reached for some cups. Jesus, Biddle decided, was definitely worthy of bone china. And God manifest in the flesh would surely know if he was being fobbed off with a mug.


      ‘I’ll pour this and then we can go through to the living room,’ Biddle said, every silence making him more nervous. ‘Living room? Sitting room?’ he added, flippantly. ‘I’m never sure what to call it. My mother always said living room, my dad always said sitting room – maybe my dad did more sitting in it!’ Biddle wished his mouth would stop talking. ‘So I tend to call it both, though I’m not sure whether that’s to do with the mood I’m in or… or…’


      He began a new sentence. ‘I think I try to adapt to what people call it in their own homes as well. I mean, if I know somebody else calls it a living room, it makes sense to call it a living room. Not that they’d get confused if I called it a sitting room, necessarily, but…’ he tailed off again. ‘Which do you call it?’ he lamely enquired.


      ‘Lounge,’ replied Jesus. Biddle wasn’t sure, but he thought there might have been a slight gleam in the Almighty’s eye. He laughed, just in case, but not very much.


      ‘Well, shall we go through to it?’ He carefully arranged the teapot and cups on his hostess trolley. ‘I picked up this trolley some years ago for a remarkable price,’ Biddle explained to Jesus. ‘I think it’s genuine Edwardian.’


      ‘It’s not Edwardian,’ Jesus contradicted.


      ‘Really?’ Biddle was taken aback by the abruptness of this information.


      ‘It was made in the 1950s.’


      ‘Are you sure?’ The 1950s? Biddle couldn’t believe it.


      ‘I am a carpenter.’


      Biddle nodded, wondering why the omniscient Messenger of the Covenant to whom all things were known felt it necessary to argue his case as an expert in carpentry.


      Biddle pushed his increasingly less desirable hostess trolley through to the living room. Good God, he still had that birthday card up – Jesus surely wouldn’t approve of that. It wasn’t even that funny.


      They sat down in armchairs opposite each other and Biddle poured the tea as slowly as possible, making the most of every second of noise it created, dreading what might follow. Would Jesus have awkward questions to ask him? Would he find himself forced to explain what he’d thought he was doing preaching on the subject of Jesus’ bodily fluids?


      But no questions were forthcoming. In the silence that followed, Biddle nervously wondered how many of his own questions he dare ask. He desperately wanted to know why Jesus was here, but was worried that the reason might have something to do with himself.


      ‘So… er… so you’ve come back,’ Biddle stated, rather obviously.


      ‘In one sense I was already here,’ Jesus responded.


      ‘Yes, but… now you’re back in… as… in a physical form?’


      ‘As you can see.’


      ‘Like you said you would.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘So… er…’ Biddle swallowed. ‘This is it, is it?’


      ‘This is what?’


      Biddle swallowed again, slightly angrily. Jesus must know what he meant, Jesus knew everything, even when the bloody hostess trolley had been made. ‘I mean – this is the Second Coming?’


      ‘Yes,’ nodded Jesus.


      ‘Oh.’ They sat in silence again, except for the occasional noise of one of them sipping their tea. ‘It’s just…’ started Biddle, having worked up the courage to say something that might almost be interpreted as a criticism, ‘I was expecting something a little more… dramatic.’ He paused again, and waited for the response.


      ‘Mmm,’ said Jesus, sipping his tea. ‘What gave you that idea?’


      ‘In the Bible… it says you’ll come back with… with whirlwinds, and earthquakes… and… er…’ Now that he thought about it, Biddle wasn’t all that certain what the Bible did say about the Second Coming. Of course, he knew that the book of Revelation contained monsters and giant whores and earthquakes. But he had also heard many different explanations of what those images might represent and he wasn’t entirely sure that any of it really related to Jesus coming back.


      But surely there was something about – ‘It says you’ll come back like… with… like… like a thief in the night.’ Even as he said it, Biddle realised that this was exactly what Jesus had done.


      ‘Isn’t that from a song by Cliff Richard?’ Jesus asked.


      ‘Yes, but it originates in the Bible,’ Biddle insisted.


      ‘Really? I must read it some time,’ Jesus answered wryly. Too late, Biddle realised that Jesus was joking this time, and once again he felt stupid.


      ‘So… this is it?’ he repeated. The nature of Jesus’ return might well be accurate as far as both scripture and Cliff Richard were concerned, but Biddle couldn’t help but think that it was something of a disappointment. Quite a nice surprise for the parish of St Barnabas, perhaps, but a disappointment nevertheless.


      ‘Don’t doubt that this is the start of something entirely new,’ Jesus gently said. At these words Biddle felt a new fear inside him, the fear of uncertainty mixed with excitement, more troubling than the worry of having delivered a sermon on Jesus’ bodily fluids. Poorly remembered phrases from the Bible flashed through his mind – and I saw a new heaven and a new earth, for the first heaven and the first earth had passed away… Was everything going to end, then?


      ‘So what are you waiting for?’ Biddle asked, and was shocked to discover that his voice had almost stopped working.


      ‘I wanted to make sure I was bringing everyone with me.’ Biddle met Jesus’ eyes properly for the first time, feeling them searching, imploring, yearning. ‘You do want to come with me?’ Jesus asked, after a pause.


      ‘I’m not sure that I know what you mean,’ croaked Biddle.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 17

    


    
      Biddle woke with the relieved lightness of one who has escaped a bad dream. The previous evening had thrown so many things at him that it had all felt more complicated than it really was. In the fresh light of day, he could see that that in his mind he had overdramatised the importance of some of what had happened.


      Not that it wasn’t very important indeed that the Messiah had chosen to visit the parish of St Barnabas. But whereas, the night before, the very presence of Jesus had filled him with fear, he now saw quite how ridiculous this attitude was. To have Jesus staying was an honour, a privilege, and surely there was nothing to be worried about.


      Yes, there was the slight embarrassment of the sermon he had preached, but everybody had moments of putting their foot in it and Jesus was surely used to that sort of thing by now – people had done worse things to him in the Bible than preach on his bodily fluids. And it wasn’t as if Jesus didn’t already know Biddle. Indeed, nobody was in a better position to understand him.


      With an unexpected burst of energy, Biddle threw off his sheets and leapt out of bed. He should go and make breakfast for his visitor.


      He wondered if he had any fish. It would be very funny if Jesus woke up to find Biddle frying fish in the kitchen – the postmodern nod to the final chapter of the Gospel of St John combined with the role reversal was bound to appeal to the Saviour’s sense of humour. Biddle smiled to himself, imagining Jesus’ response. They were going to get on famously.


      Quickly, he put on his slippers and dressing gown, and padded out of his bedroom.


      When Biddle reached the bottom of the stairs, he saw the light on his answer-phone still frantically informing him that he had messages. With a distant recollection of his weariness the day before, he pushed the ‘play’ button. A synthetic female voice unsympathetically told him that he had fifteen new messages. Biddle didn’t know how many messages his answer-phone had space for, but he thought that it was probably about fifteen.


      The first message was from one of the church’s oldest members (in terms of both age and the years she had been attending the church); Mrs McNish wished to make it clear in no uncertain terms how disgusted she was about the news of his homosexuality, that she hoped Biddle was aware that his shame was shared not only by the church of St Barnabas, but by the entire Christian community across the world and that her husband was in absolute agreement with these views. A similar message followed from Mrs Carpenter, who wanted to make it clear that Biddle should not expect to see her face in St Barnabas church ever again – though something about the way she said it made Biddle feel it was more than likely that he would be seeing her face and receiving her admonitions in person in the near future. The third message was an addendum from Mrs McNish, who wanted to make it clear that Biddle could not expect to see her face in St Barnabas church ever again. Biddle wondered if she had coordinated her call with Mrs Carpenter, phoning back so as not to be outdone by her. In any case, Mrs McNish more than successfully superseded the insult of Mrs Carpenter’s threats by implying that she was giving serious consideration to the possibility of attending the Methodist church in future.


      The fourth message, from Mrs Lomas, was in a similar tone but delivered considerably more concisely, expressing disappointment and disapproval without going into any details of what she intended to do about it.


      The fifth message was from Noreen Ponty, who wondered whether Biddle had noticed that he was in the local newspaper, and kindly offered to cut the article out for him if he wanted to see it.


      Next there was a message from the Collyweston and Villages Clarion informing Biddle that they wanted to run an article on him and demanding that he ring them back instantly. This was followed by an enquiry from Anne Hudson, the church organist, wondering if choir would be cancelled that week ‘because they’ve told everyone you’re a transsexual?’


      Biddle sighed.


      The next message exploded out of the answer-phone in a somewhat distorted and indistinct manner: ‘Biddle! Ring me. Now. The minute you get this. I don’t know what the bloody hell you—’ Then it cut off. Biddle recognised the voice as that of Bishop Slocombe. He decided that he would ignore it for the moment.


      By this time, he was feeling distinctly worried by the notable absence of any message from Sathan Petty-Saphon. She hadn’t turned up to the church hall the previous night, and if she wasn’t leaving messages on his answer-phone, what was she doing? Perhaps the newspaper report had simply caused her heart to stop working. More worryingly, perhaps she was doing something more proactive than leaving messages on his phone. It was a perturbing thought, but Biddle put it to the back of his mind as he listened to the remaining messages, which continued along the same lines. Some of them were from parishioners with whom Biddle had only ever exchanged the briefest of words – interesting that this revelation should spur them into making proper contact for the first time, thought Biddle. None of them appeared to have noticed that the sermon as reported in the local newspaper was completely different from what he had actually preached. Biddle was starting to wonder whether he might have said everything as reported without realising it, while his mind had relayed back a sanitised version for himself only.


      The final message was from Alex Milne. ‘Andy, it’s Alex – I’ve just heard about the newspaper article. Look, you mustn’t let them defeat you. Ring me when you want to talk.’ Abrupt though the message was, they were the first words of sympathy Biddle had heard on the issue.


      He sniffed the air, thoughtfully; he could smell something cooking. He walked through to the kitchen, puzzled.


      Jesus was standing by the gas cooker frying fish in a pan. ‘Come and have breakfast,’ he said, without looking up.


      Biddle looked at Jesus’ deadpan expression. He had a nasty suspicion that the Great High Priest was fully aware that he had stolen Biddle’s joke. In a way, that made it even more knowing and referential, but Biddle wasn’t sure if he found it amusing. It didn’t seem morally right for an omniscient being to steal jokes. On the other hand, there was something comforting about having an omniscient being cooking fish in his kitchen.


      Biddle felt his burden lift again; things weren’t all that bad. The newspaper report had been a shock, clearly as much to his parishioners as to him. But he had no doubt that the whole misunderstanding could easily be resolved. In the same way as he was now seeing everything in perspective, he felt sure that people who might have reacted to the report without thinking the night before were now reappraising their initial reactions, weighing up the exact veracity of the report and questioning the prejudices with which they had so hastily reacted. Who knows, he thought, in the long run it might even do some good.


      


      ‘A boyfriend?’


      ‘I don’t see any other explanation.’


      ‘But… at the vicarage?’


      ‘I saw them with my own eyes.’


      Harriet Lomas paused in disbelief. ‘I mean,’ she finally said, ‘one wasn’t altogether surprised about… one has had one’s suspicions – an unmarried man, well-dressed, not unattractive, the signs were there – but a boyfriend, that’s quite, quite shocking.’


      Sathan Petty-Saphon didn’t feel that Reverend Biddle was, by any set of standards, that well-dressed. But she nodded in agreement with the basic gist of Harriet’s words. Then she remembered that she was on the telephone, so such sentiments needed to be expressed.


      ‘It’s unbelievable,’ she said, injecting an audible nod of her head into the word ‘unbelievable’. ‘You would at least expect him to feel some shame.’


      ‘And to take him to the vicarage! Which is paid for by the church!’


      ‘My worry is quite how brazen Reverend Biddle is being about it – carrying on as if he hasn’t done anything wrong.’


      ‘You don’t think he’s hoping he’ll get away with it?’ gasped Harriet.


      ‘It would be pretty unbelievable if he did,’ Sathan mused. ‘But then, it’s pretty unbelievable already. And who’s to say that he won’t get away with it?’


      ‘Oh no, Sathan, you don’t really think…’


      ‘There are a lot of very impressionable people at St Barnabas,’ Sathan said with an air of foreboding. ‘Once a few people get an idea into their heads, everybody follows like sheep.’ She sighed. ‘I can’t help but wonder – dreadful as it is – whether Reverend Biddle intends to manipulate the congregation into seeing this from his point of view.’


      ‘But we can’t let him!’ exclaimed Harriet.


      ‘We certainly can’t. We need to rally as many people as possible, before Reverend Biddle spreads his poison.’


      ‘There’s a choir rehearsal tonight – if we can get the choir on our side, that would be a start.’


      Sathan Petty-Saphon nodded. ‘Yes. Tell me what time it is and I’ll make sure I’m there.’


      Bernard Lomas walked into the kitchen where his wife was conducting the conversation. ‘Darling, did I hear you say there was a choir rehearsal tonight?’


      ‘Don’t interrupt me, I’m on the phone.’


      ‘Perfect,’ he said, rubbing his hands and leaving the kitchen.


      ‘So that’s agreed then,’ Harriet said, ‘we’ll have a discussion at the choir rehearsal and work out what to do then.’


      ‘Yes. And if you get the chance to speak to anybody in the meantime…’


      ‘Absolutely. It’s important that people know – for prayer purposes.’


      Once the conversation had finished and Harriet had taken a few moments to recover from the distressing things she had learned, she went up the stairs to her husband’s study. ‘What’s perfect?’ she asked, leaning round the door.


      ‘It’s tonight!’ Bernard Lomas announced, his eyes gleaming.


      ‘What is?’


      ‘The plan! I’ve got it all worked out!’


      It took Harriet a few moments to digest the implications of this statement. Bernard had been working at his diagrams for days, enjoying his little heist fantasy – she hadn’t imagined he would ever finish them.


      ‘You’re not really going to steal Ted Sloper’s harpsichord?’ she asked.


      ‘Of course I am. What do you think I’ve been working on all week?’


      ‘But how?’ she insisted, reasonably. He tapped the side of his nose.


      ‘I’ve got it all worked out,’ he said again.


      Harriet could see that there would be no dissuading him, at least from trying his plan. It would probably go wrong and there would be nothing at all to worry about.


      But even if he did succeed in stealing Ted Sloper’s harpsichord, that would surely be justice in any case? Ted Sloper deserved everything he got – he needed to be taught a lesson.


      ‘When exactly are you planning to make your move?’ Harriet asked.


      ‘When you’re at choir, tonight,’ Bernard said. ‘Because he’ll be at choir as well. Won’t he?’ A sudden shadow of alarm passed across his features.


      ‘Yes, he will.’ Bernard’s face cleared.


      ‘There you go then. I’ve got it all worked out, you see…’

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 18

    


    
      ‘Milne!’ barked the voice on the phone.


      ‘Bishop Slocombe,’ answered Reverend Alex Milne, calmly. He recognised the tone of voice the Bishop was using and knew that the phone call was unlikely to be about anything good. In fact, it was almost certainly to do with –


      ‘Biddle.’ The phone crackled in resistance to Slocombe’s abrasive verbal explosions. ‘How long have you known that he’s a poof?’


      ‘I don’t think that he is a poof,’ Milne calmly responded.


      ‘What do you mean? Of course he’s a poof, I read it in a newspaper.’


      Milne talked as slowly as he could manage. ‘I think that the newspaper might have got hold of the wrong end of the stick.’


      ‘If anybody’s been grabbing hold of the wrong end of the stick…’ Slocombe retorted, even in his fury taking some pleasure in the innuendo. ‘It all makes sense. He’s always kept his private life shrouded in secrecy.’


      ‘Either that or he doesn’t have a private life,’ Milne pointed out.


      ‘That in itself is suspicious. No women.’


      ‘That doesn’t mean he doesn’t like women,’ Milne reasoned. ‘If you recall, last time we met, Andy was particularly fervent on the subject of Cher.’


      ‘Dead giveaway,’ Slocombe shouted triumphantly. ‘She’s a gay icon, isn’t she?’


      ‘But…’ Milne paused and swallowed. ‘You were very fervent about Cher as well.’


      ‘What are you suggesting? Don’t you dare make insinuations about me. She’s a fine woman, a beautiful example of the species, that’s all. With Andy it’s a different matter altogether – young, unmarried, relatively attractive…’


      ‘Bishop Slocombe…’


      ‘Not that I find him attractive,’ Slocombe hurriedly added. ‘And if he’s so innocent, why isn’t he answering his phone?’


      Milne swallowed. If he had known what this conversation was going to entail, he wouldn’t have been answering his phone, either. ‘Bishop Slocombe, I’m young, unmarried and relatively attractive.’


      ‘Oh my God, you’re not one of them as well?’ blasphemed the Bishop, horrified.


      ‘No I’m not,’ Milne answered, shortly.


      ‘When did you last have a – a female partner?’


      ‘Quite some time ago,’ said Milne, Annalie’s pretty face appearing uninvited in his mind. This was certainly not territory he wanted to discuss with the Bishop.


      ‘Get one then,’ Slocombe ordered. ‘Better still, get married.’


      ‘I don’t have time for a relationship, Bishop Slocombe. Not at the moment.’


      ‘Make time. I’m telling you, make time,’ the Bishop insisted.


      ‘I don’t think you realise how much time St Andrew’s takes up,’ Milne argued. ‘There’s more to the job than organising the services, it’s…’


      ‘Oh, I know, it’s also about foot-washing and cleaning toilets,’ Slocombe growled. ‘Well, this week get somebody else to clean the toilets and find some nice young lady to take out on a date.’


      ‘You’re joking,’ said Milne, hopefully.


      ‘No. What is it with you?’ Slocombe suddenly exploded again. ‘Do you feel like the minute you put on a dog collar, you suddenly have to stop having fun?’


      ‘It’s not that,’ Milne replied. ‘I remember the first time I put on a dog collar, I suddenly felt like I was visibly representing God. I didn’t want to mess it up on His behalf. I wanted to serve other people, not myself.’ He paused. ‘Which was pretty extraordinary because I wasn’t even a priest at the time.’


      ‘Why on earth were you wearing a dog collar before you became a priest?’ demanded the Bishop.


      ‘It… erm… never mind.’ Milne coughed, suddenly remembering he was talking to somebody with considerable influence in the church and a very unpredictable sense of humour.


      ‘Hah! You were trying on vestments and you still deny that it’s about looking fabulous?’


      ‘It was only a clerical shirt with a tonsure collar and I did look pretty fabulous,’ Milne sniffed. ‘But that wasn’t the first thing that struck me.’


      ‘Then maybe you didn’t look fabulous enough,’ snapped Slocombe. ‘Now, get married. This is not just about the image of the church, it’s about learning to enjoy your own life some of the time. Though of course if you get married, you can hopefully keep your job if we have a repeat of any of this unpleasantness.’


      ‘What do you mean? You’re not thinking that Andy…’ Milne was suddenly worried, but Slocombe had already hung up.


      He put the phone down, slowly. What Slocombe had said had resonated more deeply with him than the Bishop had probably meant it to. Had he forgotten how to enjoy his own life? Had he filled his time with his vocation at the expense of something equally important? And if so, why? Was it the collar around his neck, marking him out as a servant of God for all to see and take advantage of?


      Or was it just guilt?


      He shook his head and walked towards the door. The church toilets needed cleaning.


      


      Biddle had been slightly worried about how he was going to entertain his guest, but he needn’t have worried – Jesus, it turned out, was perfectly happy to entertain himself. It was just as well, really, as Biddle had a number of things to be getting on with.


      ‘Help yourself to anything you need from the kitchen,’ Biddle cheerfully told the risen Christ, ‘and if you want to listen to any music or watch television…’


      Jesus nodded his thanks.


      ‘There’s not usually much on during the day,’ Biddle continued, ‘but I have a few things on DVD – I’ll show you how to work it if you…?’


      Jesus wordlessly shook his head.


      ‘No, of course, you…’ Biddle swallowed. ‘Well, you know where it is if you want it.’ He stopped talking for a moment, then on reflection added, ‘I have a few old episodes of The Saint on video as well – I don’t know if that would be up your street?’


      ‘The Saint?’ Jesus repeated.


      ‘Yes, well, um… it’s not really about a saint, not in the traditional… er… Oh, I’ll tell you what you’d really like, though, there’s a film called The Mission – it’s quite long, but it’s got Jeremy Irons in it.’


      ‘I’m going to be too busy to watch television, Andy.’


      ‘Right. Yes.’ Biddle wondered if they might get time later on to watch The Mission together – it was something he felt Jesus ought to see, if possible, and it would be a good way to spend an evening. They could maybe fit in an episode of The Saint afterwards, by way of a contrast. ‘What sort of… er… thing have you got planned?’ he asked, trying to sound offhand and not-really-interested.


      ‘I’m going to pray.’


      ‘Oh. Yes, of course. Good idea.’ Biddle smiled and nodded enthusiastically. ‘I should probably do a bit of that myself, but you know – things to do!’


      Did that sound a bit facetious? Biddle decided not to worry about it. He was feeling increasingly assured in his relationship with Jesus, and they seemed to be essentially on the same wavelength.


      ‘If you’d like, we could take a look around St Barnabas later on,’ Biddle casually suggested. He was desperately hoping to interest Jesus without sounding desperate – it would, after all, be a great honour to take Jesus around the church. ‘I’d love to show you around the building properly, it has some interesting features.’


      ‘Yes,’ said Jesus. ‘That would be good.’


      ‘There’s a choir rehearsal this evening, we’ll have to go after that,’ added Biddle.


      ‘Why don’t we drop in on the choir rehearsal?’ Jesus asked. ‘I’d like to meet them as well.’


      ‘Ah…’ Biddle laughed. ‘I’m not sure that’s the best idea, actually. The man who runs it – he’s lovely, but he doesn’t like to be interrupted – they only get an hour a week to rehearse, you see.’ Almost imperceptibly, Jesus raised an eyebrow. Biddle chuckled, unsure of himself. ‘I’m sure he’d love to meet you, but choir time is choir time – you know what musicians are like!’ Biddle swallowed, awkwardly. ‘Of course, if you really want to…’ Jesus continued to look at him inscrutably. ‘Perhaps we could sneak in at the very end.’ He coughed. ‘Unless you… want to hear them singing…?’

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 19

    


    
      Ted Sloper experienced a distinct feeling of dread when he saw Sathan Petty-Saphon standing in the church. Please God, she didn’t want to sing in the choir, did she?


      ‘Evening, Sathan,’ he muttered, bravely approaching her formidable form. ‘Are you… uh… here to watch, or…?’


      ‘No, Ted. I need to have a quick discussion with the choir.’


      ‘Do you indeed?’ Ted’s manner abruptly changed as he prepared to move from his defensive position into the attack. ‘Do you mind me asking what about?’


      Petty-Saphon smiled condescendingly. ‘I simply need a few minutes to establish what the group’s position is as regards Reverend Biddle’s recent… activities.’


      It took Sloper a few moments to work out which activities she was referring to, then the mist cleared. So that was what this was about.


      ‘No,’ he said decisively. ‘You can do that kind of thing over the telephone, or in the pub, or during the peace on Sunday morning, I don’t know where you lot gossip – but you’re absolutely not doing it in my rehearsal.’


      The rest of the choir had started to arrive, getting their music out from the folders in the choir stalls and waiting expectantly for the rehearsal to begin.


      Sloper looked back at Sathan Petty-Saphon, whose fixed smile was now tinged with disbelief at the affront of being told that she could not do something. ‘Perhaps, Ted, you should ask your choir whether they would like to discuss the issue? After all, it isn’t only your opinion here that counts.’


      ‘It is when it comes to deciding what I’m going to use the next hour for,’ said Ted, stubbornly. He had no intention at all of letting his rehearsal become some kind of committee meeting about the recent newspaper revelations – as far as he was concerned, the vicar could do what he jolly well liked in private, and he certainly wasn’t going to let that woman foist her homophobic knee-jerk responses onto people while he was in charge, double-barrelled surname or not.


      ‘Oh, Sathan,’ called Harriet Lomas, hurrying in and joining Petty-Saphon. ‘Have we started the… discussion… yet?’


      ‘No we bloody haven’t,’ said Ted Sloper, ‘and we’re not going to, either. We’re going to try and knock some music into shape, though I doubt there’s any bloody chance we’ll even get close to achieving that.’


      The choir took their positions in the stalls. At the organ, Anne Hudson looked up from her novel, disappointed that what looked like developing into a lengthy argument was being curtailed. She was in the middle of a particularly salacious chapter involving an impoverished but handsome taxi driver called Harry and the glamorous and wealthy Lady Psmith-Ainsley.


      ‘Oh, but…’ Harriet said, ‘we surely ought to talk about… it? Don’t you think?’


      ‘No, Harriet,’ Petty-Saphon loudly announced, ‘Ted is right. This is his rehearsal and if he doesn’t wish us to discuss Reverend Biddle’s morally questionable and potentially damaging behaviour, then we should respect that.’


      ‘Oh, yes!’ Noreen Ponty exclaimed. ‘Reverend Biddle was in the newspaper! Did anybody else see it?’


      A general murmur rose throughout the choir, which indicated that they had indeed seen Reverend Biddle in the newspaper.


      ‘Well, I for one think that it’s an absolute outrage,’ Harriet Lomas declared. Another, slightly quieter, murmur in the choir stalls indicated that this view was shared by at least some of the other singers. ‘It’s bad enough that this kind of ambiguous and unhealthy sexuality is promoted on television and in magazines, but to have it in the church!’


      ‘That’s right,’ Noreen Ponty agreed, ‘there is an awful lot of sexuality on television these days.’


      ‘Wait,’ Ted Sloper interjected, unwilling to be dragged into an argument but determined not to let Lomas go unchallenged, ‘how do you mean, “unhealthy”?’


      Anne Hudson cheerfully picked up her novel again, happy in the knowledge that there was time enough for Harry to deliver Lady Psmith-Ainsley to her destination and no doubt pick up a more than adequate fare.


      ‘I mean,’ Harriet patiently explained, ‘that there are certain lifestyle choices that are not within the normative… er… pattern, as far as what is intended for… for humanity.’


      ‘You mean gays?’ Sloper clarified.


      ‘I am indeed referring to homosexuals, as you are well aware,’ Harriet nodded.


      ‘In that case, I think that everything you just said is bollocks.’


      ‘We all know what the Bible says about homosexuality,’ she angrily retorted.


      ‘Bollocks,’ insisted Ted. ‘If we took everything the Bible said literally, then we’d all be Jewish.’


      Harriet Lomas looked at Ted Sloper with loathing, all of a sudden feeling immensely satisfied that, even as they were talking, his harpsichord was possibly being removed from his house without his knowledge. For the first time, she began to hope that Bernard’s plan would actually work.


      ‘The Bible is very clear that—’


      ‘No it’s not very clear!’ Sloper shouted. ‘Why do you think theologians spend hours arguing over the bloody thing? It’s not just to give them something to do.’


      ‘Well, I’m not a theologian,’ Harriet continued, ‘but as I read it, it’s very clear that those who indulge in sexual deviancy shall not inherit a place in the kingdom of heaven.’


      ‘So it’s that simple,’ retorted Ted. ‘The queers are all going to hell.’


      ‘Please, Ted,’ said Sathan Petty-Saphon disapprovingly, ‘I would prefer it if you didn’t use the word “queer”. I’m afraid it’s rather insulting.’


      ‘Oh, I see,’ Sloper said, rounding on Petty-Saphon. ‘We’re allowed to say they’re going to hell, as long as we don’t insult them!’


      ‘I wonder if we shouldn’t really do either,’ commented Harley Farmer.


      ‘But Harley,’ Petty-Saphon gently smiled, ‘if somebody is destined for hell, surely it is the greater kindness to tell them so?’


      ‘But I think it will be terribly embarrassing if we meet them in heaven,’ he replied, sadly.


      ‘Always assuming there is a heaven…’ muttered Ted.


      Sathan Petty-Saphon decided to take control of the discussion. ‘I think that now is not the time for a lengthy discussion about the scriptural intricacies of this issue.’


      ‘Bloody right it’s not,’ Ted interrupted, ‘so you can stop poisoning this rehearsal with your homophobic opinions and let me get on with conducting this choir.’


      ‘That’s a bit unfair, Ted,’ piped up Gordon Spare from the tenor section, eager to make it clear that he supported what Harriet had said in case anybody thought that he was gay, a possibility which worried him immensely because he was in fact gay. ‘Homophobic is quite a strong word to use – I mean, we’re essentially talking about Biblical values here. The word “homophobic” makes it sound as bad as racism.’


      ‘It is the same as fucking racism,’ spat Ted. ‘You judge someone because of their sexuality, you might as well be judging them by the colour of their skin!’


      ‘It is not the same as racism,’ Sathan Petty-Saphon calmly responded. ‘When Reverend Biddle was appointed for this job, he was clearly able to hide vital facts about his sexuality because they were not externally apparent.’


      ‘Although I always had my suspicions,’ Harriet added.


      ‘If Reverend Biddle had been black,’ Petty-Saphon continued, ‘he could hardly have concealed it from us, could he?’


      ‘Oh, of course!’ exploded Ted. ‘That’s right, if he’d been a black vicar it would have been obvious not to appoint him!’


      ‘That’s racist,’ Gordon Spare said, disapprovingly.


      ‘I don’t think it necessarily matters that he’s gay, does it?’ Harley Farmer asked.


      ‘Of course it matters!’ Harriet Lomas exclaimed. ‘How can he possibly do a good job of being a vicar when he has said yes to the sinful perversions of sexual deviance?’


      ‘But he does do a good job as vicar,’ Harley Farmer replied. ‘I think,’ he added.


      ‘Perhaps,’ Noreen Ponty said, seeing an opportunity to find a compromise in the argument, ‘even if it is a sin to be gay, God can still use a gay person to do a job well.’


      ‘You mean that even though God can’t love a gay person, he can still use a gay person?’ Gordon Spare said, quite pleased to be establishing what he felt was potentially quite a profound theological concept.


      ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Noreen nodded.


      ‘In the same way as God used, say… Hitler,’ Gordon continued, developing the idea. There was an awkward silence.


      ‘How, exactly, did God use Hitler?’ Sloper asked in disbelief.


      ‘Well.’ Gordon smiled, knowingly. ‘Of course the Second World War was a bad thing. Nobody doubts that. But…’ He leant forward in the choir stall, enjoying the fact that he had a rapt audience. ‘It did strengthen the faith of a lot of Christians. That’s all I’m saying. Out of that bad came some good.’


      ‘Are you serious?’ asked Sloper in disbelief. ‘You want us to consider the positive side of several million Jews being slaughtered in concentration camps? Oh yes, I’m sure that was a great faith-building exercise.’


      ‘That’s different, they weren’t followers of the true faith.’


      ‘Oh, of course,’ Sloper sarcastically retorted, ‘it was okay to kill them because they were Jewish.’


      ‘What is it with you and your racist comments?’ Gordon irritably asked. ‘It’s one thing to disapprove of homosexuals because there’s a scriptural precedent, but you can’t say that kind of thing about Jews. Unless you find a Bible verse to justify it.’


      ‘Do you have a Bible verse to justify comparing gays to Hitler?’ Sloper demanded, disbelief taking his voice into a register sadly lacking in the choir itself.


      ‘I think it’s clear that Gordon didn’t mean the comparison in that way,’ Petty-Saphon reassured him. ‘And at the end of the day I think it’s important that what we’re questioning here is not the rights or wrongs of homosexuality itself, but the propriety of Reverend Biddle’s behaviour, where he has very openly threatened the stability of this church by flaunting his sexual preferences in an inappropriately provocative and promiscuous manner.’


      ‘In what fucking way has he been flaunting his sexual preferences?’ Sloper demanded. ‘I mean, we haven’t seen any evidence of his sexuality, short of a single newspaper article which is frankly of dubious reliability.’


      Petty-Saphon closed her eyes and smiled with a look of regretful despair. ‘I’m afraid to say… I have seen evidence.’


      The singers all attentively held their breath, and even Anne Hudson looked up from a description of Harry’s improbably manly torso.


      ‘Reverend Biddle… has a boyfriend.’ A tiny gasp went up from the choir. ‘And I’m sad to say that, even though he hasn’t introduced him as such, Biddle has been sneaking this man – this stranger – into our church services.’ A few choir members shook their heads in horrified amazement, whilst others secretly wondered whether sneaking somebody into a church service could really be all that bad. ‘Last night, furthermore,’ Petty-Saphon went on, savouring the moment of her greatest bombshell, ‘I saw Reverend Biddle and this man go into the vicarage. Together!’


      This caused a more animated response from the choir. Anne Hudson felt a shiver of excitement as she realised that a scandal not unlike those she was accustomed to reading about in romantic novels was taking place in this very village! That Reverend Biddle could be embroiled in such forbidden passion made him seem much more thrilling, more attractive…


      ‘And so fucking what?’ Ted Sloper growled, putting a stop to the frenzied murmurs. ‘I couldn’t care less if the vicar’s got a boyfriend. Good luck to them, I say. Of course they went back to the vicarage together – and again, who fucking cares?’


      ‘Maybe you don’t care, Ted Sloper,’ Petty-Saphon angrily responded, ‘and to be honest, that doesn’t surprise me; you are hardly the greatest example of upstanding moral character. But I think you’ll find that some of us do care about decent, scriptural moral values, and we’re not going to let this kind of thing carry on without—’


      ‘No, I’ve had enough of this crap, you’ve already wasted half of my rehearsal, now perhaps—’ He was interrupted by the noise of the main door to the church slamming shut. ‘What now?’ he burst out, spinning round to face the new distraction.


      A cold silence descended on the church as every eye looked towards Andy Biddle, nervously grinning as he shuffled in with a man they all knew must be his boyfriend: the gaunt, slightly Jewish-looking man that most of them recognised as the stranger who had been at the back of some of their recent services. ‘Er… sorry, Ted,’ Biddle said sheepishly. ‘Do carry on, we’re just…’


      ‘I think it is high time that you apologised to us all,’ Sathan Petty-Saphon informed him icily. Biddle looked at her uncomprehendingly. She paused expectantly but, seeing his look of confusion, carried on with renewed indignation. ‘Perhaps you don’t think you need to apologise? For your brazen sexual indiscretion? Do you perhaps hope to win us round, by parading this demimondaine, your boyfriend,’ she sneered the word as if it was a disease, ‘in front of your parishioners?’


      There was a moment’s tense silence as Biddle realised what he was accused of, then it dawned on him how terribly rude this must look to the Prince of Peace. ‘Oh… Jesus,’ he said apologetically, turning to the man in question.


      ‘Do you hope to make things better by taking the Lord’s name in vain?’ enquired Petty-Saphon, folding her hands with a satisfied look of triumph.


      ‘No… erm, listen, everybody, he’s not… I’m not…’ Biddle paused for breath. ‘If I could introduce you to, er… Jesus Christ… you’ve heard me talk about him…’


      One by one, the assembled company looked at the visitor and saw, with surprise, that he was indeed Jesus Christ. Now that it had been pointed out to them, it seemed so obvious.


      Harriet Lomas’s heart leapt in terror. She could feel Jesus’ eyes on her, piercing her to the soul… He knew, she felt sure; Jesus knew that even as they stood there, her husband was stealing Ted Sloper’s harpsichord. His eyes burned accusingly into her and she felt sure that her guilt must be visible to everybody else. Surely they had all noticed that Jesus was looking at her? She wanted to deny all responsibility, to make it clear then and there that it had been her husband’s idea all along, Bernard’s idea, not hers… but she remained frozen to the spot, silent and terrified.


      Sathan Petty-Saphon, exposed at the front of the group, her arms still folded in false victory, realised that she was in a difficult situation. ‘Indeed…’ she stuttered. ‘That’s all very well, but you can see why this kind of misunderstanding happens, Reverend… and I hold you responsible for not informing us sooner of this visit.’


      ‘But Jesus only introduced himself to me yesterday,’ Biddle insisted, defensively. ‘I haven’t had time to tell people about him. I’ll make sure it goes into the next parish newsletter so that everybody knows, but…’


      ‘Yes,’ agreed Petty-Saphon, reluctant to relinquish the centre stage, and still certain that she could rescue the situation. ‘Yes, but what we were discussing…’ She turned to Jesus. ‘… and what I feel Jesus might be able to help us with, at this juncture, is the issue of homosexuality.’


      ‘Now, wait a f… minute,’ Ted Sloper said, managing to avoid a potentially offensive expletive in the nick of time as he caught Jesus’ eye, ‘we were not discussing that. We were about to start this choir rehearsal, at long bloody last.’ Damn! He’d said ‘bloody’. Maybe he could get away with one of those as it wasn’t a very bad swear word. But he’d also thought the word ‘damn’ which was probably worse – did Jesus know about that? Could Jesus read his mind? He was already feeling deeply embarrassed about his failed attempt to get Jesus to sing tenor in his choir – had he used any bad language then? He couldn’t remember. Surely not in front of a complete stranger? Though there might have been a ‘bloody’. Oh fuck, had he said bloody?


      Harriet Lomas continued to feel shame raining down on her. She wanted to leave, but didn’t want to be noticed leaving. Jesus was watching her – he would see, even if nobody else did. Perhaps if she picked up one of the Bibles in the choir stall and had a casual glance through it, she might make a better impression. You couldn’t be all bad if you were reading a Bible…


      ‘I think, Ted,’ Petty-Saphon insisted, ‘there are more important things than your choir rehearsal, now that Jesus is here.’


      ‘How exciting,’ Noreen Ponty whispered enthusiastically to Harley Farmer, ‘we’ve never had Jesus in our church before!’


      ‘What we would like to know,’ Petty-Saphon continued, ‘is a definitive answer to the question of homosexuality.’


      ‘No!’ Ted yelled, his eyes bulging slightly. ‘We’ve got music to rehearse! Have we all forgotten why we bloody came here in the first place?’ Damn, there was another ‘bloody’. Shit – there was another ‘damn’.


      ‘No, Ted,’ Gordon Spare loudly objected, ‘I really think that it’s important to get this sorted out. It’s a question of right and wrong.’ He hoped that if he showed a sincere desire to know the truth, Jesus might not notice that he was actually gay himself.


      Harriet glanced up from the Bible which she wasn’t reading, caught Jesus’ eye and quickly looked back down. The Bible had fallen open at Psalm 50, and Harriet’s eyes were drawn inexorably towards verse 18: When you saw a thief, you consented with him… Harriet began to tremble; she could still feel Jesus watching her.


      Sathan Petty-Saphon ignored everybody else, knowing that she had Jesus’ full attention. ‘All we want to know is whether abnormal sexual activity between two members of the same sex is morally and spiritually degraded and wrong – or whether it can ever be acceptable?’


      ‘I wonder if Jesus has a definitive pronunciation of the word paisible?’ Harley Farmer mused.


      ‘Don’t bother Jesus with trivialities.’ Gordon Spare tutted, turning his attention back to the Son of the Highest and waiting to hear the authoritative answer on homosexuality.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 20

    


    
      As Harriet Lomas hurried home, an oppressive sense of dread filled her. When she had left the house, it had been with a vague certainty that Bernard wasn’t capable of successfully stealing a harpsichord; that no plan he had devised was ever actually going to reach the stage of being carried out, because Bernard simply wasn’t very good at finishing things.


      As she hastily walked back, any such certainty was fast diminishing, to be replaced by a claustrophobic terror that stealing a harpsichord was probably a mortal sin and the Son of God happened to be here in Little Collyweston at the same time as her husband was doing it.


      Even if Bernard didn’t succeed, Jesus was interested in intentions, wasn’t he? He would know that the deed had been planned, even if wasn’t carried out. Wasn’t that almost as bad?


      Harriet had been painfully aware of the presence of God throughout the choir rehearsal. Throughout the debate about homosexuality (during which Jesus had remained oddly silent), she had been aware only of the Judge of the Living and the Dead watching her, his knowing eyes condemning her complicity in Bernard’s actions. She had flicked through the Bible with increasing urgency, desperately trying to keep her mind from thinking about harpsichords, but somehow she couldn’t rid herself of a vision of Bernard stealing Ted Sloper’s instrument. The way she pictured it, Bernard was lifting the harpsichord out of Ted’s house through a hole in the roof using a large crane, although she knew that couldn’t be Bernard’s actual plan – it would attract far too much attention and, in any case, where would he get a crane from?


      Whatever method he ultimately used, though, Harriet was, in some way, an accomplice to theft.


      She continued to tell herself that she hadn’t wanted Bernard to steal the harpsichord, she had never encouraged the plan, and if she hadn’t actively discouraged it, it was because she knew that Bernard needed these things to keep him occupied. No English court of law would find it in their hearts to condemn her for a single thing. But she had a feeling that Jesus had a rather different set of standards to English law, and the more she tried to justify her actions to herself, the more guilty she felt.


      The choir rehearsal had finally got underway, but Harriet had been entirely incapable of concentrating. Jesus had been sitting in the church, quietly watching the choir – watching her.


      Surely he hadn’t come to Little Collyweston purely because Bernard was stealing a harpsichord? There must be worse things going on in the world, more important sins for him to punish?


      But then, why was he here? Reverend Biddle had been very vague on the subject – perhaps Jesus hadn’t even told him. Unless Jesus was here to deal with her sinful activities – in which case, perhaps Jesus had told Reverend Biddle, and they were both keeping quiet about it until the time was right to…


      To what? Harriet’s imagination started to run wild with increasingly alarming ideas. Was she to be publicly shamed at Sunday’s church service? Would Jesus take her with him to another plane of existence?


      In her youth, a Sunday-school teacher had once told Harriet that before going to heaven, every human being would have to sit down and watch a long film of all the bad things they had ever done. It was an image that had stayed with her. She could see herself in a white, sterile room, Jesus standing next to her, her eyes transfixed by a large screen which was showing her again and again the film of Bernard lifting a harpsichord through the roof of Ted Sloper’s house with a crane.


      By the time she reached home, Harriet Lomas was in a state of fraught nervous tension, racked with guilt and terrified by the consequences of what she could only hope hadn’t taken place.


      But any vestiges of hope vanished the instant she stepped into her living room. There, standing proudly where her coffee table had been earlier, was Ted Sloper’s harpsichord.


      ‘It’s quite something, isn’t it!’ said Bernard Lomas, entering the room with his eyes gleaming. ‘Imagine Sloper getting home now. Imagine his reaction! He won’t believe it. Do you think we could ransom it? Or maybe we should send it back to him a piece at a time in little envelopes, eh? What do you think?’ Bernard laughed loudly at the idea. ‘I suppose you’ll want to know how I did it, then? It was remarkably easy, in fact, I got this…’


      ‘What have you done?’ cried Harriet, unable to take her eyes off the harpsichord. ‘You’ve stolen it! It’s stealing!’


      ‘Indeed I have, and I’d do it again,’ replied Bernard, rebelliously. ‘What do you mean, “what have you done”? You know what I’ve done, I’ve been talking about doing it for days.’


      ‘It’s stealing!’ she repeated, a look of panic on her face. ‘I didn’t think that you would actually do it!’


      ‘Why not? For God’s sake, of course I was going to do it. You don’t think I’d sit making all those plans just to keep myself occupied?’


      ‘Well, maybe you should have thought a bit more about the consequences of what you were doing,’ Harriet said, rounding on her husband and letting all the guilt that had been building up inside her spill out in her fury. ‘Did you even think about that? About the trouble you’d get us into? Did you?’


      ‘There won’t be any trouble,’ Bernard shouted back, aggrieved that his beautiful revenge, his gift to Harriet, was being spurned. ‘I can get it back to him, it’s all in one piece, why on earth would there be any trouble?’


      ‘Because Jesus is here!’ Harriet shrieked, then flopped, exhausted, onto the sofa, sobbing hysterically.


      Bernard looked down at his wife impatiently. He didn’t object to the church thing, but you could take it all a bit too far – and it was a bit late to be raising moral objections now.


      ‘Love, I know you’ve been at church, but don’t think you can suddenly bring Jesus into this. You didn’t worry about him when I first suggested the plan.’


      ‘But I didn’t know he was going to be here!’ wailed Harriet.


      ‘If you believe in him at all, then surely you believe that he’s everywhere,’ Bernard reasoned. ‘No, he’s here! Here, in Little Collyweston!’ Harriet clenched her fists in frustration – why was Bernard being so slow?


      ‘What are you talking about?’ Bernard wondered if singing in the choir with that Sloper man was getting too much for Harriet – she seemed to be breaking down under the pressure.


      ‘It was terrible, Bernard, he was there in the church looking at me, all the time he was looking at me and I knew that he knew that I knew what you were doing…’


      ‘Who was in the church?’


      ‘Jesus was. And… oh, it was dreadful, Sathan was talking away to him afterwards and asking him round for dinner, and I wanted to get there first, Bernard. Jesus should be coming to our house for dinner, but I couldn’t talk to him because all the time…’


      ‘Wait…’


      ‘… he was looking at me, staring and staring, and he knew…’


      ‘Wait, are you trying to say that there was somebody in the choir rehearsal saying he was Jesus?’


      ‘He is Jesus!’ shouted Harriet.


      ‘Like hell,’ snorted Bernard. ‘I’ll sort him out, I’m telling you – turning up and taking advantage of a naive church choir…’


      ‘Are you saying I’m naive?’ Harriet asked, suddenly angry.


      ‘No, but it’s obvious that…’


      ‘You think I’m gullible, do you?’


      ‘Yes,’ said Bernard decisively, suddenly deciding that the moment for tact was long since over. ‘Yes, I think that sometimes you are completely gullible, and I’m not going to have some arsehole taking advantage of that fact by going around pretending to be Jesus!’


      Harriet gasped. ‘You will go to hell for that, Bernard Lomas,’ she hissed, ‘calling Jesus an arsehole.’


      ‘I didn’t call Jesus an arsehole, I called this man who is not Jesus an arsehole.’


      ‘He is Jesus!’


      ‘Don’t be so stupid, woman!’ Bernard shouted.


      ‘You’re the one who’ll look stupid when Jesus catches up with you,’ Harriet threatened tearfully, ‘calling him an arsehole and stealing a harpsichord. Well, I wash my hands of it all!’


      ‘Do you indeed?’ fumed Bernard, and stormed out of the living room. Harriet was left alone with her tears and Ted Sloper’s harpsichord.


      


      Ted Sloper wearily reached his house after the choir rehearsal. He was worried that he hadn’t made a particularly good impression on Jesus. He wished somebody had warned him that the Lamb of God was going to be visiting, so that he could have arranged to be on holiday at the same time.


      Going into his house, he was dimly aware of something having changed: his living room felt larger, somehow, and blander. But he couldn’t put his finger on what it was that had altered, so he presumed it was simply his mood. The rehearsal had got to him, obviously – that Petty-Saphon woman turning up had put him in the wrong frame of mind from the start, and then there had been all that arguing about the (in his opinion) utterly irrelevant topic of homosexuality. Jesus turning up to listen had been the icing on the cake.


      He sighed and went into the kitchen to see if there was any beer in his fridge. There wasn’t, so he poured himself a whisky.


      He had done his best not to say anything offensive, and for a while he had managed not to say too many swear words. The problem was that once he had got into the swing of the rehearsal, he’d kind of forgotten that Jesus was still in the church.


      It had definitely been a mistake to call Anne a ‘fat lazy fucking cow’, even if it was essentially true. He was used to calling her what he liked, because the pillar that obscured her view also seemed to prevent her from hearing anything he said.


      But Jesus hadn’t been behind the pillar.


      Ted winced to himself as he recalled the expletives that had erupted from his mouth after five minutes of the choir failing to understand his simple instruction to turn to If Ye Love Me on page 78 of their anthem book. He suspected that even Jesus, who was technically omniscient, had learned something new at that point.


      On the other hand, when he had commented, ‘If Tallis had directed a choir like you, he would have discovered atonality three hundred years too soon,’ he was sure that there had been a snigger from where Jesus was sitting. It certainly hadn’t come from the choir, where his comment had been met by the usual row of blank, uncomprehending faces.


      Had it been a snigger? Or was it a sigh of disapproval? Either way, Jesus wouldn’t have found much to snigger about in the rest of the rehearsal. Ted had made his greatest faux pas when the choir was singing through a descant for Praise the Lord, the King of Heaven. Noreen Ponty had enthusiastically entered a third above the note she was meant to come in on, and Ted’s frantic and angry gestures, followed by, ‘Noreen, you’re a fucking third too high!’ had been answered only by a look of confusion from Noreen and a renewed vigour in her singing. Finally, at the highest point of the descant, Noreen had reached a note that even a professional soprano would not attempt without first seeking medical advice. On hearing her piercingly shrill effort, Ted had exploded, ‘Jesus fucking Christ!’, remembering precisely three words too late that the man himself was sitting a few yards away.


      Maybe he should have apologised. But he had felt a little ashamed when the rehearsal had finished, and there had been plenty of tidying up to busy himself with to ensure that he didn’t have to meet Jesus properly.


      He poured himself another whisky and wondered how long Jesus was planning to stay for. Maybe there was still time to book that holiday.


      His evening got significantly worse about half an hour later, when he discovered what it was that had changed about his house. Having decided to play through the Prelude and Fugue in E-flat Minor from book one of Bach’s Well-Tempered Clavier, his favourite piece of reassuringly bleak music, he went to sit down at his harpsichord only to realise that it had gone.


      Not understanding quite how this had happened, he continued to stand looking around his living room in silent astonishment for several minutes, clutching his copy of The Well-Tempered Clavier.


      He went to check in his conservatory. It wasn’t there, either. And why would it be? He hadn’t moved it. There was no reason to move it. Especially not into the conservatory, where it was too damp to keep a harpsichord anyway.


      He returned to the living room, still clutching his Bach, and had another look around. The harpsichord was still missing.


      Under normal circumstances, he would have panicked and quite probably phoned the police immediately. But the first thought that entered his head was that the disappearance of his harpsichord might have something to do with his lack of verbal restraint when the Lion of the Tribe of Judah had been watching him.


      Could Jesus have made his harpsichord disappear as a punishment for blaspheming?


      And if that was what had happened, could Ted justifiably report it to the police? He was the one who had done something wrong, after all, and if the Son of God decided to disappear his harpsichord as a result, might the police support the action as the natural course of justice? Blaspheming, Ted knew, was officially a pretty awful sin.


      This being the case, what did Ted have to do to get his harpsichord back?


      If he was honest about it, he was rather scared of meeting Jesus again. But he did want his harpsichord back, very much.


      Of course, there was a chance that his harpsichord had simply been stolen, in which case he ought to report it immediately. But he was reluctant to take this course of action while there was any risk that Jesus might have caused the disappearance. He didn’t want to end up looking stupid.


      He slumped on his sofa dejectedly. He had no idea what to do. The man to talk to, he supposed, was Reverend Biddle – but there was a strong possibility that a visit to the vicarage would engender a meeting with Jehovah, something he was keen to avoid.


      Ted tried phoning the vicarage, but it was engaged.


      ‘Christ,’ he muttered bitterly, then bit his tongue, glancing around in fear that his piano might suddenly disappear as well.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 21

    


    
      ‘The point is not to tell Jesus where he should eat,’ Sathan Petty-Saphon explained, ‘it is to ensure that should Jesus need to eat, he will know where to go. That is why I suggest we set up a rota.’


      Biddle sighed. Sathan Petty-Saphon had been talking to him on the telephone for nearly half an hour now, and his patience was wearing dangerously thin. ‘I don’t think he does need places to eat, Sathan,’ he explained. ‘I’ve told him that he is welcome to any of the food in my house. But the only thing he’s eaten so far is a couple of fish he cooked for breakfast, and now I think about it, I’m pretty sure I didn’t have any fish in the house to begin with so I suspect he either caught his own, or made them out of the five loaves I had in the bread bin.’


      ‘Really?’ asked Petty-Saphon suspiciously. ‘Are the bread loaves gone?’


      ‘It was a joke.’ Biddle sighed. ‘I didn’t really have five bread loaves in the bread bin.’


      ‘But that’s exactly the point I’m making: do you have enough bread in your bread bin, in case Jesus needs bread?’


      ‘My house is pretty well-stocked,’ Biddle reassured her. ‘Except for a lack of real coffee and gin, I think I’ve got everything Jesus might need.’ He could sense Sathan Petty-Saphon’s annoyance seeping down the telephone line. ‘In any case, as I’ve been trying to say, he doesn’t seem to need anything.’


      ‘Well, he looked like he needed a good solid meal to me. He’s too skinny.’


      ‘Sathan, you can’t say that about the Messiah.’


      ‘I don’t see why not. If he looks like he needs feeding up, then it’s because he does and, as Anglicans, we are the obvious people to do it.’


      ‘Sathan,’ Biddle struggled to drill his point home to her, ‘Jesus did decline your offer of dinner.’


      ‘He politely turned down the offer so as not to cause me too much trouble,’ Petty-Saphon contradicted him.


      ‘I don’t think that it was a polite refusal,’ Biddle insisted. ‘I think he didn’t want to go.’ The comment was received with a moment’s silence; so rare was this in a conversation with Sathan Petty-Saphon that Biddle hastily went on, ‘I think he’s just too busy.’


      ‘Doing what?’ demanded Petty-Saphon.


      ‘I don’t know,’ Biddle replied miserably. This was something of a sore topic – it was all very well to have a special guest like Jesus staying, but Jesus seemed to have his own agenda. Biddle had no idea what was on it, but it was getting in the way of Biddle’s plans. Jesus had completely ignored all hints that he might want to stay in with a bottle of Cuvée Prestige and watch The Mission. Where the Deliverer was now, Biddle had no idea, though he currently felt in need of some form of deliverance, if only from Sathan Petty-Saphon.


      ‘Reverend Biddle,’ Sathan Petty-Saphon said, as if beginning a new paragraph in a lengthy diatribe, ‘I’m going to be blunt. Do you really feel that the vicarage is the right place for Jesus to be staying.’ It wasn’t a question, so much as a statement that the vicarage was absolutely not the right place for Jesus to be staying.


      ‘Of course it’s the right place for Jesus to stay,’ Biddle answered irritably. ‘It’s the vicarage, which belongs to the church. It therefore belongs to him. If anybody shouldn’t be there, it’s me.’


      ‘Theoretically that’s all true,’ agreed Petty-Saphon, ‘it’s simply that other people in the parish have bigger and, if we’re honest, nicer houses, and I would hope that Jesus could be given as suitably illustrious a welcome as we are able to offer.’


      ‘I see.’


      ‘All I wanted to make clear was that, should you see fit to move Jesus to a bigger residence – and after all, it can’t be easy for you, either, having him in your way all the time…’


      ‘He’s not in my way,’ Biddle snapped, now audibly annoyed. He wished that Jesus was in his way. He wished he knew where the hell Jesus was.


      Well – not where the hell, naturally. That was an inappropriate expression. Wherever Jesus was, it certainly wasn’t hell.


      


      In fact, Jesus was in Cogspool, which was a little less like hell than an evening eating dinner with Sathan Petty-Saphon. Instead, he was eating kebabs with the homeless and disenfranchised; the food was hellish, but to the homeless and disenfranchised it might as well have been a gourmet meal – it was food that they needed, and it was welcome. Furthermore, in the company of Jesus it somehow tasted a hundred times better than anything they’d ever eaten before.


      ‘We’ve done church, yeah?’ one of the homeless people told Jesus, his mouth half-full of gourmet kebab. ‘The vicar down the road, he’s alright. Always got the doors open. I sometimes, like, go inside for a bit. Not when they’re doin’ religion, though.’


      ‘Nah, we’re not religious,’ a younger man agreed. ‘Don’t understand all that talkin’ Catholic over each other, but it’s, like, friendly, an’ he’s a good man. Keeps ’is eye open for us, y’know.’


      ‘Father Alex,’ the other continued. ‘Know ’im?’


      Jesus nodded. ‘Oh, yes,’ he said, ‘I know him.’


      As they gratefully ate every last mouthful of their kebabs, Jesus explained to them what went on inside his Father’s house. They listened in rapt silence, until Jesus finally asked them to come home with him.


      It was an open invitation he had been extending to anybody and everybody, but the people who were interested were mainly the homeless and disenfranchised.


      


      ‘But, should things become difficult, that’s all, my house is always open to him.’


      ‘Thank you, Mrs Petty-Saphon.’


      ‘Sathan, please. Now…’


      Biddle groaned. That ‘now’ was the start of yet another paragraph. Not for the first time that evening, he muttered a quick prayer pleading for some excuse to put the phone down. ‘I presume you’ve told Jesus about the parish entertainment tomorrow?’


      ‘Yes,’ Biddle answered uncertainly. The topic must have come up when he was putting out chairs, even if he couldn’t remember specifically telling Jesus about the event.


      ‘Is he coming?’


      ‘I… it seems probable that he has other things to do.’ Biddle felt that if Jesus wasn’t keen to see The Mission, he was unlikely to make a great effort to come to the parish entertainment, which didn’t even feature Jeremy Irons.


      ‘Hmmph.’ This clearly wasn’t good enough for Sathan Petty-Saphon. ‘Perhaps you could impress on him that it is one of the most important social events on our church calendar. Since he has come to visit our church, I feel he would want to be made properly aware of the event.’


      ‘Yes, yes,’ muttered Biddle, thoroughly irked that Sathan Petty-Saphon was giving him orders to relay to Christ, which in terms of hierarchy was entirely the wrong way round.


      ‘He might even like to take part.’


      ‘Doing what?’ Biddle asked, incredulously. ‘You want him to get up onstage and perform his greatest miracles for us?’


      ‘He might like to do something,’ Petty-Saphon insisted. ‘Perhaps he could tell a parable. Which brings me to the matter of Sunday.’


      ‘What about Sunday?’ Biddle asked, through gritted teeth.


      ‘I wonder if you should ask Jesus if he would like to preach?’


      Biddle was furious that he hadn’t thought of it himself. ‘Of course I’ve asked him to preach.’


      ‘And?’


      ‘He…’ Biddle paused. ‘He said he’d think about it.’


      ‘I’m slightly concerned that…’ Sathan Petty-Saphon’s concern was interrupted by Biddle’s doorbell. He sighed in relief.


      ‘Excuse me, I think that’s Jesus now,’ he told her. ‘I’m afraid we’ll have to discuss this another time.’ He hurriedly put the telephone down without waiting for a response, feeling a simultaneous stab of guilt at what, in his job, constituted an unprofessional level of rudeness.


      When he opened his front door, he was surprised to see that there was nobody outside. He looked around, whilst the idea that Jesus might have turned himself invisible flickered into his mind. He dismissed the idea quickly – there was no example in scripture of Jesus turning himself invisible, so what possible reason would there be to do it in Little Collyweston?


      Biddle was about to close the door when he heard a voice hissing at him. ‘Vicar!’ it said.


      ‘Yes?’ Biddle replied, for he was indeed the vicar. ‘Who is that?’


      Ted Sloper’s face emerged from the bushes opposite Biddle’s house.


      ‘Is Jesus there?’ Sloper enquired, still hissing.


      ‘No, I’m afraid he’s—’


      ‘Thank God,’ said Sloper, darting out of the bushes and into the vicarage.


      Bemused, Biddle closed the front door after him.


      ‘What’s the matter?’ he asked.


      ‘I need your advice,’ panted Sloper. There was a wild, distraught look in his face.


      ‘That’s what I’m here for,’ Biddle said, with a smile.


      Sloper observed Biddle’s smile morosely – did the man never have a bad day? ‘It’s… er… complicated,’ he started.


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘I think…’ Sloper drew in a deep breath. ‘When I got home from choir… I found that my harpsichord had gone missing.’ Biddle nodded with an encouraging smile, then realised what Sloper had said and quickly replaced his smile with a look of concern.


      ‘You need to tell the police, Ted, not me.’


      ‘Yes… no, no, the thing is…’ Sloper leant forward. ‘I think that it might have been taken by Jesus.’


      It took Biddle several seconds to try and make sense of this new statement. ‘Why do you think that, exactly, Ted?’ he slowly asked.


      ‘Don’t you think it’s a bit strange?’ Ted asked, hoarsely. ‘Jesus turns up, then my harpsichord disappears?’


      ‘I think Jesus has got better things to do than play your harpsichord, Ted.’ Biddle frowned. Did Ted know something that he didn’t? Could the Alpha and Omega be spending his time playing a stolen harpsichord in a secret location?


      ‘No, but… I think he’s taken it… as a punishment.’


      Again, it took Biddle a significant amount of time to absorb this idea.


      ‘Why a punishment?’


      ‘Because I used all those swear words in the rehearsal. Because I blasphemed.’


      Biddle considered this. Ted had indeed used quite a lot of swear words in the rehearsal, and let out an ill-considered ‘Jesus fucking Christ’… but surely Jesus wasn’t the type to waste time confiscating musical instruments because of that?


      ‘I’m not sure Jesus even noticed you swearing,’ Biddle said, unconvincingly. ‘He’s very busy with… with other things.’


      ‘Of course he noticed,’ snorted Ted, ‘he’s God, isn’t he?’


      ‘Well… yes,’ admitted Biddle.


      ‘So… what do I do? How do I get my harpsichord back? Do I need to repent, or… or… do I need absolution, whatever that is?’


      ‘Repenting’s never a bad idea,’ Biddle said, thoughtfully. ‘But… I’m just not sure that Jesus has got your harpsichord. You’ll have to speak to him.’


      ‘No!’ Sloper hurriedly said. ‘No, I can’t do that.’


      ‘I’ll ask him, then,’ reasoned Biddle. ‘Would you mind?’


      ‘Not at all. As I said, I’m not sure he will have it, but…’


      ‘Thank you,’ said Ted, his respect for Biddle having experienced a sudden, unexpected growth. ‘I… I really appreciate that.’ He turned to leave, then turned back quickly. ‘I mean… as long as you don’t think it will make him angry?’


      ‘I think it will be fine,’ Biddle reassured Sloper, seeing him to the door.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 22

    


    
      Gerard Feehan was in hell.


      His mother had not spoken a word to him since sending him upstairs to his room two evenings ago. She had continued to put food on the table for him at the usual times, but she did so without speaking or looking at him, apparently without even noticing that he had come to eat it. It was worse than disdain – it was dismissal.


      Apart from these wordless, miserable mealtimes, Gerard had been sitting tearfully in his room wondering exactly what his mother had heard – how she had heard – and whether she would ever forgive him. And waiting for the phone to ring.


      Gerard had given Pender Gannit his telephone number before leaving him and it was now a constant source of worry. He was worried that Pender would ring, that Pender would end up talking to his mother, which under the present circumstances might be the worst possible thing to happen.


      But Gerard was also desperately wishing that the phone would ring, that he would be able to talk to Pender again. Each distant noise in the house made him jump up with a start, full of hope, full of fear… but the phone rarely rang in the Feehan household.


      On the one occasion when it had, Gerard had felt his heart leap into his mouth so that he could actually feel it there, pumping away on top of his tongue and choking him; unable to breathe, he had crept to the top of the stairs and listened to his mother picking up the telephone – please God don’t let it be him, talking to Mother – but let it be him, forget the consequences, it had to be him – but Gerard wasn’t sure he even could talk to Pender, not now – he didn’t want to, that was it, he didn’t really want to anyway…


      And when Mrs Feehan’s muttered responses on the telephone made it apparent that it wasn’t Pender at all, Gerard had returned to his room overcome with despair. It had been several days now – had something gone wrong? Had Pender lost the number?


      Or didn’t Pender care about him enough to get in touch?


      Worst still, what if Pender was with somebody else? This idea tormented Gerard most of all, the thought of Pender in bed with another person, giving his love to a different body as freely as he’d given it to Gerard. The image would quickly become unbearable and Gerard would force it from his mind, but it always remained somewhere far back in his consciousness, a niggling insecurity that constantly threatened to force itself back into Gerard’s thoughts.


      Why hadn’t he asked Pender for his phone number? Perhaps Pender had forgotten that Gerard didn’t have his number and was waiting for Gerard to ring him. Maybe Pender was going through the same agony as Gerard.


      That, Gerard knew, was pretty unlikely. He also knew that the likelihood was that Pender really didn’t care all that much, and probably wouldn’t be all that interested in getting in touch again. But Gerard still hoped against hope that the telephone would ring and that it would be for him, Pender saying, ‘I’m so sorry I haven’t phoned sooner, I lost the bit of paper your number was written on, but I’d really like to meet up again… if you’d like to…?’


      And they would meet up and see each other, smiling, hug each other, talk nervously… Pender would say how much he had missed Gerard, Gerard would admit that he thought he might be falling in love with Pender, who wouldn’t say anything, he would just grin and kiss Gerard and hold on to him tenderly…


      These fantasies offered Gerard occasional moments of respite from his torture; having slept no more than a few hours over the last couple of nights, he found that the images in his head were beginning to take on a more solid form, almost more real than the bedroom he was entombed in. But, as each fantasy faded back into unreality, Gerard would be left with an even greater sense of hopelessness, an empty loneliness that seemed more real and tangible than anything else.


      He had woken from an uneasy hour’s sleep in the early hours of the morning and felt Pender’s form in the bed next to him, and in a state of half-sleep he had experienced Pender leaning over him and kissing him. He had woken with a jolt in an empty bed and another wave of loneliness had swept over him. As he huddled in his bed, shaking and sobbing, he felt that he had never been so afraid.


      There was not even anyone to pray to: God had deserted him. Gerard knew that God could not be interested in somebody who had sinned as he had. God had turned his eyes away from Gerard even before his mother had, and it was no more than he deserved. He was on his own.


      The loneliness, combined with the tension of not knowing what was going to happen, what his mother would do and whether Pender would ring back, was more than he could bear – it was, he felt, threatening to kill him. But he was trapped; there was nothing he could do and nowhere he could go, so he continued to wait, trapped with his unbearable thoughts which went round and round in his head but led nowhere.


      


      Meanwhile, Mrs Feehan sat in her living room, motionless in her hard-backed armchair. Sometimes she looked at the framed pictures in the room, all of them showing the same boy. The smiling face of the baby in his pram, the colours slightly faded now but the memory still warm and happy. The toddler in the snow, wrapped up in so many clothes that it was impossible to make out his face (which was just as well, because at the time he was monotonously crying on account of the cold). The small, frightened blond boy on his first day at school. And the same boy as he had grown older, still in school uniform, still pale and awkward, his face growing in seriousness with each passing year. And him as a young man, standing next to Mrs Feehan, his arm tentatively encircling her rigid shoulders, her stern face next to his…


      A mother with her only child. Her boy, the boy she had brought up on her own.


      Mrs Feehan had not, however, been enjoying happy memories. As she had glanced from photograph to photograph, frozen in time in their frames, they had only made clearer the indignity of what had happened. The corruption that had been visited upon her family. The look on their faces testifies against them; they parade their sin like Sodom…


      The pale boy in the photographs had been irredeemably corrupted by Reverend Andy Biddle.


      The very thought of the name made Mrs Feehan’s body tense up; she was sitting so rigidly that she ran a serious risk of cracking down the middle.


      At mealtimes, she would stand up from her chair and prepare food for two people. She could not bring herself to look at, or even think about, the other figure who ate with her. She prepared meals for two people because that was what she had always done. But she knew that things could not continue to go on as they had always done.


      Woe to them! They have brought disaster upon themselves. The Lord had rained down burning sulphur on Sodom and Gomorrah, and so he might justly choose to punish her own tainted household. It was surely for such events that her house was insured against Acts of God. But burning sulphur could not be relied upon in twenty-first-century England and, this being the case, she would not recoil from her duties as a vessel of the Lord’s castigation. She had considered the situation and consulted the scriptures and the instructions of the Lord were very clear. Fortunately, the Lord had also supplied her with the means to deal out the allotted penalty, so there was no need for burning sulphur.


      Woe to the wicked! Disaster is upon them! They will be paid back for what their hands have done.


      Yes, there would be a reckoning. Not only with the boy – with the vicar.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 23

    


    
      On Saturday morning, Jesus beat Biddle into the kitchen again; this time, Biddle found the Son of God making an omelette.


      ‘You were quite right about not whisking the eggs for too long,’ Jesus commented. ‘Otherwise it comes out as more of a soufflé, doesn’t it?’ Biddle smiled and nodded sheepishly. For a moment, he thought about telling Jesus at length how he planned to use the omelette illustration in a series of sermons, but thought better of it. There was, he was sure, no fooling Jesus.


      ‘Actually, I wanted to speak to you about preaching,’ said Biddle brightly. ‘I wondered if you might be interested in doing the sermon this Sunday.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘No pressure, you understand, if you haven’t got time, but since you’re here I thought…’


      ‘Yes,’ repeated Jesus. ‘I’ll preach on Sunday.’


      ‘Oh, good,’ said Biddle, elated. Having Jesus Christ preach ought to raise the communion on Sunday morning to a whole new level. ‘It only needs to be about ten minutes, ideally not too heavy, either – the children will be out at Sunday school, but some of the adults prefer it to be kept simple.’ Biddle noticed Jesus’ unmoving face. ‘But… whatever you see fit to say, really,’ he hurriedly added. Jesus nodded, and tipped the omelette out of the frying pan onto a plate.


      ‘Would you like this one?’


      ‘Oh… please.’ Biddle took the plate and tucked into the omelette. It tasted divine, and he was sure that he couldn’t only put that down to his recipe. ‘Oh,’ he added, his mouth half-full, then chewed and swallowed before going on, ‘the other thing was that tonight is our parish entertainment. You probably heard in the notices the other week…’ Jesus nodded, beating together some eggs to make a second omelette. ‘You don’t have to come, if you’re too busy,’ Biddle reassured him, ‘but you’d be very welcome… er… if you’re not.’


      ‘It’s a slightly odd time to be having a parish entertainment,’ Jesus commented. Biddle cleared his throat awkwardly. He’d had a feeling that Jesus might notice that.


      ‘That’s exactly what I said,’ he chuckled nervously.


      It was, indeed, exactly what he had said. To have an evening of light-hearted parish fun at the start of Holy Week, the most serious week in the church calendar and the climax of the sombre period of Lent, seemed downright inappropriate. When he had been informed by the parochial church council – by Sathan Petty-Saphon, to be precise – about the plans for the church entertainment, Biddle had immediately responded that it couldn’t possibly take place at such a time.


      But there were complicated reasons why his attempts to move it had failed. Firstly, it had been explained to him that it was a church tradition that the parish entertainment was always held on the Saturday before Holy Week.


      ‘There are some traditions in every church that are not good traditions,’ Biddle had said with a smile, ‘and I’m afraid that I think this might be one of them.’


      Ah, but it wasn’t just a tradition for the sake of it. Biddle remained unclear about the details, but Petty-Saphon had explained that the vicar before last had instigated the parish entertainment as the beginning of Holy Week as a rather radical move to free the church from its rigid adherence to unnecessary ritual and an unnatural, unscriptural domination of attitude and mood by the church year – the vicar before last had, it seemed, been a bit like that. Whilst the idea had, at the time, proved deeply unpopular with the congregation, and in its early years many people had resented and even tried to oppose the parish entertainment, the same vicar had, on dying, left a significant bequest to the church of St Barnabas and many of the older members of the congregation felt that as long as his money continued to ensure that St Barnabas was able to serve coffee and biscuits free of charge after every service, it was a matter of honour to retain the positioning of the entertainment which he had established.


      In any case, it was already on the calendar now, and moving a date already fixed on the St Barnabas calendar would be like moving a mountain. It simply wasn’t possible.


      Biddle had eventually concluded that trying to change a fixture that had taken on a sacred quality to the members of the church wasn’t worth it, so he had reluctantly resigned himself to the inappropriate start to Holy Week and decided that, in the name of leading his congregation and maintaining a relationship with the community, he had better throw himself into it with some enthusiasm.


      None of which he felt in a particularly good position to explain to Jesus, so he skirted round the issue by saying that it would be a lot of fun and reiterating the fact that Jesus was more than welcome to come along if he was able to.


      ‘I’ll do my best,’ Jesus promised.


      ‘And of course,’ Biddle added, encouraged by this vindication from the man whose opinion really mattered, ‘if you’re at all interested in… uh…’ Suddenly he realised that what he was about to ask was even more inappropriate than the date of the entertainment, and he broke off, embarrassed.


      ‘Yes?’ Jesus looked at him, eyebrows raised.


      ‘I was just going to say… if you wanted to perform anything…’ Jesus looked back, questioningly. ‘In the performance. The show.’ Biddle coughed, trying to hide his discomfiture.


      ‘What sort of performance would you be after?’ enquired Jesus, as his omelette sizzled away.


      ‘Oh, anything, apparently,’ Biddle said. ‘I wasn’t here last year, but from what I gather it’s mainly songs. Some people do sketches, or read poems – I’m told there’s a man called Tony Paton who can do impressions of all the British Prime Ministers and Zippy from Rainbow…’ Biddle frowned. ‘To be honest, I’ve never met him. I suspect that the entertainment is the only church event he ever comes to.’


      ‘What will you be performing?’ Jesus said, a wry smile playing around his lips.


      ‘I was going to sing My Way,’ enthused Biddle, ‘only I thought that it wasn’t very scripturally sound to be singing about doing it my way, being a vicar and everything.’


      ‘Very true,’ Jesus agreed.


      ‘So I’ve written a new version called Thy Way.’


      Jesus was suddenly busying himself arranging the second omelette on a plate so his back was turned, but Biddle was pretty sure the saviour of the world was smiling in approval. He hardly liked to put a spanner in the works, but a promise was a promise.


      ‘There was… er… one other thing…’


      ‘Mmm?’


      ‘Did you… uh… This might sound like an odd thing to say…’ Biddle shifted his feet, nervously, and put another piece of omelette in his mouth, which conveniently delayed the question for a little longer.


      ‘You want to know if I took Ted Sloper’s harpsichord?’ Jesus suggested.


      Biddle nearly choked on his omelette. ‘Erm… did you?’ He coughed.


      ‘No,’ replied Jesus. ‘Bernard Lomas took Ted Sloper’s harpsichord.’


      ‘Ah!’ nodded Biddle, as if everything had suddenly clicked into place. In fact, Jesus’ answer raised several further questions, but Biddle thought that he had probably asked enough for one morning.


      


      Gerard Feehan walked up to his bedroom door for the fourteenth time, his heart thumping, his mind too confused with different emotions to properly evaluate what he was doing.


      He couldn’t. He hadn’t even thought of doing anything like this before.


      But things hadn’t ever been like this before.


      And his mind insisted that this was the only way, that if he didn’t do something, he’d be miserable forever.


      He felt his legs weaken at the thought, the idea that he was actually going to do it, going to take action. He put his hand on his door handle and let it rest there, struggling with the part of his brain that was telling him to let go and give up and go back to lying miserably on his bed as he had done sixteen times before.


      No. This was it. He was going to do it.


      He opened the door and before he could change his mind he went through it, and crept towards the stairs. He put one foot after another on the steps, clutching the banister in the hope of taking some of the weight off his deafeningly loud footsteps – surely Mother had heard him by now – but he was at the bottom now and moving quietly down the hallway, towards the front door. He didn’t pause, he didn’t look back; his heart was pounding so loudly he was sure that even if nothing else had given him away it was bound to alert his mother to what he was doing, but he didn’t look round, he continued towards the front door, undid the latch as quietly as possible, started to open the door…


      He jumped at the sound of his mother’s voice in the hallway behind him. ‘If you leave, you will not come back.’ Her voice was quietly harsh, like pepper being ground.


      Gerard remained facing away from her, his hand still on the door, frozen in panic. He could feel himself shaking and knew that the decision he had to make was going to affect everything he ever did afterwards.


      It felt as though he stood there for several hours. Then, without looking behind him, he pulled the door open and walked through.


      His mother watched him go, no emotion registering on her face.


      It was the first time he had ever disobeyed her.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 24

    


    
      Gerard got on a bus to Cogspool, feeling liberated, afraid, his apprehension mingling with an unfamiliar sense of excitement. He was free at last and could do what he wanted. He would find Pender and everything would work out for the best.


      But as the streets swept past he found his mind filling with new doubts, about what he was going to do, about his future. He felt more alone than he had in his cell-like bedroom only twenty minutes ago.


      He had been brought up to believe that Jesus was always with him. This had often given him a great sense of comfort, but now that he was in the world and on his own, he didn’t feel Jesus with him at all. He was quite sure that he still believed in Jesus, but he couldn’t feel anything other than his own heart beating and his fearful breathing. What were all those Sunday school lessons worth here?


      When he got off the bus in Cogspool, his mind was reeling with conflicting feelings, to the extent that he felt physically disoriented. This illusion was no doubt compounded by his genuine geographical disorientation. Although he had a rough idea of where Pender lived, because Pender had driven him there from Little Collyweston, he hadn’t paid that much attention at the time. Now that he was in Cogspool, he saw that it was much larger than he’d anticipated. He didn’t even know which direction to set off in.


      On the verge of tears, Gerard quickly walked through the streets, past shops, bus shelters, pushing through crowds of teenagers enjoying their Saturday by swarming aimlessly through town. Through misted eyes Gerard looked around him, at the strange faces, the families out for the day, wondering if he might glimpse Pender, if everything might suddenly slot into place. ‘Please God, help me’ he prayed out loud, and was surprised by how high and feeble his voice sounded. He didn’t feel God helping him, and he remembered that God wouldn’t want to help him now, not after what he’d done – Pender was his only hope now, and he didn’t know where to find Pender.


      Coming to the end of the high street, he suddenly recognised a billboard advertising a deodorant of a luxurious and feminine nature (at least, that is what the picture suggested). He had noticed it when being driven to Pender’s house – it was difficult not to notice, even for a gay person.


      Excited, Gerard realised that he knew where he was. He hurried along the street he was on, looking for the left turn he knew was coming, then unsure again – was this the right street? Had it even been the right billboard? – then came to the left turn and went down it.


      Now, it was just a matter of walking along looking at the doors until he recognised one. He couldn’t remember the number, but he knew it was about halfway down the road and he remembered that it was a faded blue colour and had a patterned glass pane in it.


      He counted the numbers as they went up… 57… 59… 61… then he was there, number 63. This was it.


      Hand trembling, he rang the doorbell. Standing back, he waited. He had never felt so nervous. Would Pender be pleased to see him? Or would he be annoyed? Gerard felt less certain now than ever before, but it was too late, and there was his shadow assembling itself from the fragments that the glass was split into, solidifying into the form that Gerard knew…


      ‘Hello?’ A young woman with matted, greasy hair and a harassed look had opened the door.


      ‘Er… are you… Pender’s mother?’ Gerard said stupidly. He could see through into the kitchen, where the light from a conservatory silhouetted the figure of a small girl dancing. It wasn’t a house that he recognised.


      ‘I’m sorry,’ said the tired-looking woman, ‘I think you’ve got the wrong house.’


      ‘Yes… sorry…’ mumbled Gerard, embarrassed and upset, backing away from the door. ‘Sorry to bother you…’


      He found the right house a few doors later, number 75. To make certain, he walked as far as number 93, checking for other doors that might be Pender’s, but he was nearing the end of the road so he went back. He momentarily toyed with the idea of not ringing the bell at all, because by now he knew that the whole thing had been a bad idea. But he had come all this way, so, wishing that he was still lost in Cogspool, he took a deep breath and rang the doorbell.


      There was no response for some time then, just as he was about to try ringing again, Gerard heard footsteps on the stairs and Pender opened the door. They looked at each other and Gerard smiled, shyly. ‘Hello,’ he ventured.


      ‘What are you doing here?’ Pender didn’t exactly look pleased to see him. He was wearing a dressing gown and he hadn’t shaved – he surely hadn’t just woken up? It was well into the afternoon.


      Pender was annoyed. It was barely after midday and he’d been in bed. And Gerard was the last person he’d expected to turn up – in fact, Gerard was not somebody he’d expected to see ever again. Looking at the pale, boyish face now, Pender wondered quite what he’d seen in the kid. He almost felt ashamed at having slept with such a feeble, uninteresting person.


      ‘What are you doing here?’ he repeated, using a tone of voice that made it very clear that Gerard was not welcome.


      ‘Well I… I came to see you,’ answered Gerard, the tiniest tremble in his words.


      ‘Okay. You’ve seen me.’ Pender experienced a degree of sadistic enjoyment in the effects of his cold rebuttal. Gerard’s look of hurt confusion increased, and Pender started to wonder if he might even make the boy cry.


      ‘I… I thought maybe I could come in,’ Gerard stuttered helplessly.


      ‘It’s a bad time,’ said Pender, shortly. ‘I was in bed.’


      ‘Oh – s-sorry,’ said Gerard. ‘I could – come back later?’


      ‘Really, I don’t think I want you here at all,’ said Pender. Gerard’s face crumpled. ‘Sorry,’ he added, insincerely. He wasn’t sure why each subtle effect of his words was giving him so much pleasure, but he found he didn’t want to stop. ‘It’s just, you turn up here unexpectedly, knock on my door when I’m still in bed – with somebody else, I might add…’


      ‘Somebody else?’ Gerard mouthed inaudibly.


      ‘That’s right,’ said Pender, with a grin calculated to make sure Gerard never darkened his doorway again. ‘Actually,’ he continued, twisting the knife even more, ‘we were mid-fuck when you turned up.’ He waited for that to register – which it did – then finished, ‘so, if you don’t mind…?’


      Gerard failed to utter a response and Pender gave him one last cruel smile before closing the door. ‘You bastard,’ he muttered to himself, and sloped back up the stairs.


      ‘Who was it?’ cooed a voice from his bed.


      ‘Nobody,’ said Pender, shortly, taking off his dressing gown and starting to get into bed. The other person in it suddenly rolled over, pushing Pender back out.


      ‘Not until you tell me who it was!’


      ‘Let me get into bed.’


      ‘Tell me, tell me, tell me!’ chanted the other figure, with excited hand gestures. ‘I’ll guess, let me guess… was it…’


      ‘It was Gerald somebody,’ Pender bluntly told him.


      ‘Who?’


      ‘The boy who lost his contact lens in the club last week.’


      ‘Oh – my – Go-o-o-o-o-d!’ shrieked Pender’s bedfellow in excitement, with increased hand gestures to match. ‘Oh, my God, really?’


      Pender sighed, wondering what on earth had possessed him to take Vernon Tait home a second time.


      


      Gerard walked back the way he had come, now full of a new, searing pain. He hoped only that a bus would run him over.


      The high street was even more crowded than before. Gerard pushed through the crowds, trying to get away from the faces. He wanted to be away from everything, he wanted to be alone, out of the oppressive, claustrophobic outdoors. He now knew that a heart didn’t ‘break’ in a clean, clinical way – it was squeezed by a huge fist until it couldn’t breathe, until nothing inside you could breathe, and surely no human body was strong enough to bear the agonising cramped heart that he could feel thumping and thumping with every splintered intake of air?


      He saw the open door and stepped inside, walking straight to a pew and sitting down. He was expecting the tears that had been building up inside him like a river behind a dam to burst out, but found that he couldn’t cry. He was too numb. Instead, he sat, aching unbearably, staring ahead of him at a banner of animals cut out of paper, crowding into Noah’s ark in twos. Except that Gerard noticed a single parrot, clumsily coloured in with a green crayon, sitting at the top of the ark without a partner. Perhaps it had been lost by a Sunday-school teacher, or they’d forgotten to make a second one.


      Gerard looked at the lonely parrot, on the top of all the bustling, paired-up animals. It was a perfect representation of how he felt; surrounded by people, but completely alone.


      ‘Everything alright?’ asked a kind voice.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘What’s the matter?’ asked the priest, sitting down next to him.


      ‘Everything.’


      ‘Go on?’


      ‘I want to die,’ Gerard told him.


      The priest was silent for a few moments. ‘Would you like to tell me why?’


      Gerard shrugged. ‘Everything.’


      ‘Everything?’


      ‘Everything’s wrong.’ His breaths were short and he could hardly speak. ‘Mother hates – the house, she’s thrown me out and the person I… doesn’t want me any more… I hate everything about my life, about me.’


      ‘Okay.’ The priest drew in a deep breath. ‘Let’s start at the beginning. Why has your mother thrown you out?’


      Gerald hesitated only momentarily – what did he have to lose? ‘I’m gay.’


      ‘I see.’ In the silence that followed, Gerard wondered if the priest would just get up and leave him, or throw him out of the church. ‘Is that – is being gay one of the things that you hate about yourself?’ the priest finally asked.


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Then let me tell you that being gay is one of the things that makes you who you are,’ the priest said gently. ‘Do you really hate who you are?’


      Gerard thought about this. He had never really dwelt on the idea of himself before, as a person. He tried to see himself as others might see him – the awkward, thin person who didn’t say much, with no outstanding abilities or features, no particular friends. The boy who could sit next to people at school without getting in their way, but without really getting noticed either. The boy who was content to look at other boys and fantasise about them instead of trying to get to know them for real. The boy who preferred to live inside his own head rather than in real life.


      No, he didn’t hate himself. He couldn’t see anything to hate. But he couldn’t see very much to like, either. It was no wonder that nobody had ever taken much notice of him.


      Was that the only reason he was sitting in a church, crippled by an overwhelming love for Pender – a man who in all respects other than that he had once, just once, noticed Gerard, was clearly a complete bastard?


      ‘I don’t hate who I am,’ Gerard admitted. ‘But…’ He thought for a little longer, trying to work out exactly what it was that he did hate, his face tight and bitter. ‘I hate everything that being gay means.’


      ‘Why is that?’


      Something inside Gerard snapped and he heard a list of grievances flowing from deep within him. He seemed to have lost control of what he was saying altogether now, let alone control over the order in which his words came out. ‘I hate it that gay people are so wound up about being gay that they’ve got to have – got to surround themselves in things to show and gay activities just to feel secure, their own special gay customs and gay places – normal! – how are gay people ever… and they expect people to think that they’re – carry on behaving like, like… overprivileged children when they – everyone gay has just – like selfish, and slutty, and it’s like and real love, like the rest of the world, that it doesn’t actually want actual real emotions. I hate it and I won’t…’ Gerard wiped his eyes. ‘I hate it, I want nothing to do wish I wasn’t because there’s so much with it.’


      Alex Milne nodded slowly, absorbing Gerard’s words. Although they were all in the wrong order he understood them more than Gerard could have realised.


      It was exactly how he felt about being a Christian.


      He looked into Gerard’s unhappy, broken face, and met the boy’s eyes. There were tears streaming from them.


      ‘I don’t want everything – what it and – everything – it means,’ repeated Gerard, ‘but I can’t. I can’t help it. Why, why me, I can’t…’ He trailed off, helplessly.


      Milne sighed. He felt the boy’s pain deeply, knew what it was to endure such burdens. ‘You haven’t chosen to be gay,’ he said, ‘but you are. It’s something that life has thrown at you. Life throws things at everyone, different things at different people. And life is about learning to deal with what it throws at you.’ Gerard looked away from Milne and fixed his eyes back on the pew in front of him. ‘What are you thinking?’ Milne asked.


      ‘You’re all the same,’ Gerard said, his voice dull and lifeless.


      ‘Who are?’


      ‘Priests. Church people. You talk but it’s meaningless, about life and – it’s dead, just, just statues and stained glass, they can’t do anything.’


      Milne shivered. He was worried that the boy might be right. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘If you’re looking for a solution to life, then I’m afraid I don’t have one. It’s crap, isn’t it?’


      ‘What?’ Gerard looked at him, surprised.


      ‘Life. It’s crap.’ Gerard gaped at Milne. He met Gerard’s eyes. ‘Life is an incredible thing, a wonderful gift, and quite often it’s crap. Yes?’


      ‘Yes,’ gulped Gerard, taken aback by such honesty from a priest. He couldn’t imagine Reverend Biddle evening saying the word ‘crap’, let alone using it in connection with life itself.


      ‘You know, I don’t think God ever intended life to be easy. I think he always knew it would be crap. I’d be angry with him, except that he’s been through it as well. He does know what it’s like.’ Milne leaned towards Gerard. ‘I’ll tell you something, though…’ Gerard looked at him, expectantly. ‘If Adam and Eve turn out to be real people, when I get to heaven I’ll be first in the queue to kick them.’


      Gerard managed a tiny laugh before remembering that he was miserable. They sat next to each other on the pew in silence for a few minutes.


      ‘Do you want to talk about the person who’s hurt you?’ Milne asked.


      ‘Who?’


      ‘The person you said you wanted to be with. What’s his name?’


      ‘Pender,’ said Gerard, softly. Now that he came to say it out loud it sounded like a stupid name.


      ‘Did you know him very well?’


      Gerard shook his head. ‘But…’


      ‘Yes?’ said Milne, encouragingly.


      ‘I love… him, loved or – I know – not knowing him – it’s stupid…’ Gerard looked straight down at his knees. ‘But – I really did.’ His tears were flowing freely now, even if his words weren’t. ‘And he just – he just, like he didn’t care, turned me away.’


      Milne sighed and put his arm round Gerard. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘Being rejected by somebody you love is a terrible thing. But…’ He paused, feeling Gerard’s body shuddering with sobs under his arm, ‘when relationships go wrong like this, you never really know what’s going through the other person’s mind.’


      ‘What do you – I don’t…’ whispered Gerard. Milne sighed.


      ‘I know what it’s like to be in love. You don’t ever forget… that feeling.’ He sat for a moment, remembering. Her laugh, her bright eyes with his face reflected in them.


      Gerard’s face was screwed up in concentration, perhaps with the effort of imagining a priest having real human emotion. ‘Who… I mean… you’ve been rejected, too?’ he finally asked.


      ‘No.’ He forced himself to continue remembering, her face crumpling like paper and her bright eyes weeping silvery tears, glistening on her cheeks and forcing themselves into his memory to accuse him forever. ‘No, I wasn’t,’ he sighed. ‘I rejected her.’ Milne felt the boy’s body stiffen next to him. There was a long silence.


      ‘Why?’ The boy’s voice was barely audible.


      ‘I loved her, I really did. But…’ It was as if he were having to justify himself to her all over again – and there was something in the boy’s face that reminded him of her, the piercing eyes which demanded reasons. ‘I didn’t love her enough. Or… or love her in the right way. I was preparing to throw myself into serving God, serving other people, and I couldn’t find a way of fitting her into that equation. So she was miserable, and I was miserable because I was making her miserable. I didn’t think we could make it work.’ With the distance of several lonely years between him and his words they sounded even lamer than they had at the time. Had he made a big mistake? What had he sacrificed?


      Milne thought of the time he had spent as a priest, sustained only by God and his work. Would it have been possible to do the job he did at the moment and still somehow fit in a wife? A family, even?


      As he had so many times before, he dismissed the thought as irrelevant. It was too late to change his mind now, too late to decide he had made the wrong decision. But if he had…


      ‘Why… how… why did you become a priest at all, if that’s what it was going to make you do to people?’ Gerard spluttered. Milne forced himself to look at the boy’s pale, angry face and meet his eyes again. He took his arm from Gerard’s shoulder and folded his arms.


      ‘Right, it’s like this. About a year and a half before I started training to be a priest, I went to a… a thing called a vicars-and-tarts party.’ Something told Milne that Gerard might not have ever been to a party like the one he was remembering. ‘Basically, it’s a type of fancy-dress party where you can either go as a vicar, or as a tart.’


      ‘I know what a vicars-and-tarts party is,’ Gerard said, annoyed that he hadn’t worked out the concept from the title and avoided the patronising description altogether.


      ‘Okay, good,’ Milne said apologetically. ‘Well, luckily a friend of mine at the time was the daughter of a vicar in the area, so I borrowed a real clerical shirt and dog collar from him. He had a similar build to me, even for quite an old man, so it all fitted me quite well, and…’ Milne leaned forward, and without realising it Gerard moved closer, intrigued by the story, ‘… you know, it actually looked really good on me. This guy, the vicar, had some really good clerical shirts, and he’d given me one with a – it’s called a tonsure collar, it means that the white bit, um…’ Milne gestured towards his dog collar, ‘… this is slightly taller than the collar so the white bit pokes out a bit all the way around.’ He frowned. ‘I wonder why I don’t order more of those shirts, they look unbelievably good. Anyway, this party was much the same as any vicars-and-tarts party, there was lots to drink and girls wearing next to nothing and games involving whipped cream and various items of fruit…’ He broke off, noticing Gerard’s open mouth and shocked expression. ‘As you’ll know, having been to such parties,’ he added hurriedly.


      ‘Yes,’ gulped Gerard.


      ‘In short, I got quite drunk. And I recall going to the toilet at about two in the morning, and the toilet in the house the party was at had this full-length mirror… and I remember I looked into the mirror, and I thought, I make a better vicar than I do a human being…’


      There was a long silence before Gerard squeaked, ‘You became – a vicar – because you looked good…?’


      Milne shrugged. ‘I was a very vain person.’ He scratched his chin, thoughtfully. ‘I’ve often wondered what would have happened if I’d gone to that party as a tart.’


      ‘But…’ Gerard was searching for words again, so Milne interrupted him quickly.


      ‘That wasn’t the only reason. But that was the moment I started to think about it. At the time, in my inebriated state, I thought that the fact that I looked so good must be God calling me to get ordained. In the morning, I saw things more rationally, but… but the idea was there. And yes, it kind of took over. Without realising it, I somehow let that idea become more important to me than the relationship that I was in.’


      Gerard was bewildered. ‘It must… quite a party… it must have been.’ Milne nodded.


      ‘Yup.’ He sighed, wondering why he never got invited to vicars-and-tarts parties any more. Probably a combination of him being a vicar and all of his former friends being lawyers. ‘The thing is, I think I was right at that party – I do make a better vicar than a human being. I never found a way to manage being both. And because I knew that, and I knew the hurt that would cause the person I was with, I decided that the best thing to do, even though I loved her – because I loved her – was to end our relationship.’ He thought of Annalie, their few meetings after he had broken her heart – her eyes dulled, her smile forced. ‘I don’t think she ever understood.’


      ‘You should tell her now,’ Gerard said urgently. He suddenly felt as though this priest, or more specifically this unknown woman he was talking about, deserved better, and that he might have the power to do something about it. ‘You could still make up. Unless she’s…’


      ‘Married?’ finished Milne, smiling. ‘No, I don’t think she is. But it isn’t that simple… I couldn’t go back to her, not any more. It’s too late for that. And before it became too late, I thought it was too soon.’


      ‘But if she loved you that much…’


      ‘It’s not her that I’m worried about,’ Milne explained, ‘it’s me. I couldn’t do it, simply because I’d be terrified of hurting her that much again.’ He felt drained by his unexpected confession, and hoped that it might lead to some relief in the long run. The boy was no longer looking at him accusingly, but was staring ahead at nothing – or was it at the picture of Noah’s ark? – and Milne hoped that he understood, even slightly. He added softly, to give Annalie her due, ‘I feel quite sure that she would still do anything for me. Quite sure.’ He stopped, wondering if this was still true, but instantly remembering what they’d once had and Annalie’s almost obsessive ability to forgive and forget.


      ‘I don’t think – he didn’t – Pender – didn’t love me like that,’ Gerard commented. ‘I don’t think. Not really.’


      ‘But you don’t know what he’s thinking, do you? What problems he has, why he may not be able to love you back.’ Milne patted Gerard’s shoulder. ‘I know it’s hard, but don’t beat yourself up about it, because it’s not your fault.’ Gerard didn’t answer. ‘Love can be crap, too,’ Milne finally suggested. Gerard nodded.


      ‘I don’t think I’ll ever be happy again,’ he said, and waited for Milne to reassure him.


      ‘Maybe not,’ Milne replied. Gerard listened to his own tiny breaths, thinking to himself that this wasn’t the reassurance he’d hoped for. ‘I think that’s unlikely, but I can’t guarantee you happiness. However –’ Milne looked at Gerard face-on. ‘I think it’s worth the struggle.’


      Gerard thought about this and wordlessly decided that it wasn’t worth the struggle. It was too much work for too little.


      ‘Have you thought about getting angry?’ asked Milne.


      ‘That’s bad… isn’t it?’ faltered Gerard.


      ‘No,’ replied Milne. ‘You’ve every right to be angry. Life isn’t fair, and you’ve been badly treated.’


      ‘I don’t – can’t – not with Pender…’ Gerard hesitated.


      ‘Then get angry with God.’


      ‘God?’ Gerard shivered – this was dangerous territory. ‘I don’t want to go to hell.’


      ‘You don’t go to hell for getting angry with God. What do you think the Psalms are all about?’ Gerard wasn’t sure about this – he thought that the Psalms were all about flowers and things, but Milne was a priest and ought to know what he was talking about. ‘I’ll tell you what,’ said Milne, an idea suddenly popping into his head, ‘you can paint the vestry while you’re doing it.’


      


      Gerard stood in the vestry, surrounded by cassocks, religious silverware and white sheets. And God.


      He cautiously dipped his paintbrush into the tin of lavender blue Milne had left him with, then made a few experimental dabs on the wall. The vicar had told him to ‘have a good shout at God’ and try to get a coat of paint onto every wall. Gerard wasn’t sure which was going to take longer.


      ‘Okay,’ he said out loud, with a vague feeling of fear but also the feeling that he might be doing something a bit ridiculous. Certainly he felt ridiculous. He dipped his brush in the paint again and for fun he tried painting the lonely parrot on the wall, an attempt to delay the actual shouting – but the brush was too thick to paint pictures with and Gerard suddenly worried that he was going to run out of time and the vicar would come back to find that none of the painting was done and he wouldn’t have got anything off his chest either. He quickly painted over the aborted parrot in thick brushstrokes and decided to try again with the talking.


      ‘Okay, God, what – please? – what does it mean?’ he asked. He waited for an answer, and heard none. He dipped his brush in the paint again and swiped it aggressively down the wall. ‘It’s all crap,’ he continued, feeling fairly safe with the word ‘crap’ because he’d heard a priest use it. ‘I’ve had enough,’ he continued. ‘I fucking have!’ he added, loudly and bitterly.


      He stood rooted to the spot with terror, waiting for something to happen. A thunderbolt, or something along those lines.


      No thunderbolt came.


      So he went on, adding more thick strokes of paint to the wall with every sentence. ‘Why did you make me gay?’ he shouted. Swoosh – another angry streak of lavender blue. ‘Why couldn’t I have met somebody who actually – fucking – cared for me? Not a bastard who just – who took advantage of me? Was that your plan?’


      Gerard was getting into his stride now. He dipped his brush into the paint and attacked a different wall, splashing paint over the white sheets but not caring, not caring about the mess, not caring who thought anything about him any more. ‘And why – why? – did you give me a mother who doesn’t know at all and doesn’t care and only wants me to fit into her perfect son who isn’t me and who stopped me from being me and why did you make me me for that matter you – you – you rotter!’


      He clenched his fists and raised his paintbrush to heaven. ‘What are you playing at, God? Look at me, look at what I’m going through – don’t you care? I’ve done what you wanted, I’ve been good, haven’t I?’


      And as he went on, his words started to come out in the right order.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 25

    


    
      Milne gave Gerard half an hour, then knocked gently on the vestry door. Gerard opened it, looking out of breath. ‘And?’ asked Milne.


      ‘Um…’ Gerard looked doubtful. ‘It’ll need another coat, but I’ve covered all the walls.’ Milne nodded.


      ‘Well. It’s a start.’


      ‘You… you might need to get some new sheets, they’re a bit…’


      ‘That’s fine, that’s what they’re for.’


      ‘It wasn’t very…’ Gerard screwed up his face, searching for the right word. ‘What I said while I was painting – it wasn’t as pretty as the Psalms.’


      ‘Oh, that’s alright,’ Milne reassured him. ‘I’ve got a feeling that some of the Psalms are heavily paraphrased. The angry ones, at least.’ He noted with satisfaction that Gerard’s face seemed more alive than it had before. ‘Do you want some lunch? It’s the least I can offer in return for all this work. Then I’ll drive you home.’


      ‘I told you, I haven’t got a home,’ said Gerard, an edge in his voice hinting at the vitriol he’d been exorcising in the vestry.


      ‘Maybe that’s something else we can help with,’ Milne said.


      ‘How? What can you do?’ Gerard demanded.


      ‘Well, I think you need to sort things out with your mother, for a start.’


      ‘I can’t.’


      ‘Have you actually spoken to her about this? Talked things through?’


      ‘No.’ Gerard thought for a moment. ‘We don’t really… talk.’


      ‘Maybe you need to?’ Gerard considered this. The thought of talking to his mother – discussing things with her – terrified him. But then, he’d just spent half an hour shouting at the Almighty, after which perhaps his mother wouldn’t be so terrifying. ‘Are there people where you live who can support you – maybe give you somewhere to stay?’


      ‘There’s Reverend Biddle,’ Gerard said.


      ‘Andy Biddle? You live in Little Collyweston?’ asked Milne.


      ‘Yes. Do you know him?’


      ‘I know him very well,’ Milne told Gerard. ‘Have you talked about any of this with him?’


      ‘Yes, but…’ Gerard paused. He didn’t want to be unfair to Reverend Biddle, but Biddle hadn’t exactly helped him very much. He was beginning to think that he might have read more into the omelette sermon than was ever there to begin with. ‘It’s like I say, he talks about life but doesn’t really offer solutions… he comes out with churchy stuff.’


      ‘Wait a minute,’ argued Milne, ‘I think that you’ll find that Andy is actually very practical. He might do all that smiley, fluffy stuff, and maybe his liturgy is a bit…’ Milne coughed, ‘unconventional. But he’s a clever man and he’s good at dealing with difficult situations.’ Gerard looked at Milne uncertainly, wondering exactly what actual criticisms were hidden in the word ‘unconventional’. ‘Why don’t you phone him now and tell him where you are – and tell him that I’ll bring you back later today. I’m sure he’ll have some ideas about what to do.’ Gerard searched for an excuse, but in vain. ‘Come on,’ said Milne. ‘By the way, you haven’t told me your name…’


      They went back to the vestry, where Milne located the telephone underneath one of the white sheets and dialled Biddle’s number. ‘As I said,’ he told Gerard, ‘if you tell him what’s happened I’m sure he’ll have a few practical ideas. None of this churchy stuff.’ He handed Gerard the phone.


      A few moments later Biddle answered it. ‘Hello,’ began Gerard, ‘it’s Gerard. Feehan.’ When speaking to people he knew on the telephone, Gerard always felt an irrational fear after saying his first name that the person on the end of the line would ask ‘Gerard who?’, so he invariably added his surname as an afterthought.


      Milne decided it would be best to leave him to it, and walked quietly out of the vestry. He looked around his church; it was a building which he loved, and which showed the efforts of many generations to glorify God. But sometimes he felt as the boy did, when he looked around at the stone statues, the pillars, the candles – what hope did they really contain? Were they merely cold, dead objects?


      He looked at the cross on the altar. That, at least, was real. Or it had been once. It was that which his hope was based on, which gave him the strength to carry on each day. But it was so difficult to express that to somebody in Gerard’s situation – it wasn’t something you could explain, you either understood it or you didn’t. And the minute you started mentioning Jesus, you ran the risk of sounding like an evangelical.


      Maybe, thought Milne, that was a risk worth taking.


      Gerard emerged from the vestry, confusion written all over his face. ‘Well?’ asked Milne.


      ‘He said I needed to speak to Jesus,’ Gerard told him, shortly. Milne swiftly changed his mind about mentioning Jesus. It was all very well, but it was not the kind of practical help that he had hoped Andy would offer. But then, Andy hadn’t been quite himself recently – God knows what was going through his mind following the newspaper article a few days ago. Especially if Bishop Slocombe had caught up with him.


      ‘Was that it?’ Milne enquired, hoping for something more constructive.


      ‘No.’ Gerard seemed bewildered. ‘He said that the best place to talk to Jesus would be at the church entertainment tonight, because he’ll definitely be there. Because…’ Gerard’s voice became even less certain, ‘because he’s going to be performing in it.’


      ‘Performing?’


      ‘Singing. That’s what Reverend Biddle said.’


      Milne stared back at Gerard; all the possible responses he could think of seemed inadequate.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 26

    


    
      Harriet Lomas answered the telephone with the same air of trepidation with which she had approached the morning’s tasks of dusting and vacuum cleaning. Whatever she did, she half-expected demons to rise up from the depths of hell to claim her at any moment, like at the end of that opera Bernard had taken her to during his opera-loving phase three years ago. Or, worse still, for Jesus to knock on the front door and demand to speak to her.


      The harpsichord remained in the living room, a terrifying manifestation of her shame. She had no idea how Bernard had moved it – certainly, she had no idea how she was going to get rid of it. And it had been terribly inconvenient when it came to doing the vacuum cleaning.


      She was afraid to answer the phone, but Bernard was still in his study sulking and it seemed unlikely that he would do anything about it.


      ‘Ah… Harriet, it’s Andy Biddle here,’ came the voice of her vicar from the receiver. Harriet broke into a sweat.


      ‘Reverend! H… hello…’ It was about the harpsichord, she knew it was about the harpsichord. Jesus had told the vicar all about it. She would never be able to show her face in church again.


      ‘How are you?’ enquired Biddle. He felt rather awkward about making the call, and wasn’t sure how best to approach the matter in question.


      ‘I’m very well, thank you,’ lied Harriet, her voice shaking.


      ‘Looking forward to the parish entertainment later?’


      The parish entertainment – Harriet hadn’t even thought about it. Normally, she would have been happily bustling around, preparing food, arriving at the church hall as early as possible to set everything up and generally being very important indeed. But the events of the last few days had turned her into a fugitive – she couldn’t leave the house for fear of bumping into Jesus.


      ‘I understand you have something exciting prepared for us?’ Biddle enthused. Harriet wasn’t sure if he was referring to her legendary muffins or to the trio of Flanders and Swann songs she had planned to perform. At the moment, it seemed likely that neither would materialise, not least because her songs would require an accompanist, which was traditionally a job that fell to Ted Sloper.


      As she thought about it, though, Harriet felt a yearning to be there, in the parish hall, helping put out plates of sandwiches and quiche. The more she thought about it, the clearer it became that Jesus would not be turning up to something so frivolous. There was no scriptural record of Jesus attending anything like a church variety show. He probably didn’t much like that kind of thing. And she could hardly expect Sathan Petty-Saphon to do all the work. Harriet imagined the praise that would be lavished on the organisers of the event – no, this was clearly something that she needed to be involved in.


      It wasn’t as if she had stolen the harpsichord, was it?


      Biddle, tired of the increasingly strained (and uncharacteristic) silences on the end of the phone, decided to get to the point. ‘Harriet,’ he said, ‘I wanted to give you a quick call – um, I hope I’m not interrupting anything important, but I… er…’ He smiled reassuringly, an action that was naturally lost on Harriet altogether. ‘It’s just that Ted… Sloper, that is…’


      At the mention of the name, Harriet’s heart shuddered. The little fantasy in her mind which had been playing out, of the church applauding her hard work, of modestly smiling and looking at the floor and all the admiring people complimenting her muffins and asking if they might have the recipe – and of happily explaining that it was a secret family recipe that she couldn’t really give out – evaporated instantly to be replaced by Faustian images of demons and hell. She was shaking again and she couldn’t speak.


      ‘… he’s terribly upset about his harpsichord going missing, and I wondered if maybe it would be best if you put it back.’ He asked her as gently as possible, but to Harriet his voice thundered accusingly from the telephone.


      There was no response. Had she heard him?


      ‘Harriet? Ted’s harpsichord… could you just…?’


      ‘Yes,’ she struggled to say, rapidly cancelling all plans involving the parish entertainment, muffins, Flanders and Swann, and indeed going to church at all in the future.


      ‘Thank you, that’s great,’ beamed Biddle, his cheerful response sounding to Harriet like the condemning judgement of a dark messenger from hell. She was already making plans to move house. ‘And I’ll see you later?’


      ‘Yes,’ lied Harriet, wondering how many weeks it would take to complete the transaction and actually move out – if they weren’t too picky about what property they moved to.


      When she heard the click of Biddle putting his receiver down, she held on to the telephone and wept a few self-pitying tears. It was all too terrible – to be so publically shamed, to be made to look so stupid in front of the vicar and goodness knows how many other people Jesus had told…


      Then she slammed the phone down and stormed up to her husband’s study, ignoring his inevitable fury and bursting in through his door.


      He looked up, furiously. He was still livid about the recent turn of events – everything had been going so well, so well, before Harriet had gone and got it into her head that she’d found God. Literally, found God.


      ‘I want it gone!’ she screamed, hysterically. ‘I want that harpsichord back in Ted Sloper’s house!’


      ‘Move it yourself, then!’ he shouted back. ‘You ungrateful bitch!’


      She stepped back, shocked. Bernard had never called her a bitch before.


      ‘I put all that work into doing something for you, and this is all the thanks I get!’ he raged. ‘Well, I’m not going to waste any more energy, you understand?’


      ‘It has to go,’ she sobbed. ‘And we have to go, we’re going to have to move house.’


      ‘What?’ he said, aghast. ‘You want me to put the harpsichord back and move house? Good God, woman, what have I done to deserve this?’


      ‘Jesus knows,’ she hissed, ‘don’t you see?’


      ‘So you want to move house? Isn’t the idea that Jesus is everywhere? Oh no,’ he said sarcastically, ‘I forgot. He’s here, isn’t he? Visiting Little Collyweston. Yes, that’s right, the Messiah has decided to move into our village, of course we’ll have to escape immediately.’


      ‘It’s not just Jesus – he’s told the vicar! Everyone knows about it, everyone!’ This was something of an exaggeration of what she knew to be the truth, but it seemed wise to assume the worst.


      ‘Right,’ said Bernard, slamming his fist on his desk. He was fed up with this nonsense about Jesus and he was bloody well going to do something about it. ‘You want me to move the harpsichord back? Fine. I’ll do it now.’


      ‘Not now!’ hissed Harriet. ‘Wait until it’s dark, at least! Do it in the evening, you can put it back without him noticing – he’ll be at the parish entertainment.’


      ‘Will he now?’ asked Bernard. A plan was beginning to form in his mind.


      ‘Yes. He plays the piano for people who are singing songs.’


      ‘Jesus plays the piano?’ Bernard repeated, incredulously.


      ‘Not Jesus! Ted! Ted plays the piano!’


      ‘And will Jesus be there?’ asked Bernard, thinking quickly.


      ‘How should I know?’ seethed his wife, ‘I don’t know everything Jesus is doing, do I?’


      ‘Alright,’ said Bernard, with a humourless, vengeful smile, ‘I’ll move the harpsichord back tonight. Don’t you worry.’


      Harriet Lomas, exhausted and upset, left the study and decided to spend the rest of the day in bed with a headache.


      


      Reverend Biddle replaced the telephone with the feeling of an afternoon’s good work well done. The matter of Ted’s harpsichord was sorted out and hopefully, after a word with Jesus, young Gerard would be altogether happier. Gerard’s phone call from Cogspool troubled him a little – evidently the whole Feehan problem had got rather out of hand without his even realizing – but it would all be fine now that Jesus was involved. There was just an hour or so to brush up on the words to Thy Way, get changed and head over to the church hall. Biddle was now rather looking forward to the parish entertainment, especially knowing what Jesus had in store for them.


      He was heading back into the sitting room when the telephone rang. He hurried back to it with a smile, enjoying the feeling of being a busy parish priest. He was a busy parish priest, so there was no particular reason why he should need to feel like one as well. But it gave him a sense of satisfaction, as if he was doing a proper job.


      Which he was, naturally.


      He picked up the telephone and a voice immediately barked, ‘Biddle? What the bloody hell have you been up to and why haven’t you returned my phone call?’


      ‘Bishop Slocombe!’ Biddle, still caught up in the week’s excitement and the jollity of feeling like a busy parish priest possibly sounded unwisely cheerful. ‘I’m dreadfully sorry, things here have been so hectic that…’


      ‘So hectic that you couldn’t telephone me to explain exactly what the hell you’ve been doing?’ shouted Slocombe. ‘What are you playing at, Andy? I always suspected you were a poof, but I thought you’d have the common sense to be discreet about it – this isn’t Camden, you know.’


      Biddle remembered the newspaper report with a shock – so much had happened since then that he’d forgotten all about it. ‘Ah, you see, that’s all a bit…’


      ‘And preaching on it! Have you gone out of your mind?’


      ‘I didn’t preach on it,’ insisted Biddle. Then he realised there was something else he needed to object to, and added: ‘I’m not a poof.’


      ‘So why haven’t you got in touch with me, Biddle? Don’t you realise there are consequences? This has kicked up a right fuss – I’ve been getting letters from your parishioners…’


      ‘Who?’ asked Biddle, curiously.


      ‘You know I can’t tell you that, and you probably know the answers already.’ That was true, Biddle thought.


      ‘Well, I’m sorry I haven’t been in touch,’ he quickly explained, ‘but things have been extremely busy here – you see, Jesus has arrived.’


      There was a long, tense silence.


      ‘That’s not going to wash with the General Synod,’ Slocombe finally replied. ‘They’re not that interested in Jesus.’


      ‘I’m not talking about the General Synod,’ Biddle said excitedly. ‘Who cares what’s been written about me in the paper? Jesus Christ has been coming to my church, don’t you see how important it is?’


      Bishop Slocombe made a noise down the phone involving his throat – Biddle thought that it was either an expression of disapproval or that Slocombe was slurping from a glass of wine. ‘Perhaps you need to take a holiday,’ Slocombe remarked.


      ‘I know it’s hard to believe,’ Biddle insisted, ‘but it’s true.’


      ‘It’s not true,’ Slocombe angrily retorted. ‘Don’t be so…’ he paused, ‘gullible,’ he concluded. ‘You’ve obviously been reading the Bible too much.’


      ‘Too much?’ exclaimed Biddle. ‘What do you—’


      ‘Oh, it’s a very nice book, Andy – but it’s not real. You can’t believe all that garbage about Jesus coming again, a new heaven and a new earth – that’s not how the world works. The Bible is meant to be an encouragement, not an instruction manual. Start believing all that stuff about God and you’re headed for disappointment.’


      Biddle was shocked to hear this from a man he had, on the whole, respected for many years. ‘Surely you don’t mean that?’ he said. ‘I don’t take the Bible literally,’ he hurriedly clarified, ‘but the Bible is the Bible.’


      ‘Pah!’ snorted Slocombe, ‘you’re sounding all evangelical again and you can’t be one of those now that you’re gay.’


      ‘But a bit of respect for the word of God…’


      ‘How about a bit of respect for common sense?’


      ‘But faith, Bishop Slocombe, is not about common sense!’


      ‘Clearly not, if it makes intelligent people like you believe that Jesus has come back to earth and has started attending your church services.’


      ‘But he has!’


      ‘I suppose he’s helping serve tea with the old ladies afterwards, too?’


      ‘Bishop Slocombe,’ Biddle patiently explained, ‘I can assure you that Jesus is here. In the flesh.’


      ‘Actually in the flesh, Andy? Have you touched him?’


      ‘I haven’t asked to touch the wounds in his hands, no. I’ve got enough to worry about without doubting who he is.’


      ‘So you didn’t doubt who he said he was? It didn’t cross your mind for just the tiniest instant that it might not actually be Jesus?’


      ‘No. It didn’t.’


      ‘Don’t you think that might have been a mistake?’


      ‘No. There is no doubt. It’s him.’


      ‘You see?’ Slocombe snorted angrily again and this time Biddle was sure that there was some wine involved as well. ‘This is the problem with evangelicals, they mix up blind trust with faith and end up believing everything. The minute anyone comes along claiming to be Jesus, they all run after him expectantly and it all ends in tears.’


      ‘You have to believe me, Jesus really is here!’ Biddle persisted. ‘And I’m not an evangelical,’ he added.


      ‘Stop there right now, Andy.’ Slocombe’s voice was suddenly threatening. ‘You realise that I have every authority to have you suspended immediately, pending investigation of this incident reported in the newspaper. I personally wouldn’t do any such thing to a capable priest merely because he’s been dining at the downstairs restaurant with other men, but I’m beginning to doubt that you’re a capable priest.’


      ‘But…’


      ‘Don’t argue, Biddle. I’m serious – drop this Jesus thing. Jesus doesn’t need to come into your work at all – a lot of priests go their whole careers without even mentioning him.’


      ‘So what am I supposed to call him when I see him at breakfast?’ demanded Biddle, losing patience.


      ‘Biddle!’ bellowed the Bishop, ‘I’m telling you, this is your last…’ Slocombe stopped mid-flow, then said, ‘Wait there, I’ve got to answer the door.’


      Biddle waited there, fuming slightly. As if it wasn’t enough being accused of being both a poof and an evangelical, without having his Bishop telling him not to believe in Jesus when Jesus was staying in his spare room!


      Biddle heard Bishop Slocombe pick the telephone again and cough awkwardly. ‘We’ll – have to continue this conversation another time,’ he abruptly told Biddle.


      ‘Oh, fine,’ said Biddle, relieved. ‘Is anything the matter?’


      ‘No,’ Slocombe answered, shortly. He sounded agitated.


      ‘Are you sure?’ Biddle was a bit concerned – it was unlike Slocombe to drop out of an argument so quickly.


      ‘No… yes. It’s just…’ Slocombe coughed again, unhappily. ‘Jesus has arrived,’ he said very quickly, and hung up.


      Biddle heard the line to go dead and put the phone down happily. That, he thought, was divine intervention at its best.


      


      Mrs Feehan ascended the darkening narrow staircase. Her house was strangely empty now and she would have felt alone, but for the Lord’s hand supporting her every step. The landing creaked as she walked along it towards her bedroom, pushing the door open and clicking on the light.


      She walked around the double bed, of which only one half had been slept in for the last twenty-two years. She walked to the side of the bed that she never got into, to the chest of drawers that had remained untouched for as long – as he had left them, all those years ago.


      Captain David Feehan, who had so often left her on her own. She had read about his progress in the news, of the missions on which he was engaged, following his movements around the world: Africa, the Middle East, the Falklands… Until twenty-two years ago he had finally departed forever, leaving only remnants of himself. And a baby. In that time there had never been a reason to disturb the things he had left behind him, not since she had folded up his clothes for the last time and replaced them in his drawers, waiting for his return.


      She could not have allowed herself to move them, to throw them away – because she could never quite put aside the hope that one day he might come back. Although that hope was long since dead, his things had remained in the house, a bleak monument to the man who had left his wife and his child to fend for themselves.


      Maybe, reflected Mrs Feehan, it was for a more divine reason that God had prevented her from throwing anything away. She pulled open the second drawer from the top and felt underneath the folded shirts for what she knew must still be there. Her hand grasped cold metal, and she withdrew his 9mm Browning L9A1 semi-automatic pistol. Mrs Feehan did not know that it was a 9mm Browning L9A1, nor that it was a reliable, recoil-operated, magazine-fed semi-automatic with a maximum effective range of fifty metres. All that she knew was that it was a gun. She had also for many years had an uneasy feeling that it was never really her husband’s to keep – he didn’t have a license that she was aware of, and this was Little Collyweston, not the Falklands. However, it had remained with the other remnants and after all these years she saw the reason why her husband had kept the gun. The Lord moved in mysterious ways indeed.


      The ammunition was also intact, safely wrapped up with her husband’s shirts. For a few minutes, she struggled with the problem of loading the ammunition into the revolver. She had seen enough war films in her more youthful days to have a vague idea of how it worked, she had even seen David do it once, but it was more fiddly than it looked and her hands were not as steady as they had once been.


      Once she was happy that the gun was loaded, she checked that the safety catch was on, then took it downstairs. She made one last check that the lights in the house were all switched off, then put the revolver into a plastic carrier bag along with a tuna-and-broccoli quiche and set off to the church hall.

    

  


  
    

    
      Chapter 27

    


    
      Ted Sloper knew that there wasn’t even the tiniest possibility of the parish entertainment being anything other than awful. Not only would the performances in it be wince-inducingly bad, but the whole thing would be interminably long.


      Ted would have avoided the whole thing, but for the fact that he was always called upon to accompany anyone attempting to sing anything at these events. When the only other accompanist available was Anne Hudson it was hardly surprising that people turned to him. So every year he sat at the piano, playing whatever music had been chosen. Usually it was something dreadful from one of those West-End musicals, but worse than that was being asked to aid and abet a singer in the destruction of a properly great piece of music. If he had to go through an experience like Noreen Ponty’s ‘Queen of the Night’ again, he thought he might slit his wrists.


      And this evening’s entertainment showed all the signs of delivering up something as memorably dreadful as that incident. On top of the usual volley of dismal requests from the usual horde of would-be singers, Reverend Biddle had enthusiastically volunteered an item which was bound to be as indigestible as his services. Furthermore, Biddle had phoned him that afternoon with another request which, if things hadn’t been so strange recently, Sloper would have assumed was a joke.


      Was Jesus really going to sing? That in itself was extraordinary enough, but his choice of music beggared belief…


      As if all of that wasn’t difficult enough for Ted to cope with, he still didn’t have his harpsichord. This was not merely upsetting, it was intensely worrying. Biddle had been very vague on the subject when Sloper had phoned earlier, hinting that it was all being sorted out but refusing to reveal Jesus’ exact attitude towards Sloper and his blasphemy. It surely wasn’t going to be as straightforward as a simple return of his harpsichord? Wouldn’t the Only Begotten Son wish to exact some further punishment at the same time?


      Ted was still terrified of meeting Jesus, but didn’t dare miss the parish entertainment now that the Lord of Hosts had requested his skills as an accompanist.


      He only knew one way of dealing with such situations. Which was why he was in the Green Baron, finishing off his seventh pint and wondering if he would still be able to remember how to play the piano. He was so pleasantly inebriated that he didn’t really care.


      


      Five minutes later, he walked unsteadily into the church hall. People were milling around a table of food near the door, but he thought it would be best to push past them and make his way to where seats had been set up for the performance, because if he was seated, he would be in less danger of falling over. He nodded at the faces he recognised through the blur, muttered responses to greetings which he thought might have been directed at him, and in this way hoped that he was giving a fairly convincing impression of a man who was in complete command of his faculties.


      From behind a table of food, Sathan Petty-Saphon observed Ted Sloper staggering through the church hall and sighed heavily. She had long suspected that the choir director was an alcoholic, and her suspicions were being confirmed.


      He would have to go. It was at events such as these that the personal problems of senior church members could really cause embarrassment.


      ‘Noreen,’ she whispered to Noreen Ponty, who was helping with the food. ‘Ted doesn’t seem to be entirely sober, it’s probably worth keeping an eye on him.’


      ‘Oh!’ Noreen was perturbed by this news, and unsure exactly what she was meant to be keeping an eye on.


      ‘Try to make sure that he doesn’t get too close to Jesus,’ Petty-Saphon continued. ‘That would be embarrassing in the extreme.’


      ‘Yes! Of course!’ Noreen nodded hastily. Petty-Saphon turned back to the tables of food and smiled sternly at a small child reaching for what she knew to be his second cake.


      ‘Not until the grown-ups have all had one,’ she said, with an air of patient disapproval.


      


      Robert Phair paced up and down in one of the emptier corners of the church hall, running through his pre-prepared jokes under his breath and getting increasingly nervous. It was the third time he had compèred the parish entertainment – everyone always felt that he did a good job, and he enjoyed performing. Sometimes he wondered why he wasn’t asked to do readings in church as well, or maybe deliver the intercessions. He had plenty of ideas and a good, clear voice, and he was sure he would do a better job than many of the people they had up there.


      But he was never asked, and didn’t like to cause a fuss.


      Instead, he continued to present the parish entertainment, having stepped into the breach at the last minute three years ago due to the previous host (a jolly man straight out of the Brighton-pier tradition called Eddie Wicks) suffering an unexpected heart attack and apparently dying later in the evening whilst Tony Paton had been doing an impersonation of Harold Wilson.


      Phair’s linking routines were simple, incorporating jokes and occasionally funny voices he’d copied from television programmes in the 1970s. It was nothing too clever, but he liked the feeling of being in control. He knew that his qualities actually lent themselves quite well to leadership – again, it was something he would have liked the chance to demonstrate a little more in the church, but which he had never been given the opportunity to do.


      Occasionally he wondered if he ought to do something about it – there were courses one could do, church positions one could apply for. But he always felt that this wouldn’t go down terribly well with Lindsay. It certainly wouldn’t now, at any rate. Lindsay had entirely disowned the church of St Barnabas, and his decision to compère the parish entertainment had led to a little unpleasant friction earlier that day. As he ran over his script, her taunts regularly interrupted the patter in his head – ‘Next, you’ll be saying you think it’s okay, that you’re quite happy to have a vicar who’s gay…’; ‘I suppose you’re going to carry on going to church because you’re happy to accept it the way it is…’; ‘I suppose you think you’re going to keep taking our daughters along there, you’re not at all worried about what’s going to happen to them…’ – and the objections and arguments he should have raised at the time kept popping into his head as well, when at the time he had only been able to mutter feeble excuses about ‘not wanting to let them down’.


      He looked around unhappily. Almost everyone else seemed to be there, so evidently there was no major disquiet about the recent revelations. There was Biddle himself, happily engaged in conversation with the Wilkinsons, a couple who Robert could have sworn would treat the allegations of homosexuality as very seriously bad indeed. But homosexuality didn’t appear to be a topic of conversation at all.


      Instead, he’d noticed that a lot of people seemed to be talking about Jesus, which was even more strange.


      


      ‘Have you had enough to eat, Jesus?’ Sathan Petty-Saphon asked the Ancient of Days, thrusting a plate of sausage rolls in front of his face.


      ‘Yes, thank you,’ he replied.


      ‘I’m sorry I haven’t had a chance to say hello properly, there’s an awful lot to organise here!’


      ‘So I can see.’


      ‘Now – do you know what you’re doing?’ Petty-Saphon said efficiently.


      ‘It seems fairly straightforward.’


      ‘Good, because I think it’s probably about time we got started,’ she continued, and raised her voice to address the whole room. ‘Okay everyone, I think it’s probably about time we got started!’ People started to slowly move towards the seats. ‘Let me find out where they’ve put you in the running order,’ Petty-Saphon said to Jesus, and bustled over to Robert Phair. ‘I’ve just told people that I think it’s probably about time we got started,’ she murmured.


      ‘Oh, ah, right, okay!’ Robert smiled nervously.


      ‘Now, I wondered where you’ve put Jesus in the running order?’


      ‘Jesus? Er… what…?’ began Robert, confused.


      ‘Haven’t you been told that Jesus is doing an item?’


      ‘No, nobody mentioned…’


      ‘Right.’ Petty-Saphon sighed and hurried over to Reverend Biddle. ‘I think it’s about time we got started,’ she informed him, ‘and apparently Jesus hasn’t been put into the running order yet.’


      ‘Oh, ah, well, Robert’s really in charge of that…’ started Biddle.


      ‘I know that, but Robert hasn’t been told that Jesus is doing an item.’


      ‘Ah. I see.’ The reason that Biddle hadn’t yet told Robert that Jesus was doing an item was that he was still unsure about the best place to put him in the running order. As vicar, Biddle had been scheduled to go at the end, as a kind of finale. Whilst he was aware that technically, in terms of seniority, Jesus deserved to have this slot, he wondered whether that would go down as well. After all, he was the vicar, so people knew him rather better than they knew Jesus. It wasn’t that he begrudged Jesus the limelight, but from a purely dramatic perspective it seemed better to put Jesus in maybe halfway through. ‘I was thinking it would be best to put him in maybe halfway through,’ Biddle explained to Sathan Petty-Saphon.


      ‘Not at the end?’ she answered, raising an eyebrow.


      ‘Well – if you think that would be better…’ Biddle acquiesced.


      ‘Whatever you think, Reverend Biddle. Perhaps you could let Robert know, and I’ll see about getting Jesus into a seat.’


      ‘Are you sure?’ Biddle hurriedly asked. ‘I can make sure Jesus is alright, it’s no bother.’


      ‘Not at all, Reverend Biddle, I’ll see to that.’ Biddle enviously watched Sathan Petty-Saphon cross over to Jesus once more and guide the Messiah forcefully towards the front row. Then he made his way over to Robert Phair.


      ‘Hi, Robert!’ he said with a smile. ‘Sorry, I should have let you know earlier; if we can put Jesus in about halfway.’


      ‘Right, okay,’ said Robert, ‘what… er… exactly is that? Then?’ He looked at Biddle, who looked back blankly. ‘I mean – who is he?’


      ‘Jesus. Jesus Christ. You know, from the Bible,’ Biddle explained.


      ‘What do you mean?’ Robert asked.


      ‘He’s over there,’ said Biddle, pointing to where Jesus was now sitting, a prisoner of Sathan Petty-Saphon’s attentions for the evening. ‘He’ll be doing a song, if you could slot him in somewhere… er… appropriate.’


      Robert stared at Jesus. Good God, it was him.


      He quickly started looking down his scribbled order for the evening, trying to find a place to add in another song. Imagine that – Jesus, singing at their parish entertainment! No wonder people were talking about him. Imagine what Lindsay would say.


      On the other hand, he thought, under present circumstances perhaps it wouldn’t go down terribly well with Lindsay. Probably better to keep it to himself.


      


      Ted had started to feel quite sleepy, and as people were seating themselves around him he found himself dozing off. He jerked upright, aware that he really needed to pay attention because he’d have to play the piano very soon, but everything around him was confused and noisy. There was also a kind of tightness in his body which he couldn’t identify but which he knew was wrong. He wondered with interest if it might be a heart attack. Maybe he was destined to be the next fatality of the parish entertainment – or maybe Jesus would be on hand to heal him.


      Now Robert Phair was making his way up onto the tiny stage in the hall and people were clapping. Effortfully, Ted joined in with the applause, and yawned. Unfortunately, his yawn was mistimed so that the second half of it was loudly audible as people stopped clapping. He was aware of a few disapproving faces turning to look at him and then there was laughter, which he initially thought was also caused by him, but which he then realised was to do with Robert Phair’s introduction to the proceedings. Phair was doing some kind of silly voice – it was the kind of thing that epitomised the parish entertainment for Ted. It was cringeworthily, fist-clenchingly crap. Yet, as Ted watched, he realised that he’d had a sufficient amount of alcohol to be able to really enjoy it. With the clarity induced by his recent consumption of seven pints of quite strong ale, he found that every tiny awful detail of the spectacle in front of him was magnified to absurd proportions. Yes, it was terrible. It was so terrible, it was incredibly funny.


      Ted guffawed loudly. Again, he was aware of people turning to look at him, but he didn’t see how they could possibly object to him laughing. It was meant to be funny, after all.


      Phair faltered a little, then continued with a comment that Ted thought might have been meant as a reference to him – he wasn’t really hearing words clearly, but in any case it made people laugh and so he let out another huge guffaw. He couldn’t imagine why he hadn’t ever thought of getting tanked up for the parish entertainment before – suddenly, the prospect of three hours of this didn’t seem so bad. He felt sure that there was fun to be had.


      The first item was being announced, and it was the young American student who sometimes came along on Sundays – Ted couldn’t remember her name, but she ought to be a laugh. She was American, after all.


      She turned and looked expectantly into the audience. ‘Uh… Ted Sloper?’ she asked, uncertainly. Ted suppressed another guffaw – there was something terribly funny about the way she said his name. Probably the accent.


      Then he realised that she had said his name for a reason and that he was meant to be playing the piano for her. ‘Oh, right, sorry,’ he slurred, lifting himself out of his seat with some difficulty and knocking the chair over in the process. He tried to pick it up but it was unexpectedly heavy and he dropped it again. He made another attempt, but failed to get hold of the chair altogether, so just staggered about grasping at air. At this point, he decided that he should probably give up on the chair and go to the piano, in case he drew attention to his difficulties he was having. This he did, reaching the piano without too much trouble and, he was sure, without anybody realizing that he was a bit tipsy. He shuffled through the music on top of the piano, wondered which piece he was looking for. He had no idea, except that he was sure the American girl had been going to sing one of the dreadful West-End numbers.


      She announced the piece. He was right. He quickly located the music and started to play. He couldn’t hear her singing, but he imagined that he probably wasn’t missing very much, so continued hammering out the disgustingly obvious notes and sickly chords.


      He was well into the second page before somebody in the audience had the bright idea of tugging at his jacket to alert him to the fact that he was playing the wrong piece of music.


      He apologised to the audience, radiating sincerity, and after all it could have happened to anyone – these musicals all sounded the same, didn’t they? After a little more shuffling, he located the correct music and started to play. This time he heard the American girl start singing, remarkably out of tune and with a nasal affectation he was sure she had got from some pop star. My God, it was such a horrible sound he ought to award her a place in the choir on the spot.


      He started to amuse himself by putting more interesting chords into the music. This was not difficult, so he further elaborated the music with melodic flourishes which improved it to an extent which the content didn’t merit. He decided to push the boundaries of experimentalism in his accompaniment; no great challenge in his inebriated state. His improvisation began to get quite unintentionally avant-garde. So that’s how Anne does it, he thought to himself.


      He finished the piece with an impressive flourish of atonal fanfares and turned to take a small, seated bow. He glanced at the American girl, who was glaring at him testily, something else which he found unaccountably amusing. Then he lifted himself off the piano stool, realising as he did so that the reason for the tightness in his body was that he quite urgently needed to use a lavatory. Not to worry, he would sneak out during the next item and empty his bladder.


      Oh – hang on, the next person needed accompaniment as well. He walked uncomfortably back to the piano and started the process of shuffling through the music again.


      St Barnabas was not a church blessed with a great deal of musical talent. However, this was made up for by the enthusiasm of the congregation, and for many of them, when asked to contribute a performance of some kind, music seemed the simplest option. For this reason, the parish entertainment was a rather music-heavy affair, and as it unfolded Ted found he was being called on again and again, without so much as a break between items for him to make his much-needed dash for the toilet.


      He thought that his moment had come when it was announced that a small boy was going to read a short section from the famous children’s book Bibby Bobbit and the Giant Mermaid, but the budding entertainer was apparently being sick, having eaten too much quiche, so the item was passed over in favour of Noreen Ponty’s rendition of the aria from Madame Butterfly called ‘One Fine Day’ (Oh, the irony, thought Ted). His hopes were also raised when a sprightly old lady called Norma got up to recite poetry, but it turned out to be only the first of many limericks which she intended to perform across the whole evening; no sooner had she finished than Ted was required to struggle back to the piano to play along with a small boy and girl doing a recorder duet. As Ted hammered out the notes and listened to the squeaky cacophony coming from the stage, he muttered to himself his oft-repeated views that the recorder was an instrument that should be banned from all primary schools. The whole event had quickly ceased to be funny.


      A group of people who had formed a close harmony group were announced – Ted watched them with a feeling of dread, waiting for the moment when they would start singing and he could use the distraction to head for the toilets. ‘We’re not quite the King’s Singers,’ the soprano in charge understated, a big grin on her face, ‘oh, and we don’t have any tenors today, so some of the chords might… er… sound a bit wrong!’ She laughed and Ted buried his face in his hands. The choir tensed up, ready to perform. ‘Oh, Ted, we need you to accompany this one!’ the soprano said, enthusiastically waving a sheet of music. His bladder groaning in protest, he staggered to his feet and made his way over to the piano, a journey which was taking on all the characteristics of a recurring nightmare.


      Finally, it was announced that Jeffrey Slater (the church’s chief bell ringer) was going to perform a monologue written by Peter Cook. Without even stopping to hear the late comedian turn in his grave, Ted made a beeline for the door.


      In more agony than he’d ever experienced in his agony-filled life, he limped into the fresh air and made his way towards the toilets in the car park outside the hall. He tried the door and discovered that it was locked. He pushed it harder, then pulled it, aware that he had known the state of drunkenness to make the opening of unlocked doors this difficult. Satisfying himself that the toilet was definitely locked, he banged on the door in case it had been locked from the inside. Realising that if somebody was inside they were unlikely to open the door to anyone banging on it, he groaned in pain and limped to the women’s toilets on the other side of the main church-hall doors. Similar experimentation revealed that they, too, were locked.


      ‘Why the bloody hell has somebody locked the church-hall toilets at a bloody church event?’ he roared in his distress. There was nothing for it, he would have to use the bushes.


      Turning to the bushes, he was confronted with the most surprising revelation of the evening so far, and in spite of his discomfort he stood frozen in astonishment for several minutes.


      


      The emissary of Sloper’s astonishment was currently sitting in the back row of the audience listening to Jeffrey Slater doing a poor impersonation of Peter Cook. Bernard Lomas had slipped into the performance several minutes after the event had started, a mysterious smile on his face. It hadn’t taken him long to locate Sloper, one of the intended recipients of his cleverly constructed revenge, but he was waiting for the man claiming to be Jesus to reveal himself. His scheme – and his way of revealing both Sloper and the Jesus man for the frauds they really were – was so gloriously inventive that he found he was chuckling in anticipation every few minutes.


      Mrs Feehan had also slipped into the back row of the audience some time after the show had kicked off. She had found herself in a difficult situation – she couldn’t offload her tuna-and-broccoli quiche onto the food table without risking drawing attention to the fact that she was carrying a 9mm Browning L9A1 semi-automatic pistol in the same bag. She had, therefore, deliberately waited for the performance to begin and found a seat at the back, keeping her quiche with her and biding her time. Her plan was not particularly inventive, but she was doing the Lord’s work and the anticipation of seeing that carried out was enough to give her the patience to sit through the parish entertainment.


      Bernard was still chuckling with anticipation (the people near him assumed that he was chuckling at Jeffrey Slater’s monologue, and wondered whether he was being polite or if he could possibly be finding it funny), when he noticed that Ted Sloper was suddenly absent from the room. The absence of the pianist wasn’t difficult to notice – the man had been reeling about making a complete tit of himself all evening – so his whereabouts were a matter of some concern to Bernard. If Sloper wasn’t there, it could ruin everything.


      But no sooner had he noticed this than Jeffrey Slater finished his monologue to relieved applause, and Robert Phair was announcing that it was a great privilege and honour for their next act to introduce somebody he was sure they’d all heard of, so would they all give a big round of applause for Jesus Christ.


      The Messiah was indeed received with rapturous applause as he modestly walked onto the stage. Bernard Lomas watched the figure, who was so clearly enjoying the attention he was getting, with a mixture of hatred and reluctant admiration. After all, this man had persuaded an entire church that he was Jesus. And they clearly liked him, which was what Bernard hated most of all.


      ‘I understand you’re going to sing for us… er…’ Robert glanced at the piano and then looked around the hall. ‘Ah, Ted doesn’t seem to be here, um, at the moment, so… perhaps you could tell us what you’re going to sing, anyway?’


      Jesus cleared his throat, and with the faintest smile said ‘I’m going to sing “Climb Every Mountain”, from The Sound of Music.’


      This was all Bernard Lomas needed to hear. Too bad that Sloper wasn’t there – it couldn’t wait any longer. ‘Er… Jesus,’ he called, standing up. Every head in the room turned to look at him. Bernard looked back in satisfaction, delighted to be drawing attention away from their Messiah. ‘Sorry to interrupt you, Jesus,’ he said, his voice dripping with sarcasm, ‘I know you’re the Son of God and all that, so perhaps you’ll forgive my impertinence…’


      ‘Get out,’ Sathan Petty-Saphon ordered sternly, rising from her seat. ‘Get out and don’t come back.’


      ‘Oh I’m sorry,’ Bernard replied nastily, ‘it’s just that I’ve got a question for Jesus.’


      ‘Well, you can’t ask it!’ hissed Petty-Saphon.


      ‘Let him ask his question,’ Jesus said quietly, raising his arm to silence Petty-Saphon. She stood, silently fuming – Jesus should know better than to encourage somebody like Bernard Lomas.


      Lomas, disoriented by Jesus’ intervention on his behalf, struggled to gather his thoughts for a moment before continuing. ‘It’s only that I understood that it wasn’t climbing mountains you’re famous for – aren’t you supposed to move mountains?’


      Jesus calmly met Bernard’s sardonic glare, and Bernard was momentarily shocked by the power of the man’s gaze. He might not be Jesus, thought Bernard, but he’s certainly got a lot of confidence. Damn cheek.


      ‘Actually,’ Jesus responded, ‘what I said was that with faith the size of a grain of mustard, you can move mountains.’


      ‘Oh. I see,’ faltered Bernard, then he raised his voice indignantly. ‘So you’re saying you want me to move a mountain, is that it?’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Right. But you’re admitting that you can’t move mountains?’ Bernard was determined to trick the man somehow.


      Jesus continued to hold Bernard’s gaze. ‘Why, do you have any mountains that need moving?’


      This was what Bernard had been waiting for. ‘Oh, well, since you’re offering,’ he grinned, spitefully, ‘there is something I need you to move – nothing as big as a mountain, but I wouldn’t want to put you to too much trouble…’


      ‘Um… I’m not sure that this is really…’ Biddle began, getting up from his chair, but, like Petty-Saphon before him, he was silenced by a single gesture from Jesus.


      ‘Where is it?’ asked Jesus.


      ‘Just outside,’ Bernard replied, his eyes glinting. Jesus nodded and strode off the stage towards the door. The audience followed immediately, excited about the prospect of mountain-moving activity forming part of the parish entertainment – it had never come close to being this exciting before.


      What they discovered outside was the same thing that the inebriated accompanist had discovered a few minutes before: Ted Sloper’s harpsichord, neatly placed in the driveway, and beautifully spotlit by the security light on the wall of the church hall.


      Bernard stood next to it, still enjoying the attention and the brilliantly theatrical effect he had achieved.


      ‘A mere harpsichord,’ announced Bernard Lomas. ‘A teeny tiny insignificant harpsichord – barely a challenge at all, really, compared to a mountain. I wonder if you wouldn’t mind proving your divinity by moving it. Maybe, once you’ve done that, you’d like to move my house, too, as my wife has been determined to do so since you started throwing your weight around.’ Bernard spat out this final sentence, allowing some of his true bitterness to show now that he was in control of the situation.


      The assembled crowd held their breath, wondering what would happen. Some of them felt deeply uncomfortable with the idea of testing God – it was a little too much like laying a fleece, and a harpsichord was a pretty extreme kind of fleece. On the other hand, they were very curious to see whether Jesus could – or indeed would – prove that he was God. Reverend Biddle wondered if now was an appropriate time to intervene, but decided that Jesus was probably in control of the situation.


      Bernard leaned towards Jesus, less intimidated now that he felt sure of winning. ‘Shouldn’t be too hard for God to move this, eh?’ he said with an air of smug satisfaction. ‘After all, even I managed to get it this far.’


      ‘YOU?’ an enraged voice squealed from the direction of the bushes, and in a furious blur Ted Sloper shot out of the darkness and threw himself at Bernard. Bernard was caught by surprise and Ted knocked him onto the ground. Immediately, the choir director started pummelling his rival’s face – in his drunken state, Sloper’s blows had little power behind them and he was capable of doing no real damage, but Bernard Lomas was essentially a coward and finding himself on the floor, he started to cry for help.


      Biddle quickly stepped forward. ‘Ted, stop that,’ he commanded sternly.


      ‘He stole my fucking harpsichord!’ screamed Ted, continuing to pummel Lomas.


      ‘Well, yes. But there are other ways of resolving this,’ Biddle insisted, grasping Ted by the collar and attempting to pull him off his howling victim.


      Mrs Feehan decided that this was the time to carry out her mission. She had intended to wait until the vicar stepped up to perform in the entertainment but, the performance having been curtailed, she decided that this was probably the most opportune moment the evening would supply her with. Reverend Biddle was at least the centre of attention.


      She pushed her way towards the fracas and, struggling to make herself heard above Bernard Lomas’s yells and Ted Sloper’s expletives, tried to get Reverend Biddle’s attention. To his credit, although he was trying to wrestle Sloper away from Lomas, Biddle did notice that one of his congregation was speaking to him.


      ‘Ah, Mrs Feehan!’ he beamed. ‘I wonder if it could wait, now isn’t really…’


      ‘You would be wise to look to your own soul, Reverend Biddle,’ Mrs Feehan hissed.


      ‘Uh… I’m not sure what…’ Trying to concentrate on one of his more difficult parishioners at the same time as stopping his choir director from damaging another, Biddle was suddenly caught in the face by a misjudged blow of Sloper’s. Falling to the floor, he saw out of the corner of his eye Mrs Feehan remove a tuna-and-broccoli quiche from a plastic bag. His confusion was replaced by horror when she reached back into her bag and pulled out something that definitely resembled some sort of gun.


      Evidently, both Sloper and Lomas also caught sight of the pistol a fraction of a second later, as the noise of their fighting abruptly ceased.


      Biddle gazed up at Mrs Feehan; towering over him and lit from behind by the security light, she was a terrifying figure. Or possibly the effect had more to do with the pistol she was pointing at his face. His mind was working like lightning to try and deduce why she might be threatening him – what Gerard had told him earlier undoubtedly had something to do with it.


      ‘Mrs Feehan,’ he said, his voice shaking, ‘I know that your son has run away from home, but don’t think there’s any need for…’


      ‘“Every man shall be put to death for his own sin”,’ Mrs Feehan proclaimed, her voice steely and determined. ‘Deuteronomy, chapter twenty-four, verse sixteen.’


      ‘Mrs Feehan, now probably isn’t the time to discuss Old-Testament law and the importance of reading scripture within its original context,’ Biddle told her hastily, trying to back away on the floor and discovering that his way was blocked by the leg of a harpsichord, ‘but whatever sin you think I’m guilty of, I don’t think…’


      ‘Verse seventeen: “thou shalt not pervert the judgement of the stranger, nor of the fatherless”,’ continued Mrs Feehan, accusingly.


      ‘Okay, so you think I’ve perverted Gerard’s judgement. That’s… understandable, but again we probably need to talk about different ways of reading scripture and certainly, as far as homosexuality is concerned…’


      ‘Paul’s letter to the Romans, chapter one, verse twenty-seven: “and likewise also the men, leaving the natural use of the woman, burned in their lust one toward another”,’ continued Mrs Feehan, taking off the revolver’s safety catch as she had seen her husband do a long time ago, ‘“men with men working that which is unseemly, and receiving in themselves that recompense of their error which was meet”.’


      Sathan Petty-Saphon decided that somebody needed to take action. ‘Mrs Feehan,’ she called from her position of relative safety, ‘I agree with you that the Bible is very clear on the issue of sexual immorality. It is also very clear on the issue of murder, so put that gun down!’


      ‘“Them which commit such things are worthy of death”!’ hissed Mrs Feehan, swinging round to confront Sathan Petty-Saphon. Biddle took his chance and quickly got up from the floor. Mrs Feehan reacted with lightning reflexes, turning back to Biddle and pinning him against the harpsichord with the pistol. Biddle’s congregation watched in horror, but nobody moved a muscle; it was quite clear the Mrs Feehan was unhinged, and the probability that she might start shooting people at random seemed high.


      ‘“In the name of our Lord Jesus Christ,”’ Mrs Feehan declared, ‘“when ye are gathered together, with the power of our Lord Jesus Christ deliver such an one unto Satan for the destruction of the flesh, that the spirit may be saved in the day of Lord Jesus”!’ Her finger tightened on the trigger.


      ‘Mrs Feehan, there’s really no need for this,’ panicked Biddle, wondering why nobody was doing anything. Why wasn’t Jesus doing anything? The terrible thought crossed his mind that Mrs Feehan really was carrying out God’s will, and Jesus fully approved of what was happening. It didn’t seem likely, but perhaps they’d all misjudged Jesus’ character. ‘What are you hoping to achieve?’ he shouted, desperately trying to hold off the moment when Mrs Feehan finally shot him at a range from which she couldn’t possibly miss.


      Ted Sloper held his breath. He didn’t wish to see the vicar shot, but if it was going to happen, he didn’t want to see his harpsichord messed up in the process.


      ‘“Know ye not that a little leaven leaveneth the whole lump?”’ Mrs Feehan raised her voice as if to address the whole crowd. ‘“Purge out therefore the old leaven, that ye may be a new lump”!’


      ‘Mother.’ The voice came from the driveway and Gerard Feehan emerged into the light. He looked at his crazed parent with a mixture of fear and anger. ‘Put the gun down,’ he told her.


      Mrs Feehan turned to look at him in disbelief. Her son had never, ever had the impertinence to give her orders. ‘Look what he’s done to you,’ she whispered. ‘Look how your judgement has been perverted.’


      ‘Bollocks,’ said Gerard.


      Mrs Feehan gasped, then levelled the pistol at Gerard. ‘“Purge out the old leaven”,’ she insisted, ‘…“that ye may be”…’


      ‘Drop it,’ Gerard told her.


      ‘…“a new lump”…’


      ‘Drop. It.’


      Mrs Feehan met his eyes and for the first time saw the man that her son had grown into. She dropped the pistol.


      ‘What’s the point?’ she said, tears springing to her eyes. ‘There’s no point in any of it any more. It’s all corrupted.’


      ‘Christine,’ said Jesus, stepping forward. ‘You need to forgive him.’


      ‘After what he’s done?’ demanded Mrs Feehan, looking with disgust at Biddle. ‘Or do you mean him?’ She pointed accusingly at Gerard, still pensively looking on at the scene.


      ‘You need to forgive your husband,’ said Jesus. He stepped away and her eyes filled with tears; she remembered again the man she had loved and given everything for, the husband who had callously left her for another woman, left her to bring up a baby who was only a few months old at the time. She remembered the time before then – how happy they had been, the family she had longed for – and she remembered the emptiness he had left behind him and the coldness that had filled the space left inside her. Out of the corner of her eye she realised that she could see him now, only it was in the face of her son, her grown-up son, who was looking at her with the same strange tenderness that she remembered seeing in her husband’s face a long time ago. Then she fell to her knees and wept.


      Jesus stood over Ted Sloper and Bernard Lomas. ‘I think you will also find it easiest if you forgive him,’ Jesus told Ted, with a nod towards Bernard, whose mouth was opening and closing wordlessly. Then he turned to Bernard. ‘You can move your own mountains,’ he said, and walked away.


      


      The crowds had started to disperse – some had gone back into the church hall and were tucking into second helpings of the food. A resourceful helper had cut Mrs Feehan’s tuna-and-broccoli quiche into slices. Other people were walking homewards, aware that the parish entertainment had got as entertaining as it was going to get, probably ever.


      ‘At least somebody’s still prepared to stand up for Biblical principles!’ Sathan Petty-Saphon was saying to Reverend Biddle.


      ‘I nearly got shot thanks to Biblical principles!’ Biddle replied irritably. ‘That’s where scriptural literalism gets you.’


      ‘Don’t worry,’ Jesus said, as he walked past them, ‘it wasn’t loaded properly.’ He continued walking down the driveway and stopped where Gerard was still standing, observing the scene in front of him. ‘You’ve had a busy day,’ he commented. Gerard nodded. He swallowed, slightly nervous about speaking to the Lord of All after some of the things he’d been shouting earlier that day.


      ‘How did your song go?’ Gerard finally asked.


      ‘I didn’t get round to doing it,’ said Jesus. He looked back at the church hall. ‘I wasn’t even the headline act.’


      ‘Well,’ said Gerard, awkwardly, ‘I’m not sure that their priorities are the same as yours.’ They stood in silence for a few moments, listening to the distant sound of cars, a dog barking, Gerard’s mother quietly weeping. Ted Sloper was indistinctly saying to Bernard Lomas, ‘How about a drink?’


      Gerard looked back at Jesus. He felt as though a lot of his questions had been answered and he hadn’t even asked them. Jesus smiled and winked at him, then continued to walk down the driveway away from the church hall.


      Gerard stood still for a moment longer, for the first time in his life feeling accepted. Then he slowly walked towards his mother.

    

  


  
    
      

      PART THREE

    


    
      There was once a man who decided to throw a huge party. Now, this man had a big house with a large garden and he wanted his party to cover all of it. Of course, that was going to be a lot of hard work which he couldn’t possibly get done all by himself. So he decided to form a committee.


      He put adverts in the newspaper and in the window of the post office, and anyone who wanted to help put together his incredible party was welcomed onto the team. Anyone could pitch in their ideas – the man’s one condition was that the party had to have a nautical theme. He had done a lot of deep-sea diving, so it was quite a hobby of his. Also, he knew that the best parties all have a theme of some sort, and it seemed to him that a nautical theme had a lot of potential for creativity.


      So the man left his committee to get on with it and start putting things together, while he drove off to Calais to buy all the food and drink for the party.


      Now, it wasn’t long before arguments broke out within the committee. ‘I think we need to discuss exactly what he means by nautical,’ one person said.


      ‘Is that really relevant?’ asked another. ‘Surely the main thing is to get the colour scheme right and work from there.’


      ‘If the colour scheme doesn’t work with the theme, then it will be completely hopeless,’ the first person argued.


      ‘I wonder whether we really ought to come to a conclusion about what he means by the word party…’ a third person put in.


      Before long, the committee had, by necessity, split off into several subcommittees. One subcommittee was formed for the sole purpose of researching and developing the nautical theme, and spent many days poring over books about sea creatures. A different subcommittee dedicated themselves to measuring the house and garden – they never really explained why they were doing this, but they continually told people that it would definitely turn out to be useful one day.


      Another subcommittee was formed to try to organise the subcommittees into some kind of order. This subcommittee ended up appointing an overarching committee leader, who was to be supported by a number of senior committee members, under whom various commissions were to be formed to investigate and regulate the activities of the other subcommittees, even though a degree of independence was to be allowed. The senior committee members based their authority on the fact that they had been left in charge in the first place, though some people were unsure whether this was really the case, and things got all the more confusing when another conglomerate appointed a leader for itself and various subcommittees decided that they would follow his advice instead.


      One subcommittee threw itself into the work but remained convinced that the party itself was never really going to happen. ‘The man who got us together was just giving us something to do,’ they argued, although some of them believed that the man himself didn’t really exist either. ‘It gives us a kind of security, knowing that there’s going to be a party, even if it’s never going to happen.’


      As a result of this subcommittee, further subcommittees were formed to ensure that all subcommittees believed that the party really was going to happen, declaring that the people in subcommittees which didn’t believe in the party were not invited.


      Other arguments started to break out amongst the people organising the party. One group of subcommittees remained entirely convinced that the party was to be a fancy-dress party, and spent much of their time trying on clothes and developing increasingly outlandish ways of looking like sea creatures. Another group of subcommittees considered this a waste of time, as they believed the man whose party it was made it very clear that it was to be a black-tie-only event.


      One of the biggest arguments that broke out was about the type of music they should have at the party; of course, everyone had different tastes, but certain groups insisted that there was a definite style of music that could be considered nautical, and no other should be used. Other groups ignored this point of view entirely, pointing out that it was a party and as long as they were all having a good time it didn’t matter what style of music was played.


      Another subcommittee had to be formed to deal with the subcommittee which wanted to use country-and-western music.


      Some people by this stage were so fed up with all the arguing that they left the subcommittees altogether and formed a completely new committee, determined to do what the original committee had been formed to do. Eventually, they forgot that they were working on the same party as the subcommittees they had left. Others forgot that they were working on a party at all, and thought that all the arguing was the whole point of the exercise.


      By the time the man who owned the house returned from Calais with an impressive stock of food and wine, his house and garden were in something of an uproar. Certainly, there were some parts that had been suitably decorated in a nautical theme, and it would be wrong to say that none of the party was ready, but there were still people half dressed up as shellfish and whales, arguing with others who were in black tie, with the subcommittee for nautical research pointing out biological inaccuracies in their costumes, and they were all getting in the way of the people still measuring the house, all of whom had long since stopped believing there was going to ever be a party, but were enjoying the measuring so much that they’d carried on doing it all the same.


      The man looked at the chaos, and listened to the arguments raging throughout his house and the different types of music coming from each area; he might have got quite cross at this stage, but essentially he was a good man and only wanted to have a party. So he put out the food and drink and had the party anyway.


      Sadly, some people were so busy arguing about the dress code, the music and whether or not the party was really going to happen, that they didn’t notice that it had already started without them.

    

  


  
    

    
      Palm Sunday

    


    
      Something big was coming. Whispers of things on their way had reached the furthest corners of the globe, although none of it was talked about on television or printed in newspapers. Indeed, many newsreaders and journalists had stopped going into work altogether because it no longer seemed important. Something was about to happen that was bigger than news, something so huge that it was spreading without the help of the media – spreading on the streets and in the market places, between houses and in shopping centres, spreading at the speed of rumour.


      But it was no rumour. Those who heard – those who really heard – knew that nothing would ever be the same again. The familiar things that had been would be left behind forever and those who were ready would be going to a promised land, though nobody was sure whether to expect a physical land or whether it would be more of a metaphorical land defying geographical definition. Whichever it was to be, it would happen soon. So all over the world, people waited with a mixture of impatience and nervousness – for, while they were anticipating a deeply exciting and unmissable happening, how could people help but be nervous about something so unknown, so immense and so far from the small world they were used to?


      


      In the village of Little Collyweston, however, Reverend Andy Biddle was far from nervous. He was aware that some of the people in his congregation were expressing anxiety about the strange things that were to come, the new world they were going to see. He had received visits from several people in the village who had never even set foot in the church. But he had been delighted to be able to reassure people that Jesus was with them, and with Jesus there, how could anything bad possibly happen?


      And there was Jesus now, standing in the pulpit of the church of St Barnabas, preaching to the largest congregation the building had ever seen. Well, not preaching, exactly. Jesus had clearly decided to cater for the vast numbers, particularly those less familiar with church services, by telling an amusing little story – hardly the sort of thing he would be doing if anything ghastly and apocalyptic was about to take place.


      ‘Another subcommittee had to be formed to deal with the subcommittee which wanted to use country-and-western music,’ Jesus quipped, and Biddle laughed heartily with his congregation. He had always known that Jesus would give an entertaining sermon. The light-hearted tone was exactly the sort of thing that delighted the congregation and Jesus was telling the story so well. And wasn’t it great to have the Son of God addressing them!


      Biddle wanted to punch the air. Things had never been so good at St Barnabas. It was for moments like this that he’d become a priest.


      


      Sathan Petty-Saphon listened with a tight smile on her face. Naturally, what with Jesus being the Son of God, she wouldn’t dream of criticising him. But she couldn’t help wondering if Reverend Biddle had given him the wrong idea about what kind of thing to preach. It seemed to her that Jesus was overcompensating for the need to make his sermon simple and accessible.


      ‘Sadly,’ Jesus was saying, ‘some people were so busy arguing about the dress code, the music and whether or not the party was really going to happen, that they didn’t notice that it had already started without them.’


      Petty-Saphon sighed. Stories were fun, of course; exactly the right sort of thing for a family service, for instance. But there was no need for Jesus to be making it all so basic on an ordinary Sunday. Since he was the Faithful Witness, the Firstborn from the Dead and the Ruler of the Kings of the Earth, she had hoped that they might get some proper, challenging theology for once. And possibly even a few questions answered.


      Jesus leaned forward in the pulpit. ‘He that has ears…’ he was concluding. Petty-Saphon sniffed impatiently; surely the Messiah ought to know not to use sexist gender discriminations in his sermons? It ought to be ‘they that have ears’. Or ‘folk who have ears’, if he was bent on being archaic. But she kept smiling in case Jesus was watching.


      


      Ted Sloper wasn’t thinking about the sermon at all. He had a hangover. After several more pints with Bernard Lomas the previous evening, they had made an abortive attempt at moving the harpsichord, before going back to Ted’s house and drinking their way through quite an expensive bottle of whisky. Ted wasn’t quite sure why he’d done it. He wasn’t sure why he’d come into church today. And he was particularly unsure what they were going to with his harpsichord.


      He tried to put out of his mind all the sounds around him, in the hope of shutting out some of the nauseous thumping in his head.


      At least he had a new bass in the choir.


      


      Next to Ted in the choir stalls, Bernard Lomas sat with a happy smile on his face. He couldn’t think why he hadn’t tried singing before – it turned out that he was a natural! He had belted out the hymns and found that, even after an unwisely late night of drinking, he had an astonishingly loud voice. Like that man he had on a CD singing opera. He hadn’t listened to it for a while, but now he could see that it was no wonder he’d grown tired of opera so quickly – he wasn’t content to sit and listen to it because he was clearly cut out to perform it himself!


      Bernard knew that his future lay with this choir. Well, maybe for a few months – after that, after a little more experience and getting used to his singing voice, who knew where it could lead? It probably wasn’t wise to stay in this tiny choir for too long but, for the moment, he felt it was a good training ground. And, in a way, he was standing in for his wife.


      Poor, silly Harriet, still in bed with a migraine which he was sure she’d brought on entirely by herself. It was all a bit childish, really. Wait until he told her that he was going to be a singer!


      He saw himself in a few years, singing to huge audiences in the Royal Albert Hall. It was only a matter of time.


      


      After Jesus had finished his story and the rest of the service had been dispensed with as usual, the congregation of St Barnabas filed out of the church, shaking Jesus’ hand and heading for the church hall where they could finally have tea and biscuits and talk to each other.


      ‘Lovely sermon,’ smiled Mrs Carpenter, shaking Jesus’ hand and walking on past. Biddle stood next to his honoured guest preacher, nodding and smiling his thanks to the congregation. They continued to walk past, smiles on their faces, nods and words of encouragement.


      ‘Oh, it was so funny!’ Noreen Ponty said, shaking Jesus’ hand rapidly. ‘No, I shan’t forget that in a hurry, no!’ She laughed again and added, ‘The bit where you – where the people – oh, I can’t remember now, but – well, as I said, it was terribly good fun, thank you ever so much!’


      ‘Jesus. Vicar,’ croaked Ted Sloper, walking past them hurriedly.


      ‘Great! Yeah, really great!’ enthused Bernard Lomas as he walked past.


      Jesus nodded, allowing his hand to be shaken, smiling at the words of thanks. But Biddle was sensing a kind of unease from Jesus – perhaps because the reaction from a parish church, effusive though it was, wasn’t really on the scale he had come to expect.


      ‘It seems to have gone down well,’ Biddle commented reassuringly. Jesus nodded. ‘I wish that my sermons got that kind of response!’ added Biddle with a chuckle.


      ‘Jesus,’ said Sathan Petty-Saphon, who had positioned herself at the end of the line of people leaving the church because there is an implicit hierarchy in the order in which the preacher receives comments. ‘What a lovely sermon, extremely entertaining, very well done.’ Jesus nodded his thanks. ‘I did wonder if you need to – oh, what am I trying to say here?’ Petty-Saphon thought for a moment. ‘It’s not always necessary to make things so simple – we’re quite an intellectual congregation in some ways; you don’t need to worry about us understanding what you’re saying. I mean, if you ever do want to go a little deeper.’ She smiled encouragingly. ‘But it was lovely, and it’s lovely having you here. Are you coming for tea?’


      ‘I’m afraid I have other things to do,’ Jesus replied. ‘But thank you.’ As Sathan Petty-Saphon left, thinking that Jesus might make a little more effort to get into the life of the community, Jesus turned to Biddle. ‘I’m going soon.’


      ‘Would you like the keys to the vicarage?’ Biddle asked.


      ‘I mean that I’m leaving.’


      ‘Here? Leaving here?’ Biddle suddenly felt uneasy, shocked. He had always known that they’d lose Jesus eventually, but it hadn’t occurred to him that it would be so soon. ‘I hope you’ll be able to stay for our Easter services.’


      Jesus looked at Biddle intensely. ‘I want to know if you’ll be coming with me.’


      ‘Me?’ Biddle chuckled, nervously. ‘But there’s so much to do here… I couldn’t possibly, not without some notice.’


      ‘I’m leaving soon,’ Jesus repeated. ‘There isn’t much time left to make your mind up.’


      Biddle nodded, thoughtfully. ‘Yes, quite. I will… think about it, of course. The problem is that this week is one of the busiest in the church year…’

    

  


  
    

    
      Holy Monday

    


    
      Holy Week was indeed one of the busiest in the church year; so much to organise, so many services and, most tiringly, an awful lot of ritualised grief to go through. Having said that, Biddle wasn’t sure how possible it would be to give the first part of Holy Week its usual sense of doom and misery with Jesus around. It was all very well remembering Christ’s death on the cross, but it was probably going to have less impact when Christ was there in the church, alive and well.


      This wasn’t a problem, necessarily, and overall Biddle was looking forward to the whole week. But there was a lot to do. He could certainly do without additional complications caused by Bishop Slocombe.


      ‘I’m getting together a special service in London for Jesus,’ Slocombe barked down the phone at Biddle, in his most efficiently organisational manner. ‘At the moment, it’s merely a question of which building it’ll be in, but they’ll have to get themselves together pretty fast – my guess is St Paul’s, though it’s covered in scaffolding at the moment as usual. Seems a bit of a shame to bring the Messiah to that. Still, maybe he can do a miracle on it or something.’


      ‘That’s fine, but I’m not sure that Jesus will come to a special service in London,’ Biddle explained, experiencing a rising irritation inside him and wondering if this was what it felt like to lose patience with somebody.


      ‘There’s no problem, Biddle, we’ll organise transport,’ Slocombe insisted.


      ‘That isn’t the point. I’m not sure that it will fit into his agenda.’


      ‘You’ve given him an agenda?’ demanded Slocombe.


      ‘No. But he has his own agenda.’


      ‘Now listen, Biddle, it’s great that Jesus decided to visit your church and, credit where credit’s due, you seem to have looked after him. But you can’t just keep him to yourself.’


      Biddle sighed. ‘I don’t want to.’


      ‘You don’t imagine that Jesus intends to spend Holy Week in the tiny parish church of St Barnabas, do you?’


      ‘He’s been rather vague about where he intends to spend Holy Week, full stop,’ Biddle said, his irritation (with both the Bishop and, it had to be said, the Messiah) showing in his voice.


      ‘Now, we’ll have a lovely big service, get a lot of bishops there, maybe get John Rutter to write a special anthem, that sort of thing – that’s what he’ll be expecting.’


      ‘Who, John Rutter?’


      ‘No,’ Slocombe tutted, ‘what Jesus will be expecting.’


      ‘But it’s not about what Jesus is expecting,’ Biddle tried to explain. ‘It seems to be that whatever we expect turns out to be wrong.’


      ‘I don’t think you understand the importance of this event,’ Slocombe told Biddle. ‘This is the Second Coming! That’s something to be taken very seriously!’ That was quite ironic, thought Biddle, given that Slocombe hadn’t even believed the Second Coming was a real event until a couple of days ago. ‘It’s certainly something that goes way beyond a parish level, so pull yourself together and stop hoping that you can keep hold of Jesus for yourself.’ He paused momentarily. ‘I wonder if we should involve the Catholics,’ he mused.


      ‘I don’t—’ began Biddle again, but Slocombe interrupted.


      ‘Now, there are various people I’m waiting to hear back from about meetings with Jesus this week, but I’ll keep you informed and we’ll have a schedule drawn up for him. The Church Times will want to do a piece on him.’


      ‘A piece on Jesus in the Church Times? That’ll be a first,’ commented Biddle.


      ‘Yes, very funny. Now stop being snide and go and tell Jesus that we’ve got everything under control.’


      I sincerely doubt that, thought Biddle as he put the phone down. He went through to the lounge where Jesus was praying.


      ‘Sorry to interrupt you,’ said Biddle, ‘I know you’re busy, but… that was Bishop Slocombe.’


      ‘Did he phone to tell you he’s organised a lot of things for me to do this week?’ asked Jesus.


      ‘That’s right. He wants you to do an interview for the Church Times and… stuff,’ Biddle lamely informed the Author of Eternal Salvation.


      ‘And when will that be printed?’ Jesus asked.


      Biddle shrugged. ‘I doubt they’ll get it in this week, they always have special articles lined up for Easter. So they’ll probably be looking at a week on Friday.’


      ‘I’ll have left by then,’ Jesus said. ‘There wouldn’t be any point in an article about me.’


      ‘You’re really going?’ asked Biddle sadly.


      ‘You know that.’ Jesus stared at him. ‘I want to know whether you’ll be coming with me.’


      Biddle looked awkward and shrugged again. ‘You know that I want to, but I… I can’t just leave everything.’ He paused. ‘When are you going?’


      Jesus continued to stare at him. ‘Soon,’ he said.

    

  


  
    

    
      Holy Tuesday

    


    
      ‘Do a what?’ repeated the editor of the Church Times.


      ‘An interview with Jesus,’ the sub-editor shouted across the room, holding the phone against her beige cardigan so that the Bishop she was speaking to wouldn’t hear the conversation.


      ‘That’s a bit specific, isn’t it?’


      ‘Apparently it’s the Second Coming,’ the sub-editor replied.


      ‘Oh. I suppose we ought to do something on that,’ conceded the editor grumpily. ‘Although it’s the kind of thing I’d expect the broadsheets to cover. You know, in a way it’s not in our remit to do these big stories. It’s not as if we can really add anything that other publications won’t have said.’ The editor paused thoughtfully. ‘Can’t we find some kind of Anglican slant on it?’ he asked.


      ‘On the Second Coming?’


      ‘Yes. Something our readers might be able to relate to a bit more.’


      ‘This Bishop says he’s been staying with an Anglican priest in some village.’


      The editor sat up, interested. ‘That’s more like it. Can’t we get in there, maybe speak to some people in the village? We could have a big colour spread, photographs of the locals and little box-outs saying what Jesus did for them.’


      ‘That sounds like a good idea.’


      ‘And then it’s not too specific to this week, you see, we’re under no pressure to get it into this issue.’


      ‘Okay, I’ll just…’ said the sub-editor, retrieving the phone from the folds of her cardigan and speaking into it. ‘We’re wondering if we might do an article on the village that Jesus visited?’ she said. She listened, then looked up at the editor. ‘He’s asking if we want to talk to Jesus himself,’ she told him. The editor waved his hand dismissively.


      ‘Yeah, whatever.’


      


      The Bishop of London drummed his fingers irritably on his desk. ‘Alright, Slocombe, I’m doing my best, but you haven’t given me much notice. It can’t wait until next year, can it?’


      Slocombe’s response squeaked indignantly from the phone.


      ‘Mmm,’ grumbled the Bishop of London, ‘the Messiah’s timing leaves a lot to be desired, if you ask me. The number of General Synod meetings I’ve desperately waited for him to come and cut short… I think we’ll be able to fit him into one of the services at St Paul’s, alright? Let me think for a moment.’


      He thought for a moment.


      ‘It’s just a question of which service,’ he mused. ‘Easter day’s already completely packed – totally out of the question. As for Saturday’s vigil…’ He paused, frowning. ‘I wonder if there will really be much for him to do. I mean, apart from all the homoerotic stuff with the candle, people usually like to spend their time looking at statues and lying on the floor meditating. Does Jesus really need to be there?’


      The Bishop of London puffed out his cheeks and exhaled, but quickly resumed thinking aloud before Slocombe could interrupt. ‘Now, wait a minute, how about Good Friday?’ he suggested. ‘We’ll be doing a dramatised reading of the Passion… yes, yes!’ he continued, suddenly feeling excited about his brilliant diplomacy combined with expediency and, fingers crossed, reverence. ‘Why don’t we ask him if he’d like to play the part of Jesus in the drama?’


      There was a long silence, after which Bishop Slocombe started to make some protestations about how, having experience the traumatic process of crucifixion once, Jesus might feel somewhat aggrieved to be asked to go through the whole thing again.


      ‘Nonsense!’ roared the Bishop of London – why were these younger Bishops always so worried about hurting people’s feelings? ‘Everyone knows that it has a happy ending! That’s how C. S. Lewis sold so many books! Come on, it’ll be a great honour for everyone involved, it’ll make the whole thing come to life so much more, and…’ He lowered his voice slightly, ‘if I do say so myself, it’ll be a pretty brilliant dramatic coup, even by London standards.’


      The Bishop of London listened to Slocombe’s protestations for a while before stopping him, this time with a note of anger in his voice. ‘I’m sorry, the Titanic is hardly a valid comparison. The people who died on it are hardly around to re-enact the tragedy, are they? It’s clear to me that the best way we can possibly incorporate Jesus into this week’s activities at such short notice is to slot him into Good Friday. He gets to make a nice cameo appearance – I mean, it’s hardly a cameo, it’s the star part! He’ll be the centre of attention and all that, and we won’t have to make any massive last-minute changes.’ The Bishop of London drummed his fingers on the desk again, calming himself down. ‘As long as he’s not expecting any special music or that kind of thing.’

    

  


  
    

    
      Holy Wednesday

    


    
      Special music was very much on the cards for the choir of St Barnabas, Little Collyweston. Ted Sloper felt that one of the privileges of directing the choir was the ability to occasionally try out his own music with them, for he had a compositional streak which was sadly underused but nevertheless demanded satisfaction. If this satisfaction had to take the deeply unsatisfying form of a group of musical incompetents doing their best to strangle any element of musicality out of his work, so be it. And so he continued to submit his musical workings to the choir, like a shepherd regularly marching his favourite lambs to the sacrificial altar.


      ‘This is a short Easter vivat fanfare I’ve written for Saturday,’ Ted explained as the choir passed his music around with strained smiles, attempting to show encouragement and gratitude towards their generous benefactor. The choir of St Barnabas had grown wary of photocopied sheets in Ted Sloper’s handwriting. Most of them imagined that they were simply not educated enough to see the musical sense in Ted’s modern style – it looked and sounded like random notes, so it was evidently ‘proper’ music and terribly clever.


      Not having experienced Ted’s compositions before, and already glowing with enthusiasm for his newfound vocation as a singer, Bernard Lomas enthusiastically seized the music and began to study it. This, he mused, was what art was all about, performing brand new works, being a part of something fresh. Probably he ought to be starting to compose music himself – how hard could it be, after all?


      ‘It’s a slight pastiche,’ Sloper explained, ‘it’s how I think Haydn would have written it if he was still alive today.’


      A little shiver passed through Bernard Lomas as he realised that they were going to be the first people ever to sing something that Haydn might have written himself. This was fantastic, why had he never thought of singing in a choir before? He grinned enthusiastically at Ted, who tried to ignore it. ‘We’ll, er… sing through it, I suppose, and deal with any problems as they crop up.’


      Ted lifted his hands and started conducting. After a few bars of silence he fiercely called ‘Anne?’


      ‘Yes, yes, I’m ready,’ Anne Hudson called from her organ, hurriedly finishing the page she was reading of Seduction on the Riviera, a hugely erotic tale about an English tourist meeting a French tour guide and having a whirlwind romance in the most romantic country of all. Anne was already thinking of booking her holiday to France. But she put aside thoughts of the places she might visit and the French tour guides she might meet, quickly searching for the music she was meant to be playing.


      The organ finally burst into life; the choir had expected to hear something unbearably dissonant, but although there were definite modern streaks and clashes in the organ introduction, they were pleasantly surprised by how relatively tuneful it was. It even sounded a little bit like Haydn, as Ted had said.


      ‘Anne, that’s Haydn,’ Ted barked angrily.


      ‘You said we’re doing the Haydn!’ Anne retorted.


      ‘We’re doing my piece, it’s what Haydn would have…’ Ted gave up. ‘We’re doing my piece. The vivat fanfare.’ He added under his breath, ‘stupid cow’.


      After more rustling of music, the organ started again. This time, it was much more along the lines that the choir had expected. Many people winced involuntarily at the cacophony that erupted, whilst the more well-meaning members of the choir desperately tried to follow it on the sheet music so they would know when to come in. Bernard Lomas put his head on one side in puzzlement, until it struck him that this was a totally new and different sound, unlike anything he’d ever heard before – this was it, this was modern music, the way forward! It was exciting, it was vibrant, it was somehow so… right!


      ‘Anne,’ yelled Sloper, ‘it’s all wrong!’


      The organ stopped. A moment later, Anne’s response floated back. ‘I can’t really read your writing. The notes are very small.’


      ‘There’s nothing wrong with the size of my notes,’ Sloper furiously argued. ‘My notes are plenty big enough, the problem is with you, you can’t fucking play them. It’s bad enough when you’re disrespectful to other composers, but when you demolish my own work…’


      ‘I’ll play it again, shall I?’ Anne called, having missed most of the preceding diatribe.


      ‘Might as well,’ muttered Ted. The organ introduction started again and this time Ted let it continue, though the choir were none the wiser about how much of it was what he’d actually written. Finally, he lifted his hands to bring them in, and twenty-three panicked choir members desperately guessed at what notes they were meant to be singing. Two minutes later, twenty-three people having sung entirely independent and original choral lines, Ted finished conducting and slowly dropped his arms, weary and drained of the will to live. He couldn’t even look at the choir.


      The first person who dared to speak was Noreen Ponty. ‘Ted,’ she enquired, ‘I wonder if we could have another alto on our side. I can’t help feeling we sound a little bit weak without Harriet here.’


      ‘Yes.’ Ted looked at Noreen with a manic glint in his eye. ‘That’s just what I was thinking, all the way through that rendition of the vivat I’ve spent precious weeks of my life slaving over. What I was thinking was “It’s exactly how I wanted it to sound, except – oh dear! – the altos on one side sound a little bit weak.” Thank you, Noreen, for pointing out the only thing wrong with that – fucking – travesty!’


      The choir shuffled about, nervously. Some had hoped, for a moment, that Ted wasn’t being sarcastic and they had, by some fluke, managed to sing the right notes.


      ‘I don’t know why I bothered writing out music at all!’ Sloper ranted. ‘Why don’t I just wave my hands about and let you sing whatever the hell you want to?’ (This was a question which many people in the choir had already been asking themselves, and since that had pretty much been what had happened, they wondered if this wasn’t such a bad suggestion. It would save learning the music.) ‘I mean, it’s only the most fucking important bit of the whole fucking Christian year, we’re only celebrating fucking Jesus being fucking raised from the dead! If he’d heard anything like that when it happened, he’d have gone heading straight back into the tomb…’


      Ted felt alarm bells ringing in his head and hurriedly glanced back over his shoulder to check that Jesus wasn’t there to have heard his potentially heretical comment. Then he looked back at the choir and decided on one last-ditch attempt to get them to grasp the importance of his music. ‘He’s going to be there, for Christ’s sa—… for crying out loud! What’s he going to think if he hears that? That, as our commemoration of his being raised from the dead. I mean you might as well all go and spit in his face if you’re going to sing that at him.’


      ‘Uh… Ted…’ Harley Farmer was waving his hand in the air. ‘Is he going to be there on Saturday?’


      ‘It’s probably best to assume so,’ said Ted with a shrug.


      ‘I only ask because he said something to me about going away soon.’


      ‘Yes, he said that to me,’ agreed Noreen Ponty excitedly, and others in the choir affirmed that Jesus had been saying similar things to them as well.


      ‘Well, yes, he did mention that he might be going quite soon,’ Ted mumbled, ‘but it wasn’t like he said when, exactly.’


      ‘He asked me if I was coming with him,’ Gordon Spare announced proudly.


      ‘He asked me that as well!’ squeaked Noreen Ponty. ‘But I did tell him it was difficult to commit to anything until I know exactly when it’s going to happen. I can’t do anything if it clashes with bridge club.’ There were murmurs of agreement amongst the rest of the choir.


      ‘Naturally I told him I was willing to go,’ Gordon Spare explained, ‘as long as I have plenty of notice. It’s not as if I can simply drop everything and leave!’ The rest of the choir nodded and agreed that it was very difficult to plan ahead for this kind of thing without any details.


      ‘What about you, Bernard?’ Noreen asked curiously, still slightly worried about the occasionally manic-looking newcomer to the choir.


      ‘Oh, he asked me to come with him, too!’ Bernard grinned. ‘Of course he did.’


      ‘Are you going with him?’


      ‘No, no.’ Bernard tapped the side of his nose. ‘I’ve got other plans.’ Bernard was thinking of his career as a singer, though since a few minutes earlier he had started to revise this plan to include composition. Maybe he could become a singer-songwriter – with a modern, original twist. ‘Besides,’ he added, trying to make his motives seem less selfish, ‘Harriet’s still ill.’


      ‘I thought she might have gone with Jesus already,’ Harley Farmer commented.


      ‘No, no. She’s ill.’


      ‘Fat chance of me getting a chance to go away ever,’ snorted Ted. ‘Jesus doesn’t seem to realise how much people have got on.’

    

  


  
    

    
      Maundy Thursday

    


    
      The day was near and people were getting ready to go. How far, nobody was sure. But it didn’t matter – all that mattered was that they were prepared. They didn’t pack bags, they just watched and waited. People who had lost family members left them unburied. People turned off their mobile phones and unplugged their computers without stopping to say goodbye to their friends. There was no time and they didn’t want to miss what was coming.


      


      ‘I really am going soon,’ Jesus told Biddle for the last time.


      ‘Don’t worry, we’ll have an early supper,’ Biddle responded happily. ‘I’ve got to be out of the house in plenty of time for the service.’


      He went through to the kitchen and took some chicken pies out of the freezer. He could hardly believe that he’d been doubting his vocation only a week ago. This busy, liturgically rich and theologically meaningful time had absolutely erased any doubts he’d been having about whether this was the right life for him. Honestly, it was a genuine paradox that so much organised misery could be such reliably good fun. And obviously, having Jesus around was an added bonus.


      ‘Are you… er… will you be joining us for tonight’s service?’ Biddle asked Jesus, who was watching from the doorway as Biddle took some carrots from the fridge and looked around for the vegetable knife.


      ‘Not tonight,’ Jesus said. ‘I have other places to be.’


      ‘Of course.’ Biddle nodded, understandingly. ‘Well, I’ll say this now, since we might not see each other later. Tomorrow is going to be pretty chaotic for both of us – er, the Bishop of London tells me you’re involved in the service at St Paul’s, which – well, that ought to be jolly good!’


      Where was the vegetable knife? It wasn’t on the draining board and Biddle was sure he could remember washing it up the other day.


      ‘Have you decided whether you’re coming with me?’ Jesus asked quietly.


      ‘No, I wish I could, but London’s too far for me to go with everything else I’m going to have on,’ Biddle said. ‘We’re having a day of workshops at St Barnabas – hammering nails into wood, that sort of thing, to… er… hammer home the reality of what we’re talking about.’ Biddle chuckled at his own joke. ‘It’s for the children mostly, but you know, I often find that adults get even more out of it than the people we’re aiming it at…’


      As he talked, Biddle checked through the drawers one more time. He could use the bigger, sharp knife, he supposed, but it frustrated him that he couldn’t find the vegetable knife, when let’s face it, that’s what it was there for. Was there any chance that Jesus might have…


      Biddle looked over at the Messiah, who had been quiet all day. He was met by the same sad, yearning eyes as usual. Biddle sighed. He knew that he was neglecting the Lord and that was bound to make things a bit tense, but they both understood each other’s difficult timetables. So Jesus was disappointed that Biddle couldn’t make it to St Paul’s – that was understandable, but what about all the services at St Barnabas that Jesus had been missing?


      ‘Look,’ Biddle said, trying to clear the air, ‘I know it’s all been quite busy, these last few days, but… come Sunday it’ll all have finished, and we can sit down and have a big dinner and catch up, okay?’ Jesus was silent. ‘Obviously, I’d love to eat with you tomorrow, but I think I’ll be mostly having hot cross buns with the children, so unless you’re planning on popping in…?’ Jesus shook his head, then opened the drawer next to him and took out the vegetable knife.


      ‘Is this what you need?’ he asked.


      The knife drawer. What on earth was it doing there? ‘Er… yes. Thanks. So…’ Biddle began to chop the carrots that he’d brought out for their supper, ‘do you need me to leave any food out for you tomorrow, or will you make your own arrangements?’


      ‘This will be the last meal I need,’ Jesus reassured him.


      ‘Super!’ Biddle beamed. ‘We’ll catch up when it’s all over then!’


      


      


      Later that evening, Reverend Alex Milne finished a sermon about the true meaning and beauty of the Mass, then all but collapsed out of the pulpit. The combined stress of so much organised misery with genuinely being quite miserable was always a little bit too much misery to cope with, which was not to say that he didn’t welcome the fact that Maundy Thursday commemorated the first ever Mass, and thus gave him the perfect excuse to preach on what was effectively his favourite theological subject. But he was exhausted, and still had half of Holy Week left to deal with. God alone knew how he would manage to stay awake for the vigil that evening.


      It wasn’t only that it was the busiest week of the church calendar. While there was indeed an unusual amount for him to organise, the other work didn’t stop for Easter. There was nothing to halt the build-up of other burdens, the social problems, the emotional difficulties, the lost people looking for some grain of hope that he might be able to offer. Milne loved helping people in this way. But he badly needed a holiday.


      However, looking out at the sea of faces in his congregation, gathered together to take their minds away from their own problems for a few hours and focus on the solution, he discovered a renewed sense of purpose. Praying that he might be able to offer these people the genuine hope in which he was sure he believed, he addressed the congregation.


      ‘Jesus came to serve,’ he said. ‘Now, as an example of the Lord’s love for his people – his love for you – I ask you to allow me to wash your feet.’


      Recalling the recent conversation in which Bishop Slocombe had insisted that being a priest was all about ‘standing at the front and looking fabulous’, Milne took a rather unfabulous towel and knelt down in front of the bowl of water which had been prepared for him earlier. His congregation began lining up.


      A shadow fell over the bowl of water. Milne put his hands into it, ready to begin washing feet. Then he heard a man’s voice speaking to him. ‘Let me wash your feet,’ it said.


      ‘That’s very kind, but I can’t…’ began Milne, looking up. His voice trailed off uncertainly.


      ‘Time to let somebody else love you,’ said Jesus gently, taking the towel from Milne and kneeling down at the bowl of water.


      Milne began to wish that he’d had the presence of mind to put on a clean pair of socks.

    

  


  
    

    
      Good Friday

    


    
      As usual, there were those who had predicted the end. And as usual they were wrong (though only some of them saw that what they should have predicted was the beginning). As usual, there were those who clung to a belief that nothing would happen. They were wrong as well, but all the same many of them continued to cling to their belief.


      But there were those who didn’t know what to believe, except that they had been offered an invitation that it would be foolish to turn down. Those were the people who were ready and they knew when the time had come.


      In the end, it wasn’t a long journey – merely a step, leaving behind the things that had been. And those who took it saw a new earth altogether, and the things that had been were no longer worth remembering.


      


      All that Bishop Slocombe saw was an empty street. Unusually empty, in fact. This was London, but where were all the people?


      The various assembled Bishops waiting with him milled around impatiently and Bishop Slocombe squinted, straining his eyes to peer as far down Fleet Street as he could see, his hope fading with the light of the unusually grey afternoon. He couldn’t believe that Jesus was going to let him down like this. He now felt foolish for putting so much trust in him, for organising all this. It wasn’t as if he hadn’t had enough to do in Holy Week.


      ‘Can’t we just get on with it?’ complained the Bishop of Maidstone, shivering in the cold morning air. ‘It’s not as if we need Jesus to do the service.’ Some of the other Bishops muttered their approval at this suggestion.


      ‘What do you reckon, Findlay?’ bellowed the Bishop of London, heavily slapping Slocombe’s back. Slocombe winced, both at the back-slapping and the use of his first name.


      ‘Well… I don’t know. I rather thought he might make his own way here,’ Slocombe slowly said.


      ‘What, so there’s no actual guarantee that he was coming in the first place?’ asked the Bishop of Rochester, joining the group inquisitively.


      ‘You should have arranged transport for him,’ the Bishop of Ely wisely informed Slocombe.


      ‘I did arrange transport for him,’ spat Slocombe. ‘He didn’t use it.’


      ‘Maybe he wanted to walk it. Across the water,’ giggled the Bishop of Durham.


      ‘I didn’t know there was water between Collyweston and London,’ said the Bishop of Ely, frowning.


      ‘No, no, it was a joke,’ the Bishop of Durham clarified hastily.


      ‘I can’t believe I came all the way from Maidstone for a no-show.’


      ‘Oh, do shut up!’ roared the Bishop of London. ‘Let’s get in and start the service, there’s no point in standing around out here any longer.’


      The Bishops nodded and made their way into the cathedral as Slocombe gave a last, longing look down Fleet Street.


      ‘Never mind, Slocombe,’ the Bishop of London loudly reassured him, giving him another slap on the back, ‘we’ll carry on and do it without him.’


      Slocombe wasn’t sure that a dramatised passion was going to be quite the same with an empty cross, but he nodded, anyway. The Bishop of London was right – they didn’t need Jesus, they could jolly well do it themselves. That was the Anglican way.

    

  


  
    

    
      Holy Saturday

    


    
      ‘Andy!’ If it wasn’t Gerard Feehan! How relaxed, how happy he looked now – and so much more adult, as if he’d grown into his body at last.


      ‘Hello, Gerard! How’s your mother?’


      ‘She’s very well, very well indeed.’ Gerard smiled, his eyes gleaming. ‘She’s discovered ballroom dancing.’


      ‘Really!’ chuckled Biddle. ‘And yourself?’


      It was such a bright, clear day. The blue sky stretched ahead of them with the green grass and the fresh smell of spring and Biddle felt that he’d never been so contented. In the distance, a steady stream people discovered with joy the glorious new world that lay before them. Gerard continued to smile serenely and a giant pincer reached out and stroked his knee. He laughed carelessly, glancing lovingly at the giant lobster next to him.


      This nautical theme was certainly a little bit strange. Biddle himself had assumed that it would be smart–casual – but never mind, there seemed to be quite a few people milling around in black tie as well.


      He had expected there to be more people he knew here; it wasn’t that it bothered him, and he couldn’t really remember why, but originally he’d imagined it was going to be more of a party for priests than anyone else.


      ‘You know, I wonder if I make a better shellfish than I do a vicar,’ mused Alex Milne, crawling out from under a large crab’s shell with a bottle of rosé and two glasses.


      A threadfin rainbowfish was trying to get his attention. ‘Of course,’ remarked Vernon Tait, walking past in a sailor suit, ‘the rainbowfish is technically a freshwater fish, so I’m not entirely convinced that it’s appropriate at a nautical party.’


      ‘What are you doing here?’ asked Biddle, strangely pleased to see the dentist at the gathering.


      ‘Oh, I know,’ cooed Vernon with a hand gesture of mutual astonishment. ‘It’s like they say, I suppose; I do every priest in the area so maybe an invitation was inevitable.’ He raised a knowing eyebrow and moved on.


      ‘I’ll tell you what, Andy,’ Milne enthused, ‘you have to try a glass of this rosé, it’s… it’s not the acidic, sickly stuff we used to have. Whoever bought drinks for this party really knew what they were doing.’


      ‘I’m not sure I should – it does give me a terrible hangover,’ Biddle said.


      ‘But listen, Andy, it won’t! In fact, with this wine, the more you drink the clearer everything gets.’


      The rainbowfish was still trying to get his attention, but by-golly that rosé did look good. Perhaps if he dealt with that first… Biddle walked towards Alex, who started to pour, the bottle clinking against the glass with no noise, nor silence—


      The rainbowfish was gesturing more emphatically. ‘Come and have breakfast!’ it was shouting. ‘Andy, come on, it’s divine,’ Alex was saying, holding out the glass of pink, glistening nectar.


      ‘Is there room for another crab here?’ A second crustacean had arrived and the shell opened to reveal a beautiful, smiling young woman.


      ‘Annalie?’ mouthed Alex.


      ‘Andy!’ The rainbowfish took off its head and Biddle met the pleading, sad eyes of the man inside with a missing heartbeat. ‘Are you coming?’ Jesus was asking, beseechingly.


      Biddle took the glass. He could smell the rosé now and it was irresistible, a sweet but fresh scent and oh, so enticing, but even as he put the glass to his lips he could feel it slip away from him, in the same way as it always did, but this time – no, this time he would taste it before it went away, and he tipped the contents desperately into his mouth but he could feel the glass slipping from his hand.


      


      Biddle jolted awake with a start.


      He breathed out, slowly. That dream again – the silly one about the party. Every detail was so vivid, every night, and it always took him a moment to pull himself back into reality. He supposed it was Jesus’ fault, really, for putting the ideas in his head.


      He sat up. When he put his hand on his pillow, he was surprised to find that it was damp with sweat. Why on earth was such a trivial, silly dream bothering him so much? There were so many other things to think about, to look forward to. There was the Easter Vigil in the evening to get ready for, and all the exciting Easter services the next day. He had sermons to write and orders of service to finalise. Once all of that was out of the way, then he could worry about the meaning of this stupid dream.


      Not that it had any meaning. This was real life, not some musical by Andrew Lloyd Webber.


      Biddle sat in bed for a while longer, somehow lacking the energy to get started on the work he had to do. Despite his having so much to get ready, everything seemed somehow empty, even purposeless. It’s a perfectly natural comedown after all the richness, the emotion and the grief of the last few days, he reasoned. This is a day of reflection, of nothingness, a time of waiting. That’s what Holy Saturday is all about. Or Black Saturday, as it’s sometimes known.


      Even so, his list of jobs didn’t seem the most inspiring thing to have to get out of bed for.


      He yawned. He had rather lost track of the Messiah’s comings and goings, but he would have been willing to bet that Jesus had found a more exciting way to spend the day.

    

  


  
    

    
      Easter Sunday

    


    
      Now upon the first day of the week, very early in the morning, Reverend Biddle went up to his spare room, bringing with him the Easter egg he had bought for the King of Ages. In spite of his busy week, he had spent some time looking for a suitable egg; he had toyed with the idea of a rather flippant choice, a design aimed at children with pictures to colour in, but in the end he decided that it was safest to go for a respectable, adult brand of chocolate. Without knowing whether the Messiah even liked chocolate, it was a difficult call; all the same, he was nervously looking forward to seeing Jesus’ reaction.


      But when he reached the spare room he found the door was wide open; the curtains had been pulled back, letting in the streams of bright sunlight, which lit every corner of the empty room.


      Biddle quickly checked that nobody was using the upstairs bathroom, then, remembering Jesus’ habit of getting up early and making breakfast, he hurried downstairs to check the kitchen. There was no sign of either breakfast or Jesus.


      Biddle checked the other rooms, but it didn’t take him long to reach an unsettling conclusion: apart from himself, the house was empty.


      He stood in his living room, perplexed. He’d had every intention to make up for it after the madness was over – a nice Easter dinner, a more relaxed week after that, maybe a bit of time away from the church. He had tried to make that clear to Jesus. But maybe he hadn’t been careful enough to make sure Jesus understood him.


      Jesus had definitely been at some of the services. Obviously not on Good Friday, when Biddle assumed he’d turned up to St Paul’s as arranged. And somehow, Biddle guiltily realised, he had barely thought about Jesus since then. Had Jesus been at the Vigil last night? Given the disastrous vivat fanfare the choir had performed for some reason, Biddle was inclined to hope not.


      Surely Jesus hadn’t left as a result of the vivat fanfare?


      Whatever the reason, he’d certainly gone.


      Sadly, Biddle put the Easter egg down on his 1950s hostess trolley. There was no reason to think that Jesus had gone forever. Maybe he would turn up for the Easter-day morning communion.


      But maybe he wouldn’t.

    

  


  
    

    
      Epilogue

    


    
      The sunlight streamed across an unremarkable part of England with a vigorous, beginning-of-spring energy, lighting the plain exterior of St Barnabas church – its wooden door and stained-glass windows, its noticeboard displaying the service times, an advert for the Tuesday Mothers-and-Children Group, and an orange piece of cardboard displaying the poorly-printed motto:


      
        NO JESUS, NO HOPE – KNOW JESUS, KNOW HOPE!

      


      Inside, Reverend Andy Biddle stood up from his chair and turned to face the congregation. Beaming at them, as was particularly appropriate on this most joyful of days, he cast his eyes over the faces looking back at him, hopefully scanning the rows further back for one face in particular. Although he hadn’t really expected to see who he was looking for, he still felt a small jolt of disappointment: Jesus was not there. He had definitely gone.


      Indeed, his whole congregation seemed smaller than usual, particularly given that it was Easter. Was there a bug going round? It was most unusual not to see the Feehans in the congregation – Mrs Feehan never missed a service. But there was no sign of her or Gerard. Indeed, there was no sign of the many new people they had welcomed to the church only one week previously, something which Biddle found particularly disappointing. Of course he knew that they had primarily come to hear Jesus preach, he had simply hoped that they might show some commitment to the church once they had been to one service and seen how friendly it was.


      But he couldn’t blame them if they had decided to go elsewhere. Not now that Jesus had gone. Truly, Jesus had opened up a whole new world to all of them and what could be more natural than that people would want to get out and explore it. Biddle would certainly do that himself one day, but he couldn’t just turn his back on the old one, not at the moment. There were too many things to deal with.


      Biddle looked wistfully right to the back of the darkened church. Why was it that the sun never cast any light at all into the shadowy building?


      He pulled his attention back to the expectant, though already bored-looking, upturned faces, and drew breath. ‘Good morning!’ he announced, smiling widely. ‘Today we celebrate the risen Christ, who died for our sins, but who has returned from the tomb and is alive! Therefore, using the responses on the sheets in the pews, let us praise his name – Christ is alive!’


      ‘Allelujah, allelujah,’ the congregation read. It was an Easter liturgy which Biddle had spent many hours working on, combining what he saw as the best of the Anglican and Catholic traditions with a modern language more accessible to a full congregation including children. He felt that he’d hit the mark exactly and was quite proud of the achievement. It was a pity that Jesus wouldn’t be there to hear it, but there wasn’t time to worry about that now. Though it was a thought that continued to distract him, and he found himself stumbling over words as he continued:


      ‘Through his resurrection he has given us life in abundance. Christ is alive!’


      ‘Allelujah, allelujah,’ the congregation joylessly chanted back.


      Bernard Lomas, who was enjoying the ritual of Biddle’s Easter service immensely and wondering why he’d never tried out this whole religion thing before, leant over to Ted Sloper in the choir stalls. ‘Did you hear?’ he said, excitedly. ‘He said “erection” instead of “resurrection”!’


      ‘He is risen indeed,’ muttered Ted sardonically. Ted wasn’t in the mood to laugh. He was still feeling bruised by the mess the choir had made of his vivat fanfare the previous evening. He hadn’t expected miracles – though, what with Jesus in the congregation, a tiny one surely wouldn’t have been too much to ask – but the choir had truly excelled themselves. Even by their standards, it had been spectacularly awful.


      ‘Allelujah, allelujah,’ chanted the members of the choir around Ted, in response to another of Biddle’s pithy Easter soundbites. They could have been responding to anything at all, for all the awareness their glazed expressions showed.


      Ted looked down, unable to bear facing them any longer. The vivat fanfare had been the last straw; he was on the verge of packing in the job of choir director altogether.


      Then again, he had been on the verge of packing it in for the last seventeen years.


      


      


      Lindsay Phair sat next to her husband in a pew in the middle of the church, a fixed look of disdain on her face. She could see Robert’s distant smile out of the corner of her eye and despised him for it. What was there to smile about? There was precious little to enjoy here. It was as if the whole church had forgotten what Easter was supposed to be about. She couldn’t see much sign of joy around her.


      They had decided to carry on going to St Barnabas, though, for a while at least. Since the vicar had turned out not to be gay, it would be wrong to hold it against him – not that there was any evidence that he was a particularly moral character, but until they found somewhere better, it would do. At least their children might have some education in coping with the world.


      She sniffed self-pityingly. Actually, she was starting to doubt that any church was in the least bit equipped to deal with coping with the world at all. It was only a matter of time before she gave up on the whole pointless facade altogether.


      Robert Phair listened to his wife sniff and continued to smile distantly. He could tell that she wasn’t happy and knew that they would probably end up arguing about it later. Insofar as they ever did argue, which was to say that Lindsay would generally do the arguing and he would gently agree with her.


      Funny how she managed to sustain arguments for so long, really.


      Now wasn’t the time to worry about it, he thought, keeping an eye on his daughters, who were drawing with crayons on the chairs next to him. Esther’s nose was running, but he didn’t have a tissue so there wasn’t anything he could do about it.


      


      Sathan Petty-Saphon was not impressed with Biddle’s Easter liturgy, but she was inclined to let it pass. The modern language was inappropriate for such a major festival, but at least it was a liturgy. A quick letter to the vicar would encourage him to make his contributions a little more traditional in the future, and the signs were that he was gradually learning his lesson.


      In many ways he was not a bad vicar at all, and he would soon settle in.


      She shifted in her seat. She was itching to look behind her to see if Jesus had arrived, but she could wait until they shared the peace. It seemed silly of Jesus, not to mention a little rude, to continue creeping into services late, now that he’d revealed his presence. But then, his whole attitude over the last week had been a little bit discourteous. He had consistently refused her invitations to dinner, instead telling people about how he planned to leave and asking them to plan around that, as if he was completely unaware of what a busy time it was.


      He was within his rights, of course, being the Son of God – but there was such a thing as manners, even if you were in a hurry.


      She wondered if Jesus had left already – it did seem odd that he hadn’t arrived for the beginning of the Easter service. And in a way, she thought, that wouldn’t be altogether a bad thing. It had been exciting to have him here, undoubtedly – but it had been quite a distraction and Jesus had brought all sorts of new things with him that just weren’t helpful for the church, as new things so rarely were. They all needed a bit of space for things to settle back down to how they used to be.


      There was enough to think about in the running of a church without Jesus coming along and complicating things even more.


      


      ‘Allelujah, allelujah,’ responded the congregation for a final time, and there was an audible sigh, indicating a momentary relief that this bit of enforced praise was over.


      ‘And now,’ said Biddle, wondering why he was finding it more difficult than usual to beam so consistently. ‘We’re going to begin by singing hymn number three-one-oh, We hail thy presence glorious’.


      The organ burst into life with a sequence of chords bearing no resemblance at all to hymn number three-one-oh and the congregation stood up to sing. And so the service proceeded, in the same way as it always did.
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