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Chapter 1
It's Felburgh


“Felburgh” said the Bishop, jabbing his finger on the map at the
Suffolk coastal town of Felburgh as he glanced across at Peter.

“I reckon that’s far enough away for your reputation not to
follow you.”

His wide hazel eyes sparkled with a mixture of mirth and
anger.

From the other side of the table Peter gazed forlornly at the
map as if it were the portent of doom.

“But I don’t want to move.”  He replied in his soft
Wiltshire accent.  “I don’t want to run away and hide.  I
have no need to run away and hide.”

 

The Bishop flat-handed the table hard; shaking the elegant
cut-glass vase and trembling the flowers.

“You don’t have a choice; it’s either Felburgh or nowhere. 
Certainly it’s nowhere in this diocese, not after what you’ve
done.” 

The tone of voice was unmistakable: take it or leave it.

He gazed across the table at Peter and decided that Peter did
not look like a vicar; he looked more like a university professor
who’d been frightened by the sunlight.  On a normal day he had
a tall impressive figure with his imposing face, gaunt cheeks,
large Roman nose, brown eyes, bushy grey eyebrows, and unruly mat
of grey hair.  He was also a man of some intellect. 
However, today he was shrivelling, which wasn’t surprising
considering the verbal roasting he had been given a few moments
before.  The Bishop decided to back-off a little and softened
the tone of his voice.

 

“Look, I’ve pulled a few strings with my fellow Bishop, the
job’s yours.  You just have to pack up and go.  He’s
expecting you to move into the Vicarage on St Cedd’s day, that’s
January 7th and to license you to the parish three
Sundays after that.”

Pulled a few strings was putting it mildly, thought the Bishop,
downright grovelling while calling in every favour his colleague
owed him would have been a more accurate description.

Peter visibly trembled.

“Suppose they turn me down.”

The Bishop gave a short barking laugh, more like a Hyena
cough.

“They’ve got no choice either.  They’ve gone through four
Vicars in less than seven years and since then have failed to agree
on a single candidate that’s been offered to them.  They take
you or they get no-one.”

Peter rolled his eyes, “You mean it’s an impossible job.”

The Bishop shook his head.

“Not impossible, they’ve just been unfortunate.  Their last
vicar disappeared; one moment he was there the next he’d
gone:  Left the lights on in the vicarage and his unlocked car
in the driveway.  Might as well have been abducted by
aliens.”

Probably run away screaming thought Peter, which is exactly what
he felt like doing, except he couldn’t, not here.  Not when
the Bishop was offering him a dubious chance at redemption.

The Bishop slid a pink file across the desk; “Go there, it’s not
what you think.”

He sighed through his nose.

 

“Look Peter, you’re still young enough to have a good
ecclesiastical career ahead of you; one dent doesn’t write off the
whole car.  You haven’t committed an unforgivable sin, just
been unwise, appallingly unwise.  Who knows, one day you may
look back on this as a colourful part of your career.”

Peter took the file and studied the word ‘Felburgh’ inscribed in
big green copperplate letters on the cover.

“But what do I do there?”  Peter bleated.

The Bishop leaned forward, “Do what you’re good at – listen to
the people.  Let them talk to you, you have a natural ability
to put people at ease.”

His voice hardened, “And for goodness sake don’t go near the
Sunday School.”










Chapter 2
Arrival


Peter didn’t like large vicarages as he thought they sent out
the wrong message to the community at large.  And this one was
certainly large being double-fronted vicarage with at least four
bedrooms, three reception rooms and an overlarge almost square hall
with an extra-wide staircase.    This was such a
principle to him that he even considered moving into the small flat
above the double-garage behind the vicarage; however one thing
stopped him; Aquinas his large four year old Old English sheepdog,
a gift from a former dog-breeding parishioner whom Peter had helped
over the bereavement of his wife.  Aquinas was big for his
breed and needed space, lots of space.  Within a few minutes
of their arrival Aquinas had both checked out the large gardens and
claimed the cupboard under the stairs as his own, so with the die
cast.  Peter moved his few goods and chattels into the vast
space and, as soon as he could, he set out to explore the church
that lay directly behind the vicarage, hoping that it would give
him a ‘feel’ of his new parish, though to be honest any sort of
idea about the reality of his new parish would be welcome.

 


           
The church also proved to be huge and, surprisingly in this age of
organised church pilfering, unlocked.  Aquinas settled beside
the 14th Century font and Peter stood at the back to
survey the building.  The first, and immediate, impression was
that this was an exhibition showcase and not a living
building.  The nave, the central part of the church, was large
enough to sit well over three hundred people on dark oak much
polished pews.  There was absolutely nothing out of
place.  Each pew glistened with fresh wax and had the
appropriate number of equally spaced hassocks, hymn books, and
service books.  It was all laid out with such military
precision that Peter wondered if anybody ever had the courage to
move anything.  The chancel and high altar was just the same;
four long choir pews equipped with books, lamps and candle stands
just like an advert in a church requisites magazine.  The
altar itself was a slab of six inch thick polished grey marble
balanced on a central plinth with the words ‘Do this in remembrance
of me’ inscribed in large gothic letters along the front.

 


           
The side aisle were similarly pristine and yet different.  The
North aisle, the one to the right of the nave, had been isolated
from the church itself by huge glass partitions that stretched from
floor to ceiling and ran between each of the seven pillars. 
It had obviously been intended as a meeting area and children’s
play area, but although there was a large chest of new toys and a
giant play-mat, there were no other signs of children’s
occupation.  The very end of this aisle had been sectioned off
into a sort of large glass cage, a so-called coughs and sneezes
area where the noisy and the babies could be corralled and not
cause a disturbance to others.  Peter hated such areas and
much preferred families to sit together.  Try as he might
Peter could not find one mark on the acres of glass.  The
South aisle was not sectioned off; rather it had a number of stacks
of folding chairs, not your ubiquitous plastic folding chair, but
folding oak chairs with red leather upholstery. 
        

 

Peter returned to the back and tried to get the ‘feeling’ of the
building; what did it say to him?  As far as he was concerned
it screamed, ‘we are a wealthy congregation and expect you to fit
in, otherwise you are unwelcome,’ so loud any feeling of God’s
house had been meticulously drowned out.

 


           
Peter stood there for some time trying to grasp the implications of
the building.  He could get nothing but a sense of
dread.  If the congregation expected this of their church,
what would they expect of him?  He was saved from complete
depression by a chuckle and the sound of Aquinas’ large tail
thumping on the floor.  Peter turned to see a stocky man in an
old blue fisherman’s sweater, faded blue jeans, and sea-boots,
scratching Aquinas’ head between the ears.  He looked up.

“You must be the new vicar; nobody else would dare bring a dog
in here.”

The voice was rich in friendly Suffolk vowels.  He held a
hand out.

“I’m Mark, I’m the unofficial verger.”

Peter shook his hand, by far the largest and most powerful hand
he had seen.

“Notice board said that Bill Prime was the official verger.”

Mark gave a lopsided smile on his somewhat weather-beaten
face.

“True, but he’s ninety-seven next week and nobody has had the
nerve to ask him to stand down.”

He pointed to Aquinas. 

“Never seen an Old English with a tail before.”

“Breeder who gave him to me didn’t believe in docking and I must
admit some sympathy with that.”

Mark nodded and patted Aquinas’ head.

“Had a good look round?”

“Just about.  Tell me is there a sound system here?”

 “Oh yes,” he replied before leading him to the side of the
organ and opening a hidden door.  “Two radio mikes, three set
mikes (pulpit, lectern, and chancel step), and a flat table mike on
the altar.  There’s also an induction loop for the hard of
hearing, and a CD/Tape player”.

Peter was quietly amazed, he’d begun to believe that this was a
church locked into the eighteen century, but they certainly hadn’t
shunned technology.  Peter looked at the far end of the
church.

“Any chance of a look up the tower?”

Mark produced a bunch of keys and jangled them before he moved
off.  As he followed Mark, Peter tried to estimate his age,
which must have been somewhere between fifty and sixty, but it was
difficult with his tanned weather tanned face and sprightly
step.


           

The tower was a box of surprises.  Firstly in the base,
hidden behind a pair of huge dark oak double doors, was a fully
equipped kitchen furnished entirely in stainless steel to conform
to hygiene standards.  It was all there; double oven,
dishwasher, double-bowl sink, hand basin, steel fronted cupboards,
and gleaming worktop.

“How often is this used?”

Mark gave a wry grin, “Not often enough.”

The second surprise lay in the ringing chamber above the
kitchen.  There were no bell-ropes at all, but it was packed
from floor to ceiling with a mixture of radio equipment.

 “It’s the highest building for miles” grinned Mark. 
“So we are home to four mobile phone companies, the police,
ambulance and fire service radio, the coastguard radio net, the
local radio repeater station and the army air band radio for
helicopters who use this area for low-level flying practice”.

Mark stamped on the floor.

“Even got our own generator in the basement, courtesy of the
Army.”

Peter surveyed the equipment.

“How much do we get for this lot?” he queried.

“About £48,000 a year” laughed Mark.  “It easily pays for
the upkeep of the church and some!”

A piece of the jigsaw suddenly fell into place.  Peter had
glanced at the church accounts and wondered where all the money was
coming from.  Now he knew. 

The belfry itself had just one bell and numerous different
antennas.  Finally, once on the flat roof of the tower, Peter
discovered that what he had thought was a flag pole turned out to
be the aerial for the local radio station, and the corner pinnacles
were plastic covers over further aerials. 

 

Peter took his eyes off of the actual church structure and
looked around.  He realised that what Mark had said was true
and the view from the top was stunning. 

“Coastguard uses this in the summer,” said Mark.  “They use
it to study the yachting and beaches for the inshore
lifeboat.  Been here since they were chucked off the Martello
tower last year when the coastal radar was fitted on top of
it”.

“Do they pay?”

Mark seemed affronted.

“Of course not; its part of our support to the local
community!”

Peter deemed that he had touched on a raw nerve. 

“But some people think they should?”

“All those who have never been at sea in a small boat” Mark
scoffed.  “Landlubbers all.”

Peter waved his arms around and asked Mark to talk him through
the view.  Mark took Peter to the East side of the
tower. 

“Old town directly between here and the sea-front.  Mostly
built in the early 1900s and from here to the sea is a conservation
area, except for the allotments on the other side of the road from
the church and the park on the other side of them.”

“Seems a funny place for allotments”

“Used to be a public house and village hall there, but they
burnt down.  The Town Council has been arguing about
replacements ever since and the allotment association sort of moved
in to use the area while they were thinking about it.”

“How long have they been there?”

Mark laughed.

“Upwards of twenty years.”

 

They moved to the North side of the tower.  

“Fringe of Old town followed by Felburgh common and then
Felburgh Creek Golf course and the posh houses.”

“Why is it called Felburgh Creek when it doesn’t have a
river?”

Mark smiled. 

“‘Cause the Victorians diverted the river in about 1890 into
what is now the harbour”

He moved Peter to the South side of the tower and indicated the
harbour. 

“The creek had been silting up for some time and the local trade
association wanted a deep harbour for steam driven fishing
boats.  You can see the town goes right up to the harbour
edge.  It’s all coffee shops and fancy boutiques now on this
side of the river, but at one time it was all fishing sheds. 
The other side of the river is much, much better and has the
boatyard.  But that’s not in your patch, that’s your
neighbouring parish of Glumburgh.”

 

Finally he took Peter to the West side facing inland and
continued his mini town guide.

 “In front you have the new estate; 1500 new homes built
over the last twenty years and the supermarket right on the other
side of it.”

Peter nodded as he could clearly see the supermarket and it’s
nearly full car park. 

“To your left,” Mark continued.  “On the other side of our
main road lie the old barrack houses, now a so-called collection
area for problem families, and the old fish factory cum warehouse
between them and us.”

Peter could see the old ruin; it looked in a desperate
state.

“Two lots want to take it over Social Services for a community
rehabilitation scheme for young offenders, and the County Council
for an asylum centre.”

Peter grinned.  “I bet both of those ideas are
popular.”

“There’s an open town council meeting scheduled in the church
later this year, we might need extra chairs!”

 

Peter decided to change the subject. 

“Any pubs?”

“The Harbour Lights on the quayside – now a yuppie sailors
pub.  The Quay on the Glumburgh side of the harbour – basic
pub with basic food, but friendly and unpretentious.  Couple
of tourist wine-bars on the sea front, but they’re nothing to write
home about.  Up The Creek at Felburgh Creek.  ‘Up The
Creek’ by name and up the creek by nature; drinks cost about twice
as much as anywhere else.”

 He then pointed to a pub that was fairly close to the
church and just between the derelict factory and the old barrack
houses.

“The Fisherman’s Friend – not very friendly and definitely very
rough.  Finally, there’s The Battleship by the new
supermarket, yet another yuppie pub, it has music so loud that
there should he a health warning on the door.

 

They wandered back to the East side of the tower and stood
together in silence looking out to sea.  After about five
minutes Peter stirred.

“So what brought you to St Nathaniel’s then?”  He said
quietly.

Mark stood still staring into the far distant horizon and for a
moment Peter thought that he had not heard his question.

“I’m a fisherman born of a fisherman in that white cottage,”
said Mark softly, indicating a small white cottage on the other
side of the harbour.

“I guess fishing is in my blood and in my nature.  I first
went to sea when I was ten, but started working on the trawlers
when I was fourteen.  It was a hard life then, out at sea for
weeks at a time, poor conditions, and mediocre pay.”

He leant on the stonework and gazed into the past.

“Then the price of petrol went through the roof because of the
Middle-East crisis and we had to lay up for a few months.  I
took a temporary job as a hospital porter in Ipswich hospital, and
I met Lucy.  I was twenty-four and she was twenty and just
about to finish her nurses training.  We were both allocated
to the same ward and fell in love.  Neither of us was looking
for it, especially as she was a nurse and I was just a
porter.  That wasn’t all; her parents thought she could do
better, and my parents thought she was a toff.  Anyway, to cut
a long story short, we married three years later and moved into the
pink cottage.” Again he indicated a cottage on the other side of
the harbour.

“Pretty soon times were getting better for fishing, and worse in
the hospital, so I went back to sea.”

 

He sighed and swallowed deeply.

“Then in two years later we lost a trawler, the Felburgh
Castle.  It must have been suddenly overcome in deep water for
it was never found and no bodies ever recovered.  This had a
deep impact on Lucy and she began to worry when I was at sea and
implored me not to go back every time I had shore leave.  In
the end it broke up our marriage.  I knew no other life; she
knew she couldn’t stand it.”

He closed his eyes.

“It could have ended there, it should have ended there by all
rights, but it didn’t.  I was out fishing and we ran into a
gale.  Not just a standard storm, but one of those evil ones
where the sea seems to be coming from every direction and the waves
brake over the boat from ever point on the compass.  After a
couple of hours the boat broached and sank from under me.  I
should have gone with it, but I was on deck at the time and had on
two life jackets.  I was tossed about like a pea in a washing
machine, half the time I was under the water and half the time I
was rolling in the waves.  After a while I lost track of what
was up and what was down.  I had no hope.  I remember
crying out to God at the top of my lungs.  ‘Save me! 
Come on save me!’  Then I hit something hard.”

 

He turned to look at Peter.

“I actually smashed against the deck of a racing yacht.  Do
you know they deliberately take those things out in bad weather to
test the rigging and crew!  I landed virtually on top of the
wheelhouse, certainly near enough for the crew on deck to get to
me.  I was held fast on their deck by one of my lifejackets
that had caught on something or other.  The crew – they were
all French - saved my life in more ways than one.  The deck of
a racing yacht is not smooth, it’s covered with winches and stays,
and all sorts of rubbish, and the sea pounded me down on it at full
force.  I broke both legs, cracked my pelvis, badly shook my
spine, and smashed my face on a spar.  Somehow they dragged me
inside the tiny cabin.  Fortunately one of the crew was as a
medical student; she splinted my legs as best she could, gave me
some morphine, and sewed up the bits of me that were open; I’m glad
to say those boats carry a top-class first aid kit.  They
couldn’t get me lifted off by helicopter because the sea was too
rough, so they turned about and went to rendezvous with a large
container vessel.  How they turned about in seas like that
I’ll never know, but I guess if you’re mad enough to deliberately
go out in a wild sea you know how to handle the boat in any
weather.  After that they transferred me onto a container
ship.  I’ve seen the video of that transfer and I’m glad I was
unconscious at the time!  That ship was big enough for a
helicopter to lift me off; even that was ruddy dangerous.  The
helicopter had to take me to Ipswich Hospital because of the
weather and lack of fuel.  Lucy was on duty in A & E at
the time they brought me in; she got a hell of a shock.” 

 

Mark paused and resumed looking into the far distance. 

“I was in hospital for six months, almost two of those in
intensive care.  Then there was the physiotherapy and the
coming to terms with the fact that I lived and all my mates had
drowned.  Lucy was there by my side all the time.”

He paused for a moment and continued to stare out to sea, Peter
had no doubt that his lost friends were on his mind.

“Eventually, when I thought I was fit enough, I found a place
and a fishing smack.  I thought the best thing for me was to
go back to sea, you know like getting back on a bicycle when you
fall off.  Lucy was devastated.”

He suddenly smacked his hands together.

“Then it all changed.  I decided to cycle down here to pray
in the church and thank God that I was alive.  The church was
shut for repairs, they were glassing off the North Aisle, and so I
decided to pray in the graveyard and ended up there.” 

He leaned over the edge of the tower and pointed to six brown
granite gravestones in a well-tended corner of the
churchyard. 

“They’re the gravestones of the crew of the fishing boat
Samson’s Cove that foundered just off the coast here in the winter
of ‘64.  Each gravestone is the same; it has the name and
dates of the deceased and then the simple word ‘Fisherman’.  I
realised I was being a fool.  I got a job in the boatyard and
have never been to sea since.  Lucy and I renewed our wedding
vows a year later and since then we have never looked back.  I
started coming here regular like, and one thing led to
another.  I look at it like this, God gave me a second chance,
not many men can say that, and I don’t intend to waste it.”

“Do you like the boatyard” murmured Peter

“Not at first, it was like being in a cage when you’ve been
allowed to roam free.  But I loved Lucy and I knew I had to
make a go of it.  When it got too much I used to come here and
sit in the corner of the churchyard.  Sort of a reminder
like.  It got better about five years ago when we got the
contract to service the tugs that work in the Harwich Haven,
they’re boats I understand, not fancy yachts or summer
cruisers.”

“Regrets?” asked Peter

“Only that I didn’t do it sooner, I put Lucy through hell”

“And how have you thanked God?”

Mark looked up, again staring into the distant horizon.

“I do volunteer work at the Seaman’s Mission in Felixstowe;
takes a seaman to know a seaman”

Mark stirred then and Peter realised the conversation was coming
to an end.  He nodded,

“Thanks Vicar, thanks for listening.”

 

As they went down the tower stairs, Peter asked the final
question that he been on his mind.

“Did I read the accounts correctly, have we got £350,000 in the
bank”.

“More or less, probably more.  Most of it is invested.”

“Invested where?”

“Don’t know.  Sam handles all that, we get a good return
though.  Oh and we now also own the navigation rights on the
river from the bridge for four miles up to Little Glumburgh thanks
to a generous legacy.”

“Meaning?”

“We can charge for mooring, not much, but it will bring in a few
thousand a year.”

At the bottom of the tower Mark tapped a panel on the wall.

“Second power feed courtesy of the Army.  They don’t
believe in doing things by halves.”

He grinned and checked his watch.

“Sorry, I’ve gotta go, but if I can do anything you only have to
ask.”

Peter decided to air his only current problem.  “I need a
cleaner, any ideas?”

Mark chuckled.

“Not my department, but my wife will doubtless know someone, and
we’ll send them round.”

Once outside the church Mark climbed onto an old BSA Bantam
motorcycle, and gave Peter a rye grin.

“One thing,” he said.  “Don’t let the mafia get to you,
they may think they are the church, but they’re not
really.” 

He left in the general direction of the harbour.  Peter
rescued Aquinas from the churchyard and went home to find a
home-baked apple pie on the doorstep.

 


           
Also on the doorstep were two visitors, Peter expected visitors as
they were part and parcel of a new vicar moving into a parish, but
these two somehow didn’t seem to be making a social call.  He
invited them in and they introduced themselves as his
churchwardens.  They refused tea, and a slice of pie and sat
down in his lounge.  George Thrushton, introduced himself as
the most long-standing warden.  Being tall and ramrod straight
he cut an imposing figure (“Major Thrushton you know, but I don’t
use the title”) with a grey moustache and a Saville Row Grey
suit.  He had that clipped manner of speech so loved by the
military.  In swift military style he made no bones about
saying that he did not want any major changes to either of the
services, or the use of the church building.  Peter could
sense in him the feeling that the town had been ruined both by the
addition of the new estate and the town edge supermarket.  It
was also apparent that he barely tolerated tourists, but recognised
that the local economy largely depended upon them.  He
finished his pre-prepared spiel with a half smile and a dismissive
wave of the hand as he muttered, “Change is not always for the
better it just makes things different and is not always a forward
step.”

 

The second warden, Henry Peyton-Jones, was short and dumpy, but
somehow still cut an imposing figure.  Unlike his companion he
was dressed in casual clothing, but it was all carefully matched
and definitely not from a department store.  Henry almost
apologised that he had only served as warden for eight years
(compared with George’s twenty-two.)  It soon became clear
that he was the warden who was in control of the buildings and
graveyard.  He was adamant that there should be no alterations
to the building.  His motto appeared to be: “Everything should
be done properly and in order and by due process.”

He said it at least three times in their short visit.

As they left George invited (commanded?)  Peter to his
house the following evening to meet the Church Council members
before he was formally licensed as in a fortnight’s time. 

 

That night Peter restudied the church accounts over a piece of
the scrumptious apple pie.  So much was clearer now.  The
church was spending around £100,000 a year and had an income of
around £120,000 of which about £12000 came from tourists who
visited the church and gave a donation.  All in all it was a
clear profit of £20,000 per year, plus the return on the
investments.  On the other hand the church appeared to give
away nothing.  There was no indication of any missionary
support, charity support or financial support to the local
community.  Peter sat back; he’d worked in churches which were
a financial black hole in that no matter how much money you poured
into them they never had enough, but he had never worked in a
church which was a financial supernova.  Was that the
problem?  Was that why the last four vicars had given
up?  Had this church somehow become a profit making enterprise
rather than a House of God and the social conscience of the
community?

He spent the last moments of the day reading both a small book
on the local history and the last five years of the Felburgh Church
Council minutes.  As he went to bed he was not sure which
would make the better horror movie.  As usual he did not sleep
well.










Chapter 3
First Blood


That following evening the rain was teaming down in a manner
reminiscent of the Niagara Falls, so Peter opted to take his
ancient Land Rover rather than cycle.  When he finally found
the Major’s house on the edge of the golf course he noticed that
the church council members had had the same idea.  As he sat
in his vehicle summoning up some emotional strength, and listened
to the drumming on the cab roof, he surveyed the other cars in the
ample driveway.  With one exception all the cars were less
than three years old, most of them less than two years old. 
All were expensive ranging from a Porsche to a Jaguar via a number
of Volvos.  The exception was an old blue Ford Escort that was
so battered and worn that it was probably in danger of being taken
for a dumped wreck and towed away.  Eventually, after about
fifteen minutes, Peter summoned up his courage, walked to the door,
and entered the lion’s den. 

 

Just over three hours later Peter left and drove towards
home.  On a whim he diverted into the Felburgh Common Car Park
to watch the sparkle from the lights of the passing ships and
contemplate the evening while it was still fresh in his mind. 
One thing was for sure, the majority of the Council held firm views
and they obviously felt that they had the power and prestige to
ensure that their views were followed - and followed to the
letter.


           

Peter reflected on his experience at the Major’s house as the
moon began to peep out from behind the clouds and reflect off a
silk-smooth sea.  He remembered being surprised at how few
people were there.  According to the church minutes there were
seventeen people on the council, but it looked like there were only
nine people in the room.  The Major had first introduced Peter
to his wife Beatrice (‘insists on being called ‘Bessie’), who the
Major painstakingly explained was not a Council member, but he
could hardly keep her out could he!  From then on Peter was
passed around.  He didn’t think that the evening had been
deliberately choreographed, but nevertheless he was passed around
from person to person having almost exactly eighteen minutes with
each individual.  It was obvious from the start that they were
a tight knit bunch.

 


           
Peter had first been introduced to Marjorie, a tall woman in her
late fifties wearing a pale pink designer dress and clutching a
Gucci handbag.  She obviously took great care in her
appearance, had one of those faces that seem to be continually
looking down on you and a voice that seemed perpetually
condescending.  But to be fair she was tall; Peter was just
over six feet and Marjorie was about the same high in her red low
healed Italian shoes.  She obviously had plenty of money and
liked to display it as she had matching diamond jewellery:
necklace, earrings, ring on second finger of right hand, and a
delicate bracelet on right wrist.  Peter was also pretty sure
that the left wrist sported a genuine ladies Rolex.  As a
seasoned spinster Marjorie was absolutely convinced that children
should know their place.  ‘We had to be quiet in church and
didn’t complain so why shouldn’t they?’ was said three times in
three different ways.  Peter also found out that she claimed
to be an opera lover, but talked with more passion about the blues
singers of 1950’s America.  She also surprised him by having a
seemingly encyclopædic knowledge of current affairs and quizzed
Peter deeply about his general views; in particular wanting to know
how he felt about the current debate over assisted euthanasia.

 


           
Next on the agenda had been Dan, who besides being a council member
was also the church organist.  Peter had been expecting to
meet him as the church minutes had revealed that every minister
over the last five years had arguments over music with Dan and
lost.  Dan apparently had the absolute backing of the Church
Council in his stance about traditional hymns.  However, Dan
was not at all what Peter had imagined.  He turned out to be a
small dapper man in a well-cut grey suit.  He obviously took
great care in his presentation, to such an extent that he looked an
animated tailor’s dummy.  Dan had come almost straight to the
point as soon as he was introduced to Peter by handing him a list
of hymns.  This was the definitive list of hymns; he would
play no other.  Peter had been ready for this and thought that
he had had a cunning plan.  He had asked Dan if he would play
“Will your Anchor Hold’ at his licensing service explaining the it
was the adopted hymn of the Boy’s Brigade and that he had first
been introduced to Christianity by that organisation.  Dan’s
reply had been an uncompromising no.  He called the hymn a
load of sentimental 19th century American twaddle
enjoyed by those of low intellect and poor taste.  Peter had
not pressed the point, but was amazed at the man’s capacity to be
both dogmatic and rude at the same time.  Dan proved to be
fiercely possessive of the church Organ to the point of
obsession.  He talked about his organ and how other
people playing it could easily damage it.  He seemed to have
no conversation outside the organ and organ music.  Peter did
find out that he had been a music teacher at a local private school
all his working life and had retired early a few years ago. 
He was now a freelance piano tutor, but it was obvious that his
first love was the pipe organ.

 


           
Sam, the church treasurer, was next in the unofficial
choreography.  He turned out to be an accountant by profession
and looked every inch the professional man with an expensive
pin-stripped suit, old college tie and gold initialled
cufflinks.  Looking back, Peter had trouble recalling what the
man looked like beyond that he had one of those instantly
forgettable faces.  All Peter could remember was the man’s
upper lip where he had one of those dormant hairy papulae that
alter the shape of the lips and catch the eye.  He had tackled
Sam about the church investments, but Sam gave smooth and evasive
replies.  It was obvious to Peter that Sam understood quite
clearly what an ethical investment was, but considered the highest
rate of return the only investment feature worth considering. 
Sam talked mainly about his family.  He had been married to
Wendy for fifteen years and had three children, Little Sam (5yrs),
Samantha (16yrs), and Ernest (21yrs) who was reading Fiscal Studies
at the University of Michigan.  Peter knew there was a story
there somewhere, but Sam had that knack of saying what he wanted
you to hear no matter what question you asked.


           

       Peter had been circulated
to Bunty next; a tiny octogenarian lady in a green plaid skirt and
snow white blouse.  She had one of those wrinkled faces where
the wrinkles seem to follow the laughter lines and Irish green
eyes.  She had been christened Barbara, but called Bunty for
as long as she could remember.  Three things stuck in Peter’s
mind about Bunty.  She had been the headmistress of the local
primary/junior school for decades; this meant a large proportion of
the church members had been at the school during her era. 
Then she was passionate about relieving the loneliness of the
stranded housewife and the single mum.  Finally it was
blatantly obvious that she was not one of the inner-circle. 
She had found out about the meeting by a chance encounter with
Bessie that afternoon and had gatecrashed the event.  Peter
had realised at that moment that this meeting was composed of those
the Major thought ran the church, not all those on the council.


           

        Henry was next on the
rota.  Peter had already met him the night before, but that
didn’t stop him from re-iterating his views about church
order.  He was also obviously of the opinion that as Peter was
the vicar he was paid to run the Sunday services and therefore he
should do everything as ‘having others involved spoils the flow of
the liturgy’.  Henry was married and his wife had been the
Magistrate’s Court junior clerk.  There was nearly thirty
years between them and Henry had considered himself a crusty old
bachelor when he first met Caroline.  Peter found out that
they married on Caroline’s eighteenth birthday, when Henry had been
approaching his forty-seventh.  They had now been married for
twenty years and Caroline was currently pregnant with their first
child.  Peter smiled; Henry’s quest for order would soon be
taking a severe battering.  Henry was also surprisingly
knowledgeable about benefits that the unemployed, poor, single, and
destitute could apply for, and – in his opinion – had a right
to.


           

     Peter was then circulated to Lord
Felburgh.  He was not strictly a Church Council member, but he
was the Church’s Patron and as such had the right to strongly
influence the choice of vicar.  If Peter’s reading of the
church minutes was right, Lord Felburgh had virtually bullied the
Church Council into accepting his decision to place the choice of
the next minister entirely in the hands of the Bishop.  He was
the catalyst for Peter being sent to the Parish before being seen
by the Council or having personally seen the church.  Lord
Felburgh was not a member of the aristocracy nor the landed gentry;
in fact he was the owner of the local scrap yard who had bought the
title.  He looked like a rough diamond, but was wearing a
decent enough suit and a tie bearing his coat of arms.  He was
also a huge man being almost a head taller than Peter and built
like a barn door, but at least he had a gentle smile.  Tom had
noticed Peter’s arrival in his Land Rover and they spent a fair bit
of their time together discussing the merits of lockable and split
differentials.


           

       Peter was beginning to get
tired when he was introduced to Cameron, who was the manager of one
of the local building societies cum modern bank.  Cameron came
from South Africa and had that rich Boer accent.  He didn’t
look much like a bank manager as he had on a blue open necked short
sleeve shirt and casual grey slacks.  Peter recalled neck
muscles the size of tree trunks and prominent biceps that Peter
thought could probably crack a walnut in the flex of the
elbow.  But it was the eyes Peter remembered most as they
seemed small and totally out of proportion with his flat-nosed wide
face.  As Peter expected, Cameron worked out in a gym every
evening before going home from work.  He was proud of his
family, dedicated to his work, and fearsome in his belief that
money earned by the church should be kept by the church.  “You
never know when a rainy day is going to come,” he said, “and if we
give it away one day we’ll come to regret it.”  He had no
concept of the generosity of God, the joy of giving or supporting
others to do the Lord’s work.  He said that his non-work
passion was cricket.  He ran the local cricket team and had
paid to have a South African sport’s channel on his cable TV. 
However, what really had unnerved Peter about Cameron was his easy
denigration of the previous vicars.  He especially singled out
the Reverend Winder, who he considered to be a man of little fibre
(‘had a nervous breakdown, I ask you where’s the man’s faith’) and
daft ideas (‘I mean he wanted to have special children’s services
and use the church for amateur dramatics – I ask you where’s the
reverence to God in that?!’).


           

       Roger Danby was next round
the room.  He was the council secretary and had been for a
number of years.  He was manager of (or did he own?) the local
golf club.  He has that red-faced disposition that comes from
too much alcohol and got through two glasses of red wine to Peter’s
half a glass of mineral water.  His clothes were loud; brown
sports jacket in a large check, yellow golfing trousers, and a
gaudy purple shirt.  He had a cravat, a purple handkerchief in
his top pocket and a suave manner.  Peter decided that he
would not have bought a used car from this man.  Roger talked
about himself in an easy way, but then he was fuelled with plenty
of alcohol.  He had had three wives and was on the lookout for
the fourth.  He had recently sold a patch of marshland to a
housing developer, but in the knowledge that they would never be
able to build upon it.  He lived in a flat on the top floor of
the golf club with the teenage son from his last marriage, and he
called Marjorie ‘that sexy bit of stuff’.  Peter wondered what
he was doing here as he seemed to have nothing in common with the
others, but was obviously a member of the Major’s
inner-circle.  Peter also wondered about his faith. 
Every time Peter mentioned God, Roger shied away from talking on
the subject usually by covering the change in conversation with a
crass remark.


           

      Finally Peter had ended up back
with the Major and his wife.  They played the perfect hosts
asking Peter to talk about himself rather than say what they wanted
of him.  Peter did manage to elicit from Bessie that George
(Peter was already thinking of him as ‘the Major’) had been a
career guardsman and had fought in several conflicts.  He had,
however, left the army slightly before his tour of duty was
up.  Since leaving the army he had written a couple of books
on military logistics and edited a compendium of army
insignia.  Bessie was less forthcoming about herself, however,
and the Major offered no information on the subject.


           

      Peter came back to the present
moment, took in the view, sat back in his seat and sighed.  He
came to the conclusion that he could imagine this bunch in a game
of ecclesiastical Cludo.  He was wondering who would be bumped
off with a candlestick in the vestry when Lord Felburgh’s battered
old Ford drew up beside him.  Tom got out of his car and
opened the Land Rover’s passenger door and got in; the Rover swayed
from side to side as the suspension adjusted to his massive
frame.

“Though I’d better say something,” he said in his Northern
accent.

“I’m not much one for fancy words, but I don’t want to give you
the wrong impression.  I trust God and love St. Nathaniel’s,
but, and it’s become a big but, there is something wrong with the
church.  It’s somehow lost God.  I don’t mean that they
don’t believe in him, or that their worship isn’t meaningful to
them, I just think they’ve lost the meaning of God being part and
parcel of the church.  It’s in danger of becoming a country
club for the upper middle classes while the lower classes are only
offered associate membership.  Frankly I have no idea how to
change that and asked the Bishop to send someone who would.”

‘If you only knew,’ thought Peter.

“I want to make it clear that I will back you all the way,” he
continued.  “My support is probably not worth a lot, I’ve used
the only real leverage I’ve got to get you here, but you have my
total backing.  Say you want the church burnt down and I’ll
light the matches for you.”

“Thanks”, said Peter, trying to hide his surprise at the
outburst.  “But don’t expect swift action.  Change is
usually a slow process if it is going to stick.  Forced
changes works sometimes, but they usually build up too much
resentment too quickly to be appreciated for what it brings”

Tom nodded.

“That was the problem with the Revd Winder; he tried to force
through changes and ended up thinking that everybody was out to get
him.  It wasn’t true as there was a large body of the church
behind him, but he somehow got it into his head that the world was
against him and that was that.  Poor chap ended up with a
nervous breakdown.”

They were silent for a moment looking out at the dark sea.

“I guess you weren’t born around here?”  Peter queried
quietly.

“Accents a dead give-away,” chuckled Tom, “No I come from
Newcastle, but been around here for the last twenty years or
so.”

“Like it?”

“Love it, wouldn’t move anywhere else.”

“Not even back to Newcastle?”

“No, nothing for me there now”

Tom went quiet, and Peter waited, sensing that Tom would say
more.


           

     Eventually Tom put his head on one
side.  “It’s not that I didn’t enjoy Newcastle, I just ended
up without a place there.”

Another pause as he recalled his past.

“I was born in a little village on the Western edge of
Newcastle.  Sounds strange, but it was like a village. 
There were about sixteen streets of closely terraced houses with
small yards between and proper alleyways.  I guess I stayed
there all my childhood.  Those sixteen streets had all I
needed: all my friends, all my family, and my entire world.  I
didn’t think of myself as poor or working class or any other
label.  We didn’t go to church and the school was on the edge
of my sixteen streets.  Like most of my mates I left school at
fifteen and started work in the foundry at the other edge of my
sixteen streets.”

He shrugged.

 

      “My mother died when I was
sixteen.  I am the only child so that left dad and me. 
The work was tough and the pay grim, but I lived at home and the
only recreation I knew was the pub and books.  Next to the
school was a small library and I read my way around the
shelves.  I went there so often I got friendly with old Mrs
Knott, who was the librarian, and we used to discuss books for
hours on end.  Her second passion was birds and the shelves
were well stocked with bird identification manuals and
suchlike.”

He suddenly smiled to himself.

“Old Mrs Knott was indeed old.  She told me one day that
her arthritis was going to make her give up driving, so she
wouldn’t be able to do any more real bird watching.  I’d just
got my licence, courtesy of a foundry sponsored fork-lift driving
course, and was proud of it.  So I offered to drive her car
for her.  So every other weekend, come rain or shine, we went
bird watching.”

His voice softened.

“Only she didn’t only show me birds, she opened up a whole new
world for me.  For six years we went bird watching and on the
way home we would stop for a bite to eat at a hotel, or go to the
cinema.  A few times we went to the theatre, once to an
opera.  She died when I was twenty-four and I felt her loss
deeply.  She had no children and left everything to me, I
could not believe it, and neither could my dad.  Since I had
her car I continued the bird watching as I had come to love
it.  Ever tried it?”

Peter replied, though he was reluctant to break Tom’s thread of
conversation. 

“Once, a friend of mine called Jane Sato - oddly enough she is
minister of the Glumburgh benefice, but I only found that out when
I got here - anyway she took me once.  She spent the day
pointing out birds to me I either couldn’t see, or that looked like
all the others.”

Tom picked up his story,

“Well I love it, it relaxes me, and there is a thrill to see
birds in their own habitat.”

His smile suddenly vanished.

“That turned out to be a terrible year for me.  Mrs Knott
died, my dad retired from the foundry only to die six months
later.  I was still recovering from that when the foundry
announced it was closing.  It was all very fast, they
announced it on a Tuesday afternoon, and by the Friday evening I
was laid off, sitting at home with no job, no family, and no
prospects.”

He shook his head in recollection.

 

“Mrs Knott had been a Quaker and although we hadn’t talked about
God much she had impressed on me that rather than running about
like a headless chicken, it was best to pray in times of
distress.  I didn’t go to church, so I decided to go bird
watching; that was the nearest thing to prayer I could
manage.  I’d read about Minsmere Heath in Suffolk, so I came
down here and spent two glorious weeks in the sunshine, eating good
food at the St Cedd’s guest-house and seeing more different birds
than I thought possible in one place.  One evening I idly
picked up the local paper and in it there was an advert for a
forklift truck driver.  The advert was decidedly odd: it
offered a place of work surrounded by the countryside, a basic
wage, a caravan to live in, and a share of the profits.  It
gave an address of The Reject Farm, Felburgh.  On my way home
I found the farm; except it wasn’t a farm it was a scrap
yard.  I fell to talking with Lenny Jones the owner and after
an hour he offered me the job.  I was still in two minds
whether to accept it or not when he introduced me to his daughter
Angela.  She did his office work and worked most of the
machinery as well; but she could not drive a forklift, her eyesight
was too bad.  Don’t get me wrong Angela was no pin-up, she had
biceps like a wrestler and lenses in her glasses like milk bottle
bottoms, but there was something about her manner I liked.  By
the time I was twenty-eight I had worked for Lenny for three years
and courted Angela for two of them.  Eventually we got engaged
and Lenny was the happiest man I’d ever seen.”

He suddenly took in a deep quavering sorrowful breath.

“Three months later Angie collapsed at work.  The hospital
diagnosed Myelogenous Leukaemia.  Despite their best efforts
she was dead three months after.  We were both devastated;
absolutely devastated.  I don’t think we would have coped if
it hadn’t been for Revd Sweeny.”

He took another heart felt breath.

“Angie asked to be buried in a churchyard even though none of us
went to church; Revd Sweeny did the funeral.  After that he
used to call at the scrap-yard every Friday at lunchtime.  At
first I resented his visits, but Lenny needed someone to talk to
about his daughter’s death and Todd listened – can you believe any
parents would christen their child Todd Sweeny?  After about
six months I used to look forward to his visits as well.  Todd
was marvellous.  He would listen to us whinging how unfair it
was and moaning about God, but he never contradicted us.  As
time went by the discussions ranged over other subjects, including
God, Jesus, and the Holy Spirit.  But he never talked about
the church, I tackled him about this once and he said that the
church was ‘the imperfect manifestation of our communal desire to
worship’.  Six months before he retired Lenny and I were
baptised and confirmed, I’ve gone to church ever since.”

He turned a pair of sorrow-filled eyes onto Peter.

“Soon after Todd retired Lenny died in his sleep.  He could
be a crafty old codger and shortly after Angie’s death he’d asked
me to witness his signature.  He knew I was in a hurry to go
bird watching, so I rushed into his office and signed three
times.  After his death I found that he had passed the yard to
me, and then had got me to sign a proxy form so that he could
administrate it on my behalf.  By doing that he avoided death
duties, but for eight years I thought I worked for him, whereas I
actually owned the yard!  Then things started to go wrong at
the church.  We didn’t get a vicar for nearly three years and
the current lot moved in on the Church Council and took it
over.  The rest you probably know, Revd Bygrave came and went
in nine months; he had the sense to move on before it all got to
him.  Then a gap; followed by Revd Winder, poor soul had a
nervous breakdown and his wife sensibly took him away from
here.  Next we had the total rascal Revd Jones; he announced
he was going to emigrate two months after he arrived.  He did
the dirty on us; he knew when he accepted the post that he was
going abroad, but never told the Bishop or us.  The Revd Graye
was next.  I liked him; he was prepared to take the council
head on, but then he just disappeared.  In my wilder moments I
wonder if he has gained a concrete overcoat and is now lying in the
bottom of the harbour!”

He shrugged his massive shoulders.

 

      “I could see it all going wrong
but couldn’t seem to do anything about it.  Then one day I
went to an auction.  I was after a collection of old Victorian
postcards of birds of prey.  One of the late items listed in
the manifest for the day was the title of Lord Felburgh; it was the
item immediately after the postcards.  I didn’t get the
postcards; they were suddenly withdrawn from the auction, so I was
present when bidding was opened on the title.  The auctioneer
tried to start the bidding at £5000, but no one responded.  In
the end I bought the title for £250, the auctioneer believing that
the item had no set reserve.  It wasn’t until I received the
paperwork that I realised along with the title went the patronage
of St Nathaniel’s, Felburgh and St Alphege’s, Glumburgh plus the
right to re-divert the river back to Felburgh Creek. 
Apparently it was a previous Lord Felburgh, who originally diverted
it; he had an Act of Parliament passed to allow him to do so, but
hedged his bets and the Act also allows him to divert it
back.  To this day the Act has never been repealed or modified
so it still stands.  The following week I noticed that the
local press was full of adverts proclaiming the auctioning of the
title, the auction house had somehow included it in the wrong
manifest, but it was too late, it was mine.  The auction house
had egg all over their face and offered me £5000 to buy it back,
they even threatened court action, but to no avail,  the
Lordship was legally mine and I stubbornly decided to hold onto
it.  All of a sudden I had become a member of a club that
would never have allowed me to join.  One month later I
received an invitation from the Bishop to attend a church council
meeting that was going to consider three new candidates for St
Nathaniel’s.  I went to the council meeting and listened to
the debate.  I was appalled, they were asking questions like
‘will his wife be a real vicar’s wife?’  ‘Will he keep things
as they are?’  And ‘will he keep his expenses to the
minimum?’  After an hour I blew my top and said that as patron
I would not sanction anyone chosen by their criteria.  I’m sad
to admit I bullied them into allowing the Bishop to appoint without
reference to them and said that if they agreed to this then so
would I.  They wheedled, tried backhanded dealing, and
threatened to get planning permission for my yard rescinded, but I
was seeing red.  In the end they agreed and two weeks later
the Bishop announced that he was appointing you.”

 “I may not be quite what you expect,” Peter said
gently.

Tom grinned.

“You’re not their choice that’s your greatest asset as far as I
am concerned as you’re not beholden to them.  Besides, if the
Bishop thinks you’re the man for the job I trust his
judgement.”

Peter didn’t really have a reply to that, so they sat in silence
for a while.  Eventually Tom gave a slow smile.

 

     “You know Jane Sato at Glumburgh?”

Peter studied the far dark horizon.

“We went to university together, I read mathematics, and she was
reading oriental history.  I think we were both surprised a
few years later when both of us were ordained.  She was
ordained a good few years before me, but it’s quite comforting to
know that she’s just over the Parish boundary, and that she is my
Rural Dean.”

“I’ve met her”, said Tom.  “She’s not married.”

“No,” said Peter.

“Do you intend to pick up where you left off?” queried Tom.

Peter took a deep breath.

“No,” he replied carefully.  “As they say we are just good
friends.  Very good friends in fact, but no I don’t want to
take it beyond that, and neither would she.”

“Enough said,” Tom intoned seriously.

They sat in companionable silence for a while before they
exchanged a few pleasantries and Tom left to drive off into the
night.

 

When Peter got home the light on the Ansaphone was
blinking.  There was a message from Mark; he thought he had a
cleaner for Peter.  He said Peter could phone back any time
before midnight, so Peter did, even though he would normally never
call anyone after nine.  Mark was recommending a girl called
Jo, a friend of Lucy’s.  When Peter had asked if she was
reliable, Mark’s reply made him chuckle.

“We’d trust her to launder our underwear and not tell the world
that I wore pink knickers.”

At least, he thought, someone in the church had a sense of
humour.










Chapter 4
Close Encounters


After the so-called introduction to the council Peter decided on
plan B; that is get out of the parish until he was actually
licensed to take charge.  By diligently searching the Internet
he’d found a conference in York entitled ‘Dynamics of the Rural
Church’ and decided to go, firstly because the content might
actually be useful and secondly he didn’t want to be continually
buttonholed by council members and hedged into a corner he didn’t
want to be in.

 

At about ten o’clock the doorbell rang and Aquinas, as usual,
beat Peter to the door by about fifteen seconds.  Peter opened
the door to find a young woman who gave a casual wave.

“Hi,” she said, “I’m Jo”. 

Peter stood transfixed; Mark had not warned him.  Jo was
about five feet tall, maybe slightly less as she was wearing
seriously high-heeled boots of the chunky variety.  She was
clad in a sloppy mauve jumper and a pair of faded blue, slightly
flared, jeans.  However, that is not what riveted Peter’s
attention.  She was sporting thick dark blue lipstick, deep
pink eye-shadow and had close cropped platinum blonde hair with a
dark coloured ‘rats tail’ that hung between her shoulder
blades.  She also had more rings and studs than Peter thought
possible.  Her face could have been pretty, she certainly had
intriguing deep blue eyes, but her nose seemed to have been totally
squashed and twisted into her face.  In this apology for a
nose she had the biggest nose ring he had ever seen, it totally
dominated her appearance.  Peter thought that she looked
absolutely grotesque.

“Thirty two” she said in a sort of neutral accent with a hint of
Suffolk.

“Thirty two?” echoed Peter

“Thirty two studs and rings, would you like a run down?”

Peter realised that he had been very rude.

“I’m sorry”, he said, “I’d forgotten you were coming.  Do
come in.”

Jo entered and immediately made a fuss of Aquinas, rubbing both
his ears and then tickling his chest.

“Used to dogs?” said Peter

“Brought up on a farm.  What do you want cleaned and how
often?”

“All of it including both staircases, except for two rooms
upstairs.”

“Both staircases?”

“Yes there is this large one off the hall and a smaller one off
the back of the kitchen.  I guess there were servants here at
some time.”

Peter paused to think.

“Tell you what, you look round and I’ll fix us a coffee. 
The rooms upstairs are labelled, product of a previous incumbent,
so you can leave the Main-Bedroom and Minty’s Room alone’. 
OK?”

With that Jo wandered off and Peter disappeared into the
kitchen.

 

It was not quite what Jo had imagined.  First of all the
vicar was obviously single; Mark had not warned her about
that.  Secondly he had a large hairy dog and large hairy dogs
usually leave large hairy bits all over the place.  And
finally Peter did not look like a vicar; he looked more like a
university professor.  He could also do with a haircut, still
like owner, like dog she mused as she wandered around. 
Although she knew the vicarage from the outside appearance she had
never been in it before and was struck both by the size of the
house and the paucity of furniture in it.  Upstairs, a pair of
double doors separated the first floor bedrooms from the staircase
that wound round the hall as it climbed.  Behind these doors
lay an inner landing and the bedrooms, which proved to be mostly
unused.  One back bedroom was totally empty; one had only a
prayer desk and a cross propped up against the wall and the
smallest he was using for his bedroom.  His sleeping
arrangements were unusual, but that was his business.  Obeying
his instructions she ignored the main-bedroom and ‘Minty’s Room’ to
move onto the Bathroom.  It was huge, with one solitary
electric toothbrush.  The stairs continued up and there was an
attic across the top of the house.  It was totally
empty.  She wandered across it and down the back spiral
staircase into the utility room – one washer-dryer and an ali-baba
linen basket.  Then there was the kitchen; it too was huge
with vast areas of worktop and a breakfast bar.  Like the rest
of the house it was mostly bare with just a ‘fridge, microwave,
toaster, kettle, and nothing else.  Is this guy a monk she
asked herself?  He certainly doesn’t go in for luxuries. 
Downstairs there was a spacious hall with an old two-seat pew, a
sitting room (unused) and his study.  That stopped her in her
tracks; it was a mess, doubtless an organised mess, but a mess none
the less.  There were books everywhere; shelves of them; piles
of them and a packing case still full of them.  Papers were
strewn about on the desk and there were three piles of box-folders
on the floor.  The only bit of sanity in the room was an old
leather armchair with a coffee table next to it.  On the
coffee table was one book, a bible.  ‘Well what do you
expect,’ she murmured to herself.  She crossed the hall to
what she thought must be the lounge where she could hear Peter
talking to the dog.  The lounge was big; running the entire
length of the house, in it there was a tired three-piece suite and
a coffee table and acres of empty space.  Like the rest of the
house, there was no TV.

“Well?” said Peter.

“Do I have to tidy your study?”

“Goodness no!  Please no, I’d never find anything. 
Just dust and Hoover it.”

She stroked her small chin.

“Take two mornings a week; say Tuesday and Thursday, if you like
I’ll also bath the dog every other week.”

“I wasn’t expecting you to do that.”

She pointed to Aquinas, who obligingly scratched himself behind
the ears.

“Keep the dog clean with a fortnightly groom to remove loose fur
and we have a hope of keeping the house clean” she replied
firmly.

“Done,” said Peter and they then haggled over the rate of
pay. 

Jo was pleasantly surprised, he haggled her up from her starting
offer, not down; saying something about a workman being worthy of
their hire.

After that they both relaxed slightly, the difficult bit
over.

Jo reached for her coffee.

“Not much furniture, do you intend to get more?”

He shrugged and gave a sheepish smile.

“No, I have enough, I would have installed myself in the studio
flat above the garages out the back if it wasn’t for Aquinas; he
needs the room”.

He reached in his pocket and gave Jo a key. 

“I won’t always be here when you come; I guess you can find what
you need in the kitchen.  If not leave a note and I’ll get it
by the next time you come.  Help yourself to coffee and
biscuits.  I definitely won’t be here on Thursdays, the Bishop
has dumped a Diocesan committee on me, and it meets Thursday
mornings.”

She was quite taken aback; she had not expected him to trust her
with a key, especially after his hesitant response at the front
door.

Peter shuffled slightly.

“There is one thing I have to ask.”

Here it comes thought Jo, he’s going to ask me about my morals
and will I be bringing his house into disrepute.

Peter continued. “I sometimes leave papers lying around you
might notice, and sometimes you might hear me on the phone. 
Please can you keep anything you see and hear confidential?”

“Of course!”

Peter stood up; the interview - if that’s what it had been - was
at an end.  He showed her to the door.  As she was
leaving she turned to face him.

The other two rooms upstairs I could include them in the price
you know.”

He shook his head firmly.

“No thank you, I’d rather you didn’t go in those rooms I have
stuff in them that is personal to me.”

As they shook hands Peter couldn’t help noticing the ring in the
little flap of skin between thumb and forefinger, with that, the
tongue studs and lip-ring, Peter felt quite queasy.  As Peter
watched her go down the drive, he decided that he was out of touch
with modern culture, but if that’s the type of hideous apparel that
modern culture produced he was glad he was.

 

Peter then went to the conference and Aquinas took a holiday
with Jane, the Vicar of Glumburgh.  This left the house
empty.  Jo cleaned in the house three times during his
absence.  The first time it took her half an hour to find the
cleaning materials.  She searched every under-work-top
cupboard and only found a well used electric wok.  Eventually
she located the cleaning gear on the top shelf of a wall
cupboard.  She had to manoeuvre the bottles off the shelf
using a broom handle and catch them when they fell as there was no
way of reaching them.  Inevitably one of the bottles had a
loose top and of course that was the one she failed to catch; it
bounced off of the worktop and onto the floor covering her with
pine scented fluid on the way.  Later that same morning she
could not find the vacuum cleaner, again a search of the likely
haunts proved fruitless.  Eventually she discovered it in
Aquinas’ cupboard hidden behind the door.  On her third visit
she decided to make herself a coffee and opened the freezer instead
of the ‘fridge.  Four shelves were packed with meals for one,
all neatly labelled with their sell by dates; the top shelf had
rice, mince, and oriental vegetables.  Boring she thought; how
boring.  During that visit she decided to try and dust the
study and couldn’t help noticing that there were a pile of books on
his desk, all of them were on transvestism.  She wondered then
about those ‘forbidden’ rooms, but decided that it was none of her
business and left for home.

 

Peter returned home an hour after her third visit and
immediately tackled the post and surveyed his diary.  He read
over the various cards from well wishers, over a cup of coffee in
the kitchen.  He couldn’t help noticing the strong smell of
fresh pine and the general cleanliness of the house.  The
cards were varied and all wishing him well, one card was slightly
different, the one from Jo.  The card showed two penguins
skiing down a steep slope towards a precipice below which were a
group of hungry crocodiles.  One penguin was saying to the
other ‘See it’s easy, nothing can possible go wrong’.  He
chuckled to himself and hoped the card wasn’t too prophetic. 
He turned the card over and noticed a small motif in the corner; it
had been printed by The St Cedd Press, Lastingham.  He made a
mental note of the address as he had a former colleague soon to be
made a professor of a theological college and wondered about
sending a duplicate card.  The diary was ominous; on Friday he
had his licensing, the next day a special Church Council meeting
(called while he was away) and on Sunday he would lead his first
service at St Nathaniel’s.  That gave Peter less than 48 hours
before his work would start in earnest.

 

The licensing service proved to be a crowded affair and Peter
was surprised at how many people turned out.  There was even a
coach load of parishioners from his old parish.  Peter had
welcomed them by boarding their coach and speaking to them using
the driver’s microphone.  In closing he asked them that as a
favour to him they would not mention to anyone why he had left his
old parish in such a hurry. 

Despite his misgivings the licensing service went well. 
Jane Sato led it in her capacity as RuralDean and the Bishop
preached.  The Archdeacon should have been involved, but he
was away on an extended holiday in Australia and not due back for a
month or so.  The church put on a grand spread afterwards at
the golf club.  As Peter ate his third exquisite miniature
éclair he realissed why the church council tolerated Roger: they
didn’t have a church hall so they needed the golf club for
functions.  The whole affair had one sour note and one
surprise for the congregation.  Just before the service
started a visibly angered Dan cornered Peter in the vestry. 
He virtually spat his words at Peter.

“I told you I would not play Will Your Anchor Hold” he snarled,
“and I will not be bounced into playing it just because you have
put it on your printed order of service.  Choose something
else or you can try and sing it unaccompanied!”

Peter, trying to keep calm, replied in as even a voice as he
could manage given his own inner tension.

“I don’t expect you to play it, I have made other
arrangements.”

Dan became red faced and vitriolic, “You have to get all
organists cleared by the council, you can’t use just anybody.”

Peter had answered stiffly, more stiffly than he intended.

“We shan’t be using the organ.” 

Dan had stalked off with a face like thunder.

When Jane got to the part of the service where that hymn was to
be sung she announced, with a smile, “We will now have a special
hymn that is a particular favourite of Peter’s.  As it has a
sea shanty flavour Peter will provide the accompaniment.” 

At which point Peter stood up and walked to the front, grinned
at the congregation and pulled a concertina out of its case. 
He held it close to a microphone and played the first few bars of
Will Your Anchor Hold.  The congregation sang it lustily.

After the service Peter was still in the vestry with the Bishop
when Dan burst back in. 

“You’ve only been here five minutes,” he spat, “So I’ll forgive
your ignorance, but the church decided years ago that the only
instruments allowed to be played in the church are of the organ or
piano variety!” 

Peter faced Dan; he was not going to be intimidated. 

“I am well aware of that particular ruling, and I think it is
out of order, but in any case a concertina is technically an organ
as it uses air blown over reeds to generate the sound.”

Peter thought that Dan was about to explode, but he continued to
make a further point

“And if you wish to discuss this sort of matter please could we
do it in a sensible manner and not by barging into my vestry at the
end of a service!”

Dan was temporarily speechless, so the Bishop diplomatically
filled the gap.

“Time to go and meet the congregation I think,” he said politely
as he led Peter out of the vestry.

 

After the service Peter was putting his vestments away in the
vestry when he heard the strains of Rule Britannia being played on
his concertina.  He looked out and saw Mark grinning from ear
to ear and alternately squeezing and expanding the bellows.

“Where did you learn to play one of them?  No don’t tell
me; you’re a fisherman you used to play one on the cold dark nights
away from home.”

“Not likely,” replied Mark.  “When I was laid up in
hospital one of the physiotherapists lent me one to stop me going
balmy.  I tell you it nearly got thrown out of the window a
few times before I got the hang of it.  How about you?”

“When I was at university my tutor said that university should
broaden our minds as well as stuff them full of knowledge.  He
said he would advise us all to do something unexpected while we
were there, something we might never have otherwise
attempted.  My friends went parachute jumping and pot-holing;
I joined the accordion society and learnt to play the
concertina.”

Peter thought for a minute, “How about getting together for a
jam session, who knows we might make harmonious melodies.”

“And we might cause the cats to emigrate,” laughed Mark, “but
I’m game if you are.”

 

The following afternoon Peter made his way over to the church
for the special council meeting.  He had planned his strategy,
but was still apprehensive as to whether or not he could pull it
off.  He waited until 3pm and looked around the room; there
were only the people he had met at the Majors.  By opting for
an afternoon meeting all the council members who worked or had
young families could not attend and it was a trick that they,
according to the previous minutes, had used before.  However,
Peter intended to scupper the meeting.  At precisely three the
Major welcomed Peter to his first meeting and sat down.  Dan
was immediately on his feet, “Mr Chairman I would like to table an
item.”

Peter cut him short.

“Sit down Dan we are not going to discuss anything.”

Silence reigned and Peter let his words sink in.

Peter continued after a few seconds had ticked by; it seemed
like an eternity. 

“This meeting has been called with less than fourteen days
notice, and without an agenda being sent with the letter of
notification, it is therefore illegal and I will not let it
continue.”

The Major sat bolt upright.

“Can’t we at least discuss the issues at hand?”

“No” said Peter firmly, at least he hoped it was firmly as his
knees were beginning to shake. “I will not grace this meeting with
any semblance of legitimacy”.

Henry, who had been thumbing through the Churchwarden’s
handbook, looked up.

“Vicars right you know, it says here quite clearly that fourteen
days notice are required, and a specific agenda issued, to have a
special meeting.”

And that was that.  Peter got up and strode out of the
church and went home.

 

As Peter expected he had only been home a few minutes when the
Major, Henry, Cameron, and Sam turned up on his doorstep. 
Peter invited them in.  Once settled in the lounge the Major,
as the obvious unofficial spokesman, coughed as a prelude to
opening up.

“Peter, can we at least have a meeting of the standing
committee.”

Peter smiled to himself, he had also expected this.

“What is so urgent that it can’t wait four weeks until the next
tabled council meeting?”

Henry spoke up, “It’s not that there’s anything desperately
urgent, but… ”

Peter cut across him.

“I’m sorry Henry, but looking over the last few years council
minutes it’s plain to see that things have not been conducted
properly and in order and within the law.”

Cameron went on to the attack.

“Do you mean Canon law or real law?”

“Both” replied Peter swiftly, “In fact I have a good mind to
take the matter to the press and expose just how this church has
been run over the last few years.”

There was an uncomfortable silence, during which Peter thought
about his discussion with the Bishop following Dan’s
outburst.  The Bishop had made it quite clear that if Peter
was going to take a tough line he had to do it from the start; at
least he had promised his backing.

Finally Henry, the eternal lawyer, spoke up. 

“Would you care to clarify that?”  He asked scathingly.

“How long have you got?” said Peter.  “Meetings called
without due process; meetings called at times when people can’t
attend; and meetings taking decisions that they are not empowered
to make.”

More silence followed this.

The Major spoke next standing up as he did so.

“Well you give us no choice: if that is your opinion of us I’m
afraid we’ll have to write to the Bishop to get you removed.”

“Sorry to disillusion you,” said Peter, “But the Bishop can’t
remove me.”

“What!”  Sam and Henry chorused together.

“The last three ministers have been Priests-in-charge” replied
Peter.  “But this time the Bishop and the Patron have given me
the freehold.  That means I can only be removed by time, a
church court or my own surrendering of the title.  In other
words either when I reach seventy or if I seriously break Canon law
and am found guilty of such a misdemeanour or if I resign.  It
is a unique part of the English Church establishment that a Bishop
cannot force a parson with freehold out of his parish.  It’s a
throwback to past times when Bishops tried to fill their dioceses
with their cronies.”

The three stood in amazement.

“So we’re stuck with you” said the Major.

“‘Fraid so” said Peter.

He let them stew on this for a moment, before he used a softer
voice.

“However, I am prepared to work with you if you are prepared to
work within the rules.”

It was the Major who puckered his lips and stated what he
assumed to be the collective position.

“Rules are for the weak to adhere to,” he said looking down his
nose.  “And the strong to bend.  We’ve seen off other
ministers and we’ll see off you.” 

They all left without Peter showing them the door.

 

Saturday turned into a desperate day for Peter; he agonised over
the sermon, couldn’t settle all day, and did not get to sleep until
the early hours.

 

On Sunday the 8 o’clock Communion service went well, but then it
would be difficult to do otherwise it as it followed the Book of
Common Prayer and did not contain a sermon.  After the eight
o’clock the few people that attended drifted away, but one remained
and introduced himself as Albert Splines.  Albert gave his
apologies for not attending the last council meeting, adding that
apparently he did not miss much.  He did not smile at all
during their conversation, did not make eye contact with Peter, and
did not attempt to shake Peter’s hand.  Either he was very
depressed, or Peter was already persona non
grata. 

 

The main Sunday Service turned out to be an absolute unmitigated
disaster.  It wasn’t that Peter felt his sermon was bad, or
that he did not feel the congregation weren’t encouraging. 
The problem was the music.  There were five hymns and Peter
had specified the tunes to two of them.  For the three hymns
where he didn’t specify the tune, Dan chose a tune that was obscure
and unknown, and in one case almost impossible to sing.  The
two tunes that were specified Dan deliberately mangled.  One
he played at the wrong pace, slow enough to die between stanzas;
the other he played with the wrong stresses so that people did not
know when to start the verses.  Dan’s message was clear, ‘I
can control the worship from the organ, you can do what you like,
but I am in control.’ 

As Peter was disrobing in the vestry afterwards and considering
his approach to Dan he heard Dan playing a Baroque fugue.  It
was exquisite.  He’d heard this piece before at his previous
parish, but the organist there could not quite manage it.  Dan
was including all the twiddly bits and giving it an expression of
joy and wonder.  He really was a magnificent organist. 
Although there was coffee and cake in the side-aisle after the
service, and Peter was due there, he slipped into the chancel and
sat on the organ stool next to Dan.  Dan noticed him, but
finished the fugue perfectly before looking at him.

Peter still wasn’t sure how he was going to approach this, but
he started calmly.

“OK Dan,” he said gently.  “We’ve both made a point and I
guess we could spent our entire ministry here at loggerheads, but
that wouldn’t do either of us justice, and it certainly would not
honour God.”

Dan was watching him closely.  Peter ploughed on, well
aware that Dan was quite capable of giving him a total
rebuff. 

“I would rather work together where we can do so than waste our
time in a futile quarrel.”

Dan raised his eyebrows.

“You’re not going to try and sack me then?  Last three
vicars have.”

Peter managed a smile.

“No, definitely not.  You are a marvellous organist.”

“And you’ll abide by my list?”

Peter thought for a minute.

“I know as the official appointed organist you have a say in
what is played here and by whom.  I promise I will not ask you
to play anything not on your list, but from time to time I will
want hymns sung to other accompaniment”.

Dan responded, “You mean to the sounds of your squeeze-box?”

Peter said, “Probably, but I would like to use the church piano
or if I can get the council to agree it, a guitar.”

Dan looked doubtful, but eventually sighed.

“Fair enough, I’ve had my fun with you today but it’s a shame
the congregation suffered.  Peter offered Dan a hand and they
shook hands.

As Peter stood up he said to Dan.

“Don’t worry I’ll keep my word and stick to your hymn list, but
I think it is a pity, there are some wonderful new hymns out there
that could do with an organ arrangement and I’m sure that you could
do them justice.”

Dan renewed his suspicious look.

“Could I look at the hymns if I wanted to?  I mean you
wouldn’t force them on me?”

“Certainty not.  And I’d be the first to admit that there
is some dross out there that is musically inept and theologically
off the wall, but just because some are bad it doesn’t mean that
they all are.”

Dan stood up and eventually nodded.

“I’ll not promise anything, but I’ll consider it.”

Peter then went down to the side-aisle and, as the Americans
say, ‘pressed the flesh’.

 

That afternoon Peter took stock of where he was with the church
council and the church as a whole.  As he did so his eyes
caught sight of Jo’s card of skiing penguins.

“Well Aquinas old boy”, he said, “let’s hope that the precipice
is not too close.”

 

On Monday morning Peter had just established himself in his
study when the doorbell rang and he heard Aquinas charge down the
hall.  He opened the door to Bunty and ushered her
inside.  Once settled in the lounge with a cup of tea she gave
a long sad sigh.

“I was so sad Peter that you’re first service should be upset
the way it was.”

“Don’t worry,” replied Peter, “Dan and I have come to an
accommodation, I don’t think it will happen again.”

Bunty looked surprised.

“You mean you’ve got him to play hymns outside of his wretched
list?”

“Not yet, but give it time.  At least we have agreed not to
try and score points off of one another.”

“We are not all egoistic control freaks on the council you know;
some of us are quite sane.” She said softly.

“I know that, but I have not yet met any other of the council
members apart from Albert, and he was totally diffident.”

She chuckled,

“Don’t mind Albert, he’s a bit depressed.  I think it’s
because he’s lost his garden, but there are probably deeper
reasons.”

“Lost his garden?”

“Albert’s garden was his pride and joy, but recently he and his
wife Harriet moved into sheltered accommodation.  They are not
all that old; Albert was retired early from the railways and he
doesn’t yet get his state pension.  It’s his wife, she has had
a hip replacement, and they thought the steep stairs in their old
house were too dangerous for her.  The sheltered housing unit
doesn’t have a garden.”

“Where is it?” queried Peter

“The other side of the allotments.”

“Couldn’t he get an allotment?”

Bunty laughed, a sort of twittering sound.

“It’s flowers Peter he loves flowers, not vegetables.”

“And what about you?”  Peter asked, “What do you love?”

“When you get to my age Peter you love living!”

Peter grinned and asked, “Have you always loved living?”

Bunty grinned from ear to ear.

“Oh yes, I’ve had a wonderful life.  I’ve met people all my
life who have gone through tragedies and heartaches, or for whom
the world has stopped turning, but somehow for me the sun has
always shone and the sea is always blue.”

Peter stayed quiet aware that Bunty was about to give him her
life story, and for once it looked like it was going to be a story
without angst or disaster.

Bunty gently obliged.

 

“I am the only child and I was born in London in an era when it
was thought that girls should know their place.  Fortunately
my parents had other ideas.  My father ran a pair of
garages.  The motor car was just getting hold and there was
plenty of work.  My mother had what is quaintly termed ‘her
own money’, although in reality that meant that she had a large
stake in dad’s firm.  They were a happy couple, at least as
far as I know because they were from a different generation where
parents did not discuss feelings with their children.  I was
sent to a private day school for girls because they didn’t want me
to go to boarding school.  They encouraged me all the
way.  You might say it was a privileged background and I
suppose in a way it was.  I wanted for nothing and yet they
would not give me the moon.  As I was nearing the end of my
schooldays my mother asked what I wanted to do.  I had no
hesitation: I wanted to teach.  They supported me totally; I
got a place at Cambridge and they paid for me to go through
university.  By the time I finished university the Second
World War was about to begin.  I found a position at a school
in London and lived at home until the children were
evacuated.  I came with a group of children to Felburgh and to
help out at the school here.  In February 1942 both my parents
were killed during an air raid.  Dad had unbeknown to me sold
the garages in 1939 and bought a stake in an aero-engine company so
by the end of the war I had a sizeable nest egg.  I did feel
the loss of my parents deeply, yet people all around me were also
grieving and somehow the mutual mourning gave support and
succour.  

 

“I stayed here in Felburgh at the end of the war, there was no
point in going back.  Felburgh was a large village then rather
than a small town.  A year later, when Mrs Jesrand retired, I
became the headmistress.  Actually I became the school as I
was the only teacher!  I stayed there till I retired twenty
years ago, and I loved every minute of it.  I loved the job
and the job was kind to me.  I’m not saying there weren’t
difficult times, but somehow they were always overshadowed by the
good ones.”

Bunty paused to drink some tea, then resumed.

“I met Joe, my husband, five years after the war; the village
put on a summer fair and Joe was the farmer whose field we
used.  We were married nearly fifty years, that was a good
innings for Joe as he had had rheumatic fever in his childhood and
only just survived.  It left him with a weak heart.  We
both knew he could go at any time, especially running a farm, but
we decided to live life for the day and never plan for the
future.  Somehow the future crept up on us and we found
ourselves both retired and full of life.  We used our money to
see the world; I’ve been on four world cruises and two visits to
China.  I do miss him greatly, but I’m glad for all those
years together that we thought we would never have.”

Bunty fell silent.

“Any children?” asked Peter

“Yes” replied Bunty, “just over one thousand.”

Peter didn’t know what to say, so he took the safe option of
saying nothing.

After a while Bunty said softly.

“My own children just didn’t happen, but I’ve loved every child
that walked through the school gates, even if some of them have
turned out a bit malevolent.”

“What have you been up to recently?” asked Peter

“While I was headmistress I couldn’t help noticing two things,
firstly how lonely some young mums are, and secondly how difficult
it can be for the single mum.  For a time we had a spare
classroom and I used to let them mums meet in there, a sort of
in-school crèche for mothers not children.  However, the
council took a dim view of this, so I moved it into the village
hall.  When the hall burnt down along with the pub, and the
town council in their wisdom decided not to replace it, I started
organising small groups in people’s homes.  I try to group
like-minded folk, or people in the same situation, along with a
couple of older women to act as mentors.  The groups organise
speakers and outings.  The number of groups has fallen over
the years what with working mums and the general post-modern trend
of wanting to do one’s own thing, but there are still six in the
town.  Four of those are for single mums.”

“Is the church involved?” asked Peter

“Of course, I always try to get the mentors from the church, and
encourage the children to Sunday school; sometimes though it’s an
uphill struggle.  If only the church still had a mothers and
toddlers group.”

“Why hasn’t it?” inquired Peter.  “The council minutes are
somewhat obscure.”

Bunty gave a sad smile.

“Marjorie persuaded the church council that it was inappropriate
for the church to be used for such a rowdy exercise, and by so many
people who were not church members.”

“Hence the unused box of toys in the side-aisle” remarked
Peter.

“Quite”

“How much room do you need?”  Peter asked.

“Room about this size!” said Bunty giving a broad smile.

“I can do better than that” said Peter, “follow me.”

He took Bunty upstairs and showed her the attic.  “This is
huge,” she said, “but what about fire regulations and toilets?”

Peter showed her the back staircase and the three doors at the
end of the attic space.  A large cupboard, a tank room, and a
toilet.

“I think there were servants here years ago” he said.
 “Hence the oddity of a toilet in an attic space.”

“And you’d let us use it?” asked Bunty.

“Well I’m not using it, and I am thoroughly embarrassed about
the size of the house for one person.”

“What about the church council”, she said with a twinkle in her
eye  “They’ll probably say that it is totally inappropriate
for a vicarage!”

“I shan’t ask them” laughed Peter, “The house is owned by the
Diocese not the church.”

He continued, “I ask only one thing, not on a Tuesday or a
Friday.  On a Tuesday I’ll get my cleaner to work up here, and
Friday is my day off.”

Bunty almost jumped up and down with excitement like one of the
schoolchildren she had taught so many years ago.

“Mondays and Wednesdays are always the best days for Mothers and
Toddlers.  Monday because they need a break after the weekend
and Wednesdays because it’s mid-week.  We’ll probably start
with just a Monday.”

“Start when you like,” said Peter.  “I’ll give you a set of
keys.

They went back downstairs and into the lounge.

“Actually,” said Peter, “I’m glad you called because I have a
couple of favours to ask you, but I want to make it clear that you
can decline to do both without offending me or affecting Mothers
and Toddlers.”

“Go on” replied Bunty warily; vicars asking favours usually
meant extra work.

“First off would you mind not attending the church council
meeting in four weeks time?”

Bunty looked quite surprised. 

“Somebody’s got to be there to try and head off the mafia.”

“I know” Peter replied, “but I’ve had a sheaf of apologies and I
reckon that by a numerical quirk if you don’t attend there won’t be
a quorum.”

The light dawned in Bunty’s eyes.

“You mean they won’t be able to vote on anything and you’ll have
a clear run to the Annual Church Meeting at the beginning of April
when a new council could be elected?.”

“Correct.”

“Consider me otherwise engaged; and the second favour?”

Peter rolled his eyes.

“I’m heading up a diocesan committee on the problems of
integrating those members of society that have undergone permanent
or forced gender re-alignment into the church.”

Peter paused and Bunty butted in; “You mean what we do with
people who have undergone a sex change or feel they are the wrong
sex?”

“That’s it exactly.  We are looking at the whole spectrum
from those who have had a surgical change to transvestites and
incorporating those who are one sex but have been brought up as the
other.  My problem is this; I’m heading up the committee
because I was involved in such a committee for my previous diocese
– that one was inconclusive as we had a change of Bishop and the
new Bishop axed the whole affair.  So I have read a great
number of books on the subject, and spoken to a large number of
people already.  In other words my head is stuffed with
theology and opinions.  I have formulated my views, but I’d
value yours.”

“You mean as a simple Christian who doesn’t understand the
complexities of such things?”

“No!  I don’t mean you are simple at all I mean…”

But Bunty was laughing at him. 

“Of course I’ll give you my opinion, I will work on it the night
I should have attended the council meeting; you can then give my
apologies and say I am working for a diocesan committee.  It
will sound grand!”

“Thanks,” said Peter, “who knows, one day we may have such a
person walk through the church doors.”

“Oh you’ve already got at least one” replied Bunty.

Peter must have looked surprised and she wagged a finger at
him.

“Don’t forget I ran the school for nearly thirty years.  I
know when someone I taught as a Jack has become a Jill, or
instructed as a Tania has become a Timmy.  But I will not tell
you who; if they want you to know I guess they’ll tell you
themselves.”

Bunty then got up and made for the door, she stopped on the
doorstep.

“You are serious about us using your attic; I mean you won’t
change your mind?”

“Deadly serious, it’s yours to use.”

 

After lunch Peter made his way across the allotments to Albert’s
home.  When he got there Albert’s wife Harriet opened the door
and let him in.  She informed him that Albert had popped round
to the shops to get some pipe tobacco.

“Not that he smokes it much” she said, “as I won’t let him smoke
in the house.”

“How is he” asked Peter.

“Getting under my feet” was the reply, “I love living here, it’s
so much easier for me, but I’ve lost my personal space.  He
used to go into the garden and I was free to read a book, or
crochet, or something else, but now he wanders ‘round the flat like
the lost tribes of Israel.”

“I may have a solution,” said Peter, “but it depends on
Albert.”

Harriet produced some tea and a piece of coffee cake that TV
cooks would die for and they passed the time talking about Harriet
and Albert’s family.  Their daughter-in-law had apparently
died a year ago; that was the real trigger of Albert’s
depression.  However, they did have two grandchildren,
Samantha and James and these were obviously the apple of both
Harriet and Albert’s eyes.

Albert eventually arrived back and was more than surprised to
see Peter.

“Don’t take your coat off Albert,” said Peter, “I’d like you to
take a walk.”

So a somewhat bemused Albert and Peter set off across the
allotments.

“I hear you worked on the railways,” said Peter as they walked,
trying to get some conversation going.

“Yes”, he replied, “I used to work out the timetables for the
southern sector of the eastern region and organise the through
freight routes.”

“You mean queuing theory, steady flow equations, and all
that.”

Albert looked at him keenly, “Yes that’s right, and how come
you’ve heard of such things?”

I studied Mathematics at university,” Peter replied, “but I’ve
never used those particular types of equations in anger.”

“Did you use any?”

“Yes, I worked as a mathematician for five years in the
electronics industry, but I didn’t enjoy it and I knew that my
vocation lay elsewhere.”

By now they had reached the Vicarage and Peter walked Albert
into the Garden.

“What do you think of that?” asked Peter.

“Downright mess,” replied Albert. “Last two vicars have ruined
it with their muddling, there are wrong groups of shrubs together,
un-pruned roses running amok and enough weeds to carpet a
warehouse.”

“I need help,” said Peter.  “I am a useless gardener, and I
don’t enjoy gardening anyway.  I just enjoy sitting in the
garden.  I’ve heard on the grapevine that you’ve lost your
garden, how about helping me out here?”

Albert stood in the garden and slowly looked round. 

“All of it?”

“‘Fraid so, except the undergrowth at the end of the garden, it
makes a good security screen with the end of the churchyard.”

“Best not touch it anyway,” said Albert, “there’s an old
air-raid shelter under there somewhere and I wouldn’t like to fall
into it”

Albert paused for a moment.

“Do you know what you want?”

“No, I just want it to be tamed and looking good so that I can
use it for garden parties and the like.”

Albert continued to survey the landscape.

“I’m quite happy to fund what you need.”  Said Peter
temptingly.

“It’s not money this garden needs,” snorted Albert, “it’s
tending, the place just needs tending.”

Albert paused. “I couldn’t cut the grass, everything else, but
not the grass.”

“That’s OK,” said Peter.  “There’s a sit-on lawnmower in
the garage; even I can manage that.”

Peter took Albert round the back of the house and showed him the
outhouse, really a set of stables now converted into a double
garage and workshop with a studio flat over the top.  On the
back of this building was an unused wooden framed conservatory that
had seen better days and a small brick cupboard that contained the
gardening tools.  He gave Albert a key to the studio flat and
pointed upwards.

“The flat’s not used so you can use it to store your gardening
clothes and go to the loo.”

Albert was still taking it in. 

“I can come anytime?”

“Anytime except Fridays”

“Can I bring Harriet, she used to love sitting in the garden on
a sunny day.”

“Of course, and you can use the flat to make tea and
suchlike.”

Albert gave the barest hint of a smile. 

“Leave it to me,” he said, “can’t do that much this time of
year, but come spring I’ll get to grips with it.”

Albert shook Peter’s hand and walked off towards the allotments,
perhaps Peter imagined it, but his steps seemed a little
jauntier.










Chapter 5
Getting Down To It


As February progressed Peter fell into his normal routine. 
He had what he called his core structure; Mondays – pastoral
visiting; Tuesdays – study (start on the next sermon); Wednesdays –
administration; Thursdays – committees and hospital visiting;
Fridays – off; Saturdays – finish the sermon; Sundays –
services.  Of course it never worked like that; people needed
visiting on other days, sermon ideas popped up at all times and so
on, but he knew that without a core structure to his work he might
just flounder.

 

By the end of February the Mother and Toddlers had still not
started, but everything was almost ready.  That had included
an interesting visit from a Council Inspector that gave Peter an
interesting glimpse at the underlying set-up of the town.  To
say she was initially acerbic would be an understatement.  As
Peter walked her up the stairs towards the attic she began her
tirade, her words coming out of her mouth as if shot from a
machine-gun. 

“If you are intent on turning your house into a public place you
will need the proper fire extinguishers.  Water ones by the
front and back doors, a CO2 in your study and dry powder
in the kitchens, plus an asbestos blanket in the main
kitchen.  You’ll need smoke detectors on all floors and a
large hand bell to warn of fire.”

By now they had reached the first floor, but she didn’t pause
for breath.

“And you’ll need to keep this door locked for the whole duration
of the group’s meetings.  Then you’ll need safety plugs in
these main sockets and a decent first aid kit.” 

By now they had reached the attic, she marched in and put her
hands on her hips. 

“There’s no furniture here yet!  I am wasting my time if
you haven’t got any furniture!”  This last statement was
almost spat at Peter.

Peter replied as placidly as he could.

“The furniture should be arriving later today, Bunty has it
organised.”

The inspector looked at him intently.

“You mean Bunty the ex-headmistress?”

“Yes”

It was like throwing a switch.  Her whole demeanour
changed.  Instead of being the all-knowing bossy inspector she
became the submissive lamb.

“Oh well in that case there’ll be no problem; I’ll put the
letter of permission in the post”

And with that she walked down the stairs and out of the
house.  Peter had a slight sense of deja vu about this as when
he had first mentioned the extra cleaning to Jo he thought she was
going to be touchy about it, but on hearing that it was run by
Bunty she had just nodded and turned down any extra pay.

 

Sure enough on the first Monday in March the furniture and other
paraphernalia arrived and were carried upstairs by the not too keen
delivery staff.  Peter phoned Bunty to say that it had arrived
and also asked her where the money had come from to pay for it.

“There’s no problem,” she said, “There are plenty of charities I
can tap into.”

But for Peter it was a problem as his church was sitting on a
small fortune while one of its members went round with a begging
bowl.  As Peter pondered on this he heard Jo moving about in
the kitchen and remembered that he’d better give her the key to the
brand new lock for double doors on the first floor landing. 
He wandered into the kitchen.  Jo was standing on tiptoe
trying to lever a coffee jar off of the top shelf of a wall
cupboard using a broom handle.  Peter walked over, reached
over her head, and picked it up.

“Now I understand while all the cleaning materials have ended up
in a lower home,” he joked.

Jo turned and looked at him.  Today she had light green
lipstick and dark green eye shadow.  In the short time he had
known her she had gone through black, blue, orange, yellow, and now
green.  He also noticed that as usual her nails had been
carefully manicured, but each nail was a different colour and those
on her right hand had little pictures on them as well.

“I didn’t like to make a fuss,” she said, “after all it is your
house.”

Peter replied, “Sorry, I just didn’t think.”

Peter then made two cups of coffee and they stood in the kitchen
talking.

“Sorry,” he said to Jo somewhat absent mindedly.  “I should
have offered you the stool,” and he passed over to her the high bar
stool he used when eating in the kitchen.

“And how am I supposed to get onto that?”  Jo asked.

Peter reached over, put his hands under her arms, and lifted her
onto the stool.

Jo grinned.

“Thank you, just make sure you are here when I have to get
off!”

Peter grinned like a schoolboy, and then a terrible thought
crossed his mind.  He had just done what he had been taught
never to do, namely touch a woman parishioner when they were alone
together.

“I didn’t mean to offend you”.

Jo looked at him quizzically.

“None taken.”

 

  They then talked as they drank their coffees. 
Peter had learnt from other conversations that she had a teenage
daughter called Danielle. 

“How’s Danielle?”

Jo pursed her green lips.

“Today I had the ‘everyone has’ discussion again.”

“Everyone has?” echoed Peter.

“Everyone has a play-station, or a personal DVD player, or
designer trainers, or their own TV.  You name it and
miraculously everyone else in her class has it; except her of
course.”

“And of course it is not true.”

“Of course it’s not true,” Jo sighed.  “Talk to any other
mum and they all suffer the same conversations with their
offspring.  It is so sad that they are all so materialistic,
you get the feeling that every teenager is watching every other
teenager to see what they need to keep up with.”

“It’s not just teenagers,” Peter replied.  “I am afraid
society is becoming materialistic and concentrating too much on
things rather than helping each other.”

“You would say that,” Jo chuckled.  “But is there not a
place for a few materialistic niceties, or to be goody-goody,
should we all live like Cappadocian monks?”

They then enjoyed a conversation together on the subject until
Jo wiggled her way off of the stool and remarked that she’d better
get back to work as she had a slave-driver for a boss; they both
laughed.

 


           
Back in the study Peter settled down to read the proof copy of the
Parish Magazine.  He had yet to compose the article for the
normal ‘Vicar’s slot’ and as yet nothing had inspired him.  He
would have written a section on Easter, but there was already an
excellent piece by Marjorie on ‘Why Easter is more than Eggs
‘.  In fact the whole magazine was excellent.  Marjorie
was the editor and the magazine was a mixture of articles aimed at
churchgoers and non-churchgoers.  It didn’t suffer from
Christian jargon and it managed to get over a clear Christian
message without either being condescending or
confrontational.  There was even a section on local businesses
listing plumbers and suchlike.  Half way down the list Peter
stopped reading.  He’d got to Funeral Directors and suddenly
realised that he had been in post for four weeks and not taken a
single funeral.  In his last Parish, funerals and all the
associated visiting had taken up stacks of his time.  He
pondered this and decided to seek local knowledge from Jane, so he
telephoned her.  Jane, for once, was in and Peter did not have
to leave a message.

“Hi Jane,” he started.  “Peter here, can I tap you’re store
of knowledge?”

“Hi, Peter,” came the reply, “of course, but how are you
settling in?  The jungle drums say that you’ve declared war on
your Church Council already.”

“Not war, just a minor skirmish I hope!”

Jane laughed.

“And how’s the back?”

“Better than it has been for years, I’ve decided that it’s time
I had a cleaner, and I have a parishioner who might tackle the
garden.”

“You mean you’re following Doctor’s advice for once?”

“Possibly.  We’ll see how it goes.  The cleaner is
working out well and I have high hopes for the garden. 
Certainly it’s freed up a lot of my time.”

“Good.  What can I do for you?” she asked.

“Funerals; I’ve been here four weeks and not done one. 
Have we got some retired colleagues who do them for us, or am I
missing something?”

“Both,” came the reply.  “There are two retired ministers
in my Parish, and they sometimes are asked to undertake funerals
because they know the families.  But probably you’re lack of
funerals is due to the undertakers.

“I can’t have offended them,” responded Peter, “I haven’t met
them yet.”

“It’s not you, it’s them, and the larger one’s gone
independent.”

“What?”

Jane explained chuckled.

“There are two undertakers in Felburgh and their work seems to
come along traditional lines.  Samuel Pottergate’s comes from
the Free Church sector and you are unlikely to get a funeral from
him as normally he uses a Free Church minister.  He is an
excellent undertaker and if you get to work with him it is a
revelation of just how much can be done.  I’ve even known him
to sit up all night with a widow because she couldn’t bear to be
alone the night before the funeral.  The other undertaker’s is
called Joshua Freeman and that is a totally different kettle of
fish.  Really it is no longer a local undertakers, but part of
a national chain: Joshua’s sons sold the business six months after
he died.  The national chain has instructed the new manager,
Claude Ramsden, the need to make a certain level of profit.  I
guess the level of profit is set by the town branch capabilities,
he certainly thinks that it is unachievable by a rural
outpost.  However, he thinks he has hit on a clever
wheeze.  He offers a total package called ‘From Bedside to
Graveside’ and it doesn’t involve the church.  He reasoned
that the church has to charge a set fee by law, but that he can
undercut it by doing it himself.  Claude claims to be a
humanist and therefore his package reflects that.  You get a
nice looking pine coffin, a humanistic farewell in the function
room of the hotel, and a graveside goodbye, complete with a bugler
blowing the last post.  He’s laid out his price list with this
service as the standard, if you want the church it costs
more.  Even better, he’ll get you to sign a form so that he
collects the death benefit on your behalf, and then gives you the
residue.  All in all his customers get a nice farewell, don’t
have to worry about a thing, and don’t even have to put money up
front.  Needless to say he is currently meeting his expected
rate of turnover.”

“That’s dreadful,” said Peter.  “What about choice? 
What about after care?  What about the deceased’s wishes?”

“Funny enough I’ve just drafted a letter to his head office
complaining of what’s going on.  Shall I e-mail it to you and
maybe we can jointly sign it?”

“Yes please”, said Peter, “Have you tried talking to him?”

“Have you tried beating your head against a brick wall?” came
the reply.

“Thanks Jane,” he said.  “But I will go down and have a
look, it will enable me to stretch my legs.”

“Good luck,” she replied.  “Daniel probably had a better
chance.”

“Daniel who?”

“Daniel in the lion’s den!”

Peter laughed said goodbye and hung up.

“Well” he said to Aquinas, “looks like time for a walk.”

Aquinas obviously agreed.

 

Peter first passed Samuel Pottergate’s premises.  There was
a sign on the door that said ‘Due to the retirement of key
personnel these premises will not be open today, in emergency
please phone our helpline’.  Peter then went literally round
the corner to get to the next funeral directors.  There was a
splendid sign across the top of the whole frontage which read
‘Joshua Freeman Funeral Directors’ and then in smaller print
underneath ‘Part of the Cosy Group of Undertakers and
Embalmers.’  Peter entered and found the office empty, but
almost immediately a man dressed in a long grey undertaker’s coat
came from out the back.  He stopped and smiled.

“You’ll be the new vicar, thought you’d come down ‘ere sometime
soon.  I’m Eli Travis, I’m afraid Claude is out o’ the office
at the moment.  The ‘earse is due back in about ten minutes,
so wait if you like, but I warn you that you’re wasting your
time.”

Peter was quite surprised at Eli’s frankness. 

“How do you know what I’ve come for?”

Eli smiled, showing a fragmented set of badly maintained
teeth. 

“Same as all the other ministers, the chairman of the ‘umanist
Society and the manager of the local crematorium.  But ‘e
won’t change his mind, ‘e’s a bean counter.  If ‘e can do it a
penny cheaper and increase ‘is margin ‘e will.  That’s why I’m
off.”

“Off where?” asked Peter.

“Off to Samuel’s.  ‘E’s ‘ad two of ‘is assistants retire -
I’m off to their party as soon as Claude returns.  Jacob and I
are moving over.  I’ve been ‘ere twenty two years and Jacob’s
been ‘ere nineteen years.  Claude didn’t even offer us a
leaving present, just muttered that ‘e would be able to use casual
staff and reduce ‘is overhead.”

“I’m sorry,” said Peter.

Eli looked at Peter closely, then crooked a finger.

“I’ll show you what ‘e’s like, follow me.”

So Peter followed Eli into the Chapel of Rest.  On the wall
there was a plaque that read ‘dedicated to St Cedd’; and in the
centre of the chapel was a magnificent casket, thankfully empty for
the moment.  “This is where ‘e puts ‘em on ‘is special
package” said Eli.  “The casket isn’t even ours.  It was
bought by an American Lady nine months ago, but she ‘ad to return
to the States quick like and we didn’t ‘ave the chance to deliver
it.  We’re still waiting for the paperwork to export it;
meanwhile Claude is making the best use of it ‘e can.”

Eli then turned and led Peter into the back of the shop. 
Here there were a number of coffins, two of which looked plain
pine.  “This is Claude’s special pine coffin.  It looks
good, but it’s rubbish; ‘ere ‘elp me off with the lid.”

Peter and Eli lifted the lid off; it was remarkably light. 
The walls of the coffin were made of thin three-ply wood and it was
also obvious close up that the pine effect was merely an iron-on
fabric.

“See,” Eli continued, “rubbish.  We ‘ave to lift it by the
base because the sides are so thin.  We even ‘ave to tie the
body down inside to stop it rolling about and breaking out of the
coffin.  The lid’s made of block-board, the only decent bit of
wood is the bottom, but I bet ‘es working on that!  Claude
saves no more than £30 a coffin by building it like this, but to
‘im it’s manna from ‘eaven.”

Peter was appalled. 

“Doesn’t he get complaints from customers?”  he asked.

“Customers long passed caring,” joked Eli. “Relatives don’t seem
to mind.  Claude sells them the ‘sign here and forget’ package
and likes as not they are so overcome with grief they don’t notice,
especially as ‘e uses the casket to lay ‘m out in.  ‘Taint
right though, it’s a disgrace, poor old Joshua must be turning in
‘is grave.”

Eli paused for a minute wringing his hands in distress. 
Then he continued mournfully.

“Do you know ‘e even tried to convince the crematorium that
there was mileage in a re-circulating coffin.”

“Pardon?”

“It would work like this; we provide a top quality coffin, but
the body is in one of them plastic body bags.  At the
crematorium, round the back like, they take out the body and send
the coffin back to us.  Of course they wouldn’t ‘ave nothing
to do with it, but it shows ‘is way of thinking.”

Just then they heard the hearse arrive.

Eli looked sheepish as they put the lid back on.

“Don’t tell ‘im I showed you,” he said, “or I won’t get my
‘oilday money.  ‘Es been looking for an excuse not to give it
to us.”

Peter held his finger to his lips.

“I’ll treat it all in priestly confidence.”

Just then another person, wearing an identical grey undertaker’s
coat to Eli, appeared - Peter assumed him to be Jacob. 
“Dogsbreath is back, time to go” he said, and they both disappeared
out the front door.

Then Claude appeared.  He looked every inch the perfect
undertaker.  Charcoal grey suit, plain white shirt with a dark
grey tie and a pair of black shoes that were so polished that Peter
swore he could see his own reflection in them.  Claude’s face,
however, did not match the cloths.  He had one of those set
back jaw-lines that give a chinless appearance, a swept back
forehead, and a nose that was so pointed it looked more like a
beak.  All in all he looked more like a carrion crow than any
other person he had met.

Claude’s eyes narrowed when he saw Peter.

“Hello, you must be the new Church of England Minister.”

Peter shuddered.  It wasn’t the voice, high pitched and
nasal, it was his breath.  Claude obviously had serious
trouble with halitosis.  Peter was a good six feet away and
even at this range the man’s breathe was overpoweringly awful.

“Yes”, said Peter, managing a smile, “I thought I’d better come
and introduce myself as we will probably work together quite
often.”

“From time to time,” said Claude, “but not often.  The
people of Felburgh seem to be leaving the old religious myths
behind and moving on to new ways of saying goodbye.”

Peter by now had realised two things, firstly he could not stay
in the presence of this man at the current range of three feet, and
in any case he would get nowhere.

“Just thought I’d show my face” and with that Peter escaped into
the fresh air.

 

Once back home Peter rattled off his article for the Parish
magazine and also sent a note to Marjorie saying that he though we
should not allow Claude to advertise in the parish magazine. 
Satisfied he had got funerals off his chest he sat back and started
to consider again his strategy for the Church Council meeting later
that afternoon.  He just hoped that he could get through it
without a major row; he desperately needed to get to the Annual
Meeting reasonably unscathed if he was to have a hope of following
through on his vision of where the church here should be
going.  As he was pondering on how to tackle the matter of too
much money in the bank, the phone rang.  It was Marjorie,
Peter immediately wondered if his article had been a little over
the top.

“Thank you for the e-mail Peter,”  Said Marjorie
smoothly.  “That’s just what I like, a nice controversial
leader to ensure that people at least start to read the
thing.  However, are you sure we should pull Claude’s
adverts?  Isn’t it a matter of balance?  I don’t think we
can advertise only one of the two town undertakers without comment,
especially in view of your article.”

Peter gathered his thoughts.

“I’ve been looking at the Parish records Marjorie, we have not
had one funeral from Claude in the last six months yet the
graveyard say he has been the undertaker for twenty five funerals
in that time, and the crematorium say eighteen.”

“And how many have we had from Samuel?” came the frosty
reply

“Two.  But the graveyard says he has managed sixteen
burials with them, all with a Free Church minister, and the
crematorium say twelve.  Claude is just freezing the churches
out, and I don’t believe we should advertise his services when he
is in effect steering his clientele away from all the churches in
the town.  Incidentally it’s not just the churches; I hear
that the Humanist Society and the Green Burial Movement are also up
in arms.” 

There was silence at the other end of the line, Peter decided to
let it run it’s course and not say anything else.  Eventually
Marjorie sighed.

“I didn’t realise it was that bad.  Of course I’ll pull the
advert, though goodness knows how I’ll fill the space.”

“Thanks and Marjorie?”

“Yes Peter?”

“I must say that I think the magazine is excellent, I’ve never
seen such a good magazine.”

“Why thank you Peter,” she replied.  “It’s nice to know
that you don’t think we are all a load of degenerates.  See
you in half an hour.”  And she hung up.

 

Peter rushed around gathering his papers together and arrived at
the church around five minutes before the meeting was due to
start.  When he looked around his heart sank; Albert was
there.  So all his careful planning about not having a quorum
had just gone to pot.  He now wished he hadn’t asked Bunty not
to come.  They soon got down to business and Peter gave
Bunty’s apologies.  It was like a bombshell.

“Not coming?”  Queried the Major.  “Not coming? 
She never misses a meeting; I say the old girl isn’t ill is
she?”  There were several other murmurs of concern. 

“No she’s not ill, she just happens to be working on a paper for
a Diocesan Committee.”

This brought looks of total disbelief.  The apologies also
brought relief as in amongst all the apologies were some from
Roger.  Peter Carefully counted: the Major - 1, Henry - 2,
Marjorie - 3, Dan - 4, Albert - 5, Sam - 6, Cameron - 7, himself -
8.  With seventeen council members listed they were one vote
short of a quorum.  Peter smiled at the assembled body and
dropped a second bombshell. 

“Welcome,” he started.  “Thank you for coming.  Now we
have a little problem, but it should not be too irksome.  We
do not appear to have a quorum, therefore I can allow discussion on
the items tabled, but not votes, and therefore we cannot make any
major decisions.”

“Actually,” butted in Henry.  “It means we can’t make any
decisions.”

“Thank you Henry,” said Peter. “I stand corrected.”

There were looks of total disbelief.

“You mean your going to run a second meeting where we can’t say
anything?”  Said Sam bitterly.

“What a Chairman: couldn’t run a pennant up a flagpole” muttered
Cameron.

The Major had other ideas.

“Actually old chap,” he said, “You have two votes, which makes
nine, so we are in business.”

“My second vote is a casting vote,” replied Peter quickly.
 “And frankly I hope never to have to use it.  If the
church is so divided over any issue that I have to use it, the
issue will be so contentious that it shouldn’t go forward
anyway.”

The Major looked at Peter and nodded.

“That’s true, we had a vote on finance last year that split the
council down the middle, it’s probably why a few members don’t come
any more.”

Peter recalled reading the minutes, by all account the meeting
had been explosive from the start and with only sixteen members
present the voting had been split.  The Major who was acting
chairman had used his casting vote for the motion of paying to have
the church cleaned by professional cleaners rather than
volunteers.  The repercussions had been continuing ever
since.

 

After ploughing through the last set of minutes and the usual
dross that no church meeting ever seems to start without, they
reached ‘Finance’. 

“Right” said Peter, let’s talk about the accounts.  “Sam
you have the final accounts ready for the AGM?”

“Of course”, Sam replied with a scathing look.

“And they will lay out exactly where the church investments
are?”

Sam didn’t bat an eyelid.

“They are invested with Porlock, Whitby, and Scanes, a group of
city investors who spread the portfolio over a range of investment
opportunities to maximise the return and minimise the risk. 
Such portfolios change on a daily basis and I could not possibly
predict exactly where our money will be at any one time. 
Except of course to say that it is safe.”

Peter was not going to be fobbed off.

“But you could give us a list of last year’s investments and
where our money was used, that would give us a good idea of how it
is being managed.”

“I could, but it is a lot of work.”

“Its one phone call to the fund managers’ darling,” interrupted
Marjorie.  “I ask mine all the time.”

Peter ploughed on.

“It’s the church’s money, and they have a right to know how it
is being used.”

Sam had turned bright red.

“Are you saying that I am an untrustworthy treasurer.” he
challenged.

“Of course he isn’t,” piped up Albert.

“But we wouldn’t want our money invested in drug cartels would
we?”

“Seems reasonable enough” commented the Major.

“If it was my own money I’d want to know how it is being used,”
remarked Henry.

Sam, realising that he couldn’t wriggle any more finally
capitulated.

“OK, I’ll do my best to have a list ready for the AGM”.

Peter  decided to have a go at another goal and stayed on
the issue of finance. 

“Now, what are we going to do with this money?  We can’t
just sit on it.”

“Why not?” snapped Cameron.

“Ever read the parable of the talents?” suggested Peter; “the
money has been entrusted to us for its use, not for us to bury it
in an investment fund.”

“So we give it all away?”  Cameron again venting his
spleen.

“No I suggest we use it for ourselves and the community on a
worthwhile project.”

“Such as?”  Cameron was not going to let go.

“That’s up to the church, but I would suggest a community
centre.  We haven’t got a church hall, the village hasn’t got
a communal hall, and there are many worthwhile uses for such a
centre.”

 “And I supposed we build it on the allotments and upset
the whole town.” Cameron virtually yelled.

“No,” Peter replied calmly, “If it were up to me I’d suggest the
old warehouse site, after all we wouldn’t have to buy the land, and
it’s already ours by bequest.”

This was met with total silence.

Finally the Major spoke up.

“Wrong place.”

“I’d have thought it was exactly the right place,” Peter
replied.  “It’s in the area of town where there is most need
and it is virtually on our doorstep.”

“Allotments are closer,” said Cameron instantly switching
sides.

“It’s less than two hundred yards away, “Peter responded.

A lively discussion followed and as the meeting could not make
any decisions Peter urged them all to go home and pray about
it.

 

The rest of the meeting after that was a non-event; there was
nothing else that Peter wanted to tackle at the moment; one thing
at a time he kept telling himself, one major thing at a time. 
The meeting finished at about 5pm and everybody drifted off home,
except for Henry who was locking up.

“How’s Caroline?”  Peter asked.

He got a blank look.

“You told me she was pregnant.”

“Oh, she’s fine.  Complaining of backache and feeling like
a load of blubber, but she’s fine.  We had a visit to the
maternity unit yesterday and they said that she was in great shape
for her age.  Her age!  Good grief she’s only thirty
eight.”

“Looking forward to an addition to the family?” asked Peter.

Henry froze. 

“Actually Vicar I’m bloody terrified.”

Peter looked at him; he certainly looked terrified.

“Terrified of what.”

“Just about everything.”

At that point Henry sat down and put his head in his
hands.  Peter did not speak, but sat down next to him. 
After two of three minutes Henry started:

 

“My parents were both lawyers.  My father was a judge and
my mother a barrister.  I was their only child and they had me
late in their careers; mother was about thirty-six when I was
born.  It was just expected of me that I would become a
lawyer.  All through my childhood I heard my parents
discussing cases over dinner and referring to points of law. 
I was sort of inculcated with the damn stuff.”

He stopped and looked up, “I’m terrified of placing my
expectations on my children, and I don’t want to push them into
anything.”

Then he resumed his story. 

“I took A-levels in English, Latin and French.  I failed
the French miserably, but got ‘A’ grade in the other two and I was
accepted by Kings Lynn University to study law.  I found out
later that Father had pulled a few strings with the Law Professor
to get me admitted.”

He looked up again, “I don’t want to manipulate my
children.  I was manipulated.  I’d told father that if I
couldn’t get into Kings Lynn I’d give up the idea of law and study
to be an English teacher.”

He paused. 

“I scraped a first degree, I enjoyed the high-life of Kings Lynn
far too much, and found a set of chambers in London willing to take
me.  I made sure it was my choice, not one set up by my
parents.  I decided that I would practice civil law, not
criminal law.  I guess this was to spite my parents as they
both had practised criminal law.  To be honest I quite enjoyed
it and by the time I was in my late twenties I’d already started to
make a name for myself and acted on behalf of two large
corporations.  The money started to roll in, it seemed that
you could just state any price you liked, and they would pay up as
long as you delivered the goods; why quibble about a £20,000
retainer when you stand to make a profit of millions?  On the
other hand my social life was a mess.  I only had colleagues
as friends and could not handle the opposite sex at all.  My
parents never talked to me about girls, or the facts of life, or
how to handle feelings, or any other aspect of life that would
divert me from the law.”

Another pause, another dose of eye contact, “I’m terrified that
I won’t equip my children for life; that I’ll be unable to relate
to them; that I’ll leave them ill equipped to face the trials of
life.”

Another pause.

 

“When I was thirty-six I took on a high profile libel
case.  I did it on a no win, no fee basis on the understanding
that I’d take 25% of any compensation.  We won and the jury
awarded £1,000,000.  After that I took on three similar cases;
I won two of them with a similar size reward.  Then I met my
nemesis.  It was Christmas and I was thirty-seven.  My
parents must have been in their seventies and my grandmother, on my
mother’s side, was nearing a hundred.  We all thought that
grandma was a funny old bat.  She’d spent a great deal of her
life in Africa with some mission or other and insisted we all watch
the TV midnight service on Christmas Eve.  As usual, over the
Christmas dinner, we talked about the law and I talked about my
latest cases.  I had just completed a case for one of my
corporate clients who wanted to regain possession of a house that
was used as a young mum’s refuge.  It was the haunt of single
mother’s, who had nowhere to go run by a small unregistered
charity.  They were technically in breach of their rental
agreement so on behalf of my clients who wanted the premises for
offices; I had them evicted.  When I’d finished talking about
the obscure points of law that I had used to win the case we
noticed that grandmother was crying.  Mother asked here what
was wrong, she replied, talking to me, ‘and what would you say if
the young mums turned up on our doorstep?  No room!  No
room at the inn!’  I had no reply, what could I say?  I’d
been concentrating so much on points of law and winning cases that
I’d forgotten that real people were involved, and affected by my
actions.”

Henry paused again, Peter thought he’d mention another thing he
was terrified of, but after a few moments he continued.

 

“As soon as Christmas was over I contacted the woman who managed
the charity.  Out of respect for Christmas and the difficulty
it would pose in finding accommodation the judge had given them
until the end of January to move out.  I offered to fight the
case on the charity’s’ behalf for no fee.  She was
understandably suspicious as I’d virtually roasted her in
court.  But really they had no option as they could not afford
anyone else, especially as I’d had costs awarded against
them.  We appealed the case and won.  The corporation
took it to the House of Lords; we still won.  But I lost all
my corporate clients in the process.  I’d become a turncoat, a
persona non grata.  Actually I didn’t care; I had already made
enough money to be comfortable for the rest of my life.  I
took up championing the underdog.  I suppose I was a man with
a mission, I fought cases for no money; cases on legal aid; cases
funded by newspapers; any case where I thought large corporations
were trampling over small people.”

Henry suddenly looked Peter in the eye, “I don’t want to force
my values on my children, I am passionate about what I did, and
still do.  I know that I should let them work out their own
values and seek out their own natural balance, but have I got the
courage to let them?”

 

Henry got up and started walking around. 

“Then when I was in my mid-forties two things happened. 
Firstly I took on the case for a church that was threatened by an
inner city ring road.  The council was pressing strongly for
the road to be constructed, but the church was in the way. 
Because it was a listed building the council could not demolish it
as they really wanted to do, along with the surrounding
houses.  Instead, their solution was to place the church on a
roundabout with subway access.  The church was an inner-city
church, the road would be appallingly busy, and it was obvious that
the congregation would have severe problems if the scheme ever
materialised.  There was an alternative scheme, namely
building an underpass beneath the church and community, but the
council had declared it was vastly too expensive.  I had a
number of meetings with the church minister and the church
council.  They insisted that we always start in prayer and
that I conduct the case in a spirit of charity.  I was not
allowed to vilify the council, or any of its employees.  I was
not to employ any underhand tactics and I was told to rely on God
for my strategy.  I thought they were stark raving mad. 
However, I thought that the Council were being far too overbearing
and it was exactly the sort of case I liked to champion. 
Because I needed to get the feel of the situation, and build up my
case, I attended the Sunday services and dropped in during the week
to see what was going on.  I soon realised that these people
had something I didn’t have - contentment.  I had money in
bucket-loads; I had a profession I enjoyed, but they had
contentment.  To cut a long story short we won the case so
comprehensively that the Council didn’t even bother to
appeal.  And I found peace and rest in God.  I remember
kneeling at the front of the church the day after we won the case
and telling God that I’d been a jerk.  That I’d had my eyes
set on the wrong kingdom and that from now on I was giving my life
to Him.  I have never regretted that decision, not once.”

Henry once again looked at Peter, “But, I’m terrified that I’ll
ram God down my children’s throats so hard that they’ll rebel and
walk away from him.”

Henry sat down again.

 

After a long pause Peter said “and what else happened?”

Henry beamed, “I met Caroline.  I first met her when the
chambers employed her as a junior clerk.  We had taken on a
large number of similar, if somewhat small, cases to try and bring
one large case against a drug conglomerate.  This meant that
we needed extra help in filing and collating the paperwork. 
Caroline was employed on a temporary basis straight from
school.  She was only just sixteen, but had a number of
GCSEs.  Our first meeting was a disaster; I was searching on
the file for O’Malley and I could not find it.  It had been
misfiled and put in with the general Os rather than at the front of
the Os.  I was in a hurry, frazzled and tired; I’m afraid I
shouted that at least we ought to employ people who knew the
alphabet.  The following morning as I entered the building I
was tackled in the corridor by Margaret our senior clerk.  She
tore me off a strip, saying that if I had a complaint about the
administration could I have the courtesy to tell her and not drive
the junior staff to tears by shouting.  She also made it plain
that I needed to apologise as I was the only person in chambers who
filed the O’ names before the general Os and it caused confusion
all round.  In all my time at the chambers I had never seen
her so mad.  I turned round, went out, and came back with a
bunch of a dozen white roses, which I placed on Caroline’s desk
with a note of apology.  She came to my office about an hour
later and thanked me personally and saying that I need not have
gone to all that bother.  I don’t know to this day what
possessed me but I replied that flowers were not enough for the
hurt I’d caused and insisted on taking her out for lunch.  She
insisted it was too much and we haggled down to sandwiches in the
park.  We had sandwiches in the park every Tuesday for three
months after that.  Then I did manage to get her to have a
meal in a restaurant with me.  The rest is history.  We
married two years to the day after I took her to lunch in the
park.”

Henry looked intently at Peter again, “I don’t want you to think
of me as a cradle snatcher, we fell in love and she proposed to me
on St Valentine’s Day knowing that I would never have the nerve to
ask her because of the age difference.  It hasn’t been all
easy; her father wouldn’t come to the wedding saying that he would
not give away his girl to someone that was old enough to be her
grandfather.  We’re on good terms now, but it took ten years
to bring him round.”

Henry stopped for a second, “I’m terrified that I’ll cause my
children as much pain as Caroline’s father caused her.”

He stood up to walk round again.  “We’ve have had twenty
happy years.  I cannot believe that I have been fortunate
enough to be in love at an age when most people are starting to
enjoy their retirement, and in love with someone who I believe is
in love with me.  But the age gap brings its problems. 
Do you realise that I’ll be in my eighties when my child finishes
school?  I’ll probably never see them married.  There’s
also the worry, the deep worry that I’ll become senile and Caroline
will be shackled to a doddering old wreck while trying to raise a
child and managed the house.”

He paused, “And I’m terrified of childbirth; supposing Caroline
or the child or both died.  What then?”

Peter asked, “What does Caroline say about all this?”

“She says that if she were sixteen now she would still marry me,
and that we are just to leave it all in God’s hands and stop
worrying about things we can’t change.  But I can’t help
worrying.  What should I do?”

Peter answered softly; “I don’t usually give advice Henry, and
people don’t listen to it anyway.  But I would say that
Caroline’s answer is probably the best I could manage, and remember
Rome wasn’t built in a day.  Just take one step at a time, and
trust God for the next one.”

Henry nodded, and then looked at his watch.  Peter took the
hint and left him locking up.

 

That evening Peter attended a cheese and wine evening at
Glumburgh Parish Church.  The congregation had asked him to
join them so that he could mingle with them in an informal
situation.  Peter enjoyed the evening immensely and it was
always good to see Jane.










Chapter 6
Discovery


The following morning, it being a Tuesday, Jo arrived as usual
to clean.  As soon as she entered the house she knew something
was wrong.  For a start there was no music emanating from the
study where Peter usually had his old battered wind-up radio tuned
to a classical music station.  Secondly Aquinas was lying in
the door of the kitchen and looking miserable; he just about
managed a wag of his tail as Jo approached him.  She walked
past Aquinas into the kitchen and froze.  Peter was hunched up
on the floor in a foetal position with his back against the
freezer.  His face was an ashen grey with a tinge of green and
he wasn’t moving at all.  Jo studied him closely; he was
breathing, but only shallow breaths.

“Peter, are you all right?” she asked, knowing it was a stupid
question because he obviously was not at all right. 

Peter stirred and looked at her with unfocussed eyes. 

“Migraine, I’ve got a migraine.”  He managed, with a sort
of hushed groan,

“Can I do anything?”

“Please take the dog for a walk, if you don’t mind.”

Jo did as she was asked and grabbed Aquinas’ lead and took him
for a walk.  He was considerably reluctant to leave Peter, but
once outside soon got into his ambling gait.  She had no idea
how long to walk such a huge dog so she walked him to the sea front
and back; it took an hour.

 

Once back inside the house, after carefully wiping Aquinas’ paws
in the utility room, she went back into the kitchen.  Peter
was still on the floor holding his head, but his time he looked up
as she entered.

“How are you?”

Peter managed a semblance of a smile.

“Dreadful.”

“Can I do anything?”

“In the bathroom can you please get the pink tablets from the
cabinet?”

Jo went upstairs and opened the cabinet, in it were various bibs
and bobs and a bottle of prescription painkillers; they were
pink.  Jo took two down to Peter and gave them to him with a
glass of water.  He took them, but clearly had difficulty in
swallowing them.

“Sorry,” said Peter, “Sorry if I gave you a fright.  It’s
cold here; I like it cold when my head goes bang.”

“Bad?” asked Jo

“‘Bout ten on the Richter scale.”  Then with a speed that
amazed her he suddenly jumped up and sprinted to the downstairs
toilet.  Seconds later she could here him retching.  She
was at a total loss.  She had had a migraine once in her life
following a midnight snack of half a pound of cheese and the
remains of a bottle of red wine.  She still remembered the
excruciating pain in one side of her head, the discomfort of light
in the eyes, and the ability to be totally disturbed by a clock
ticking in the adjacent room.  But Peter’s migraine looked
even worse.

Peter appeared from the toilet looking greyer than ever and sat
back on the floor. 

“Can’t keep the tablets down.  Could you try and find my
inhaler for me?”

“Where did you last have it?”

Jo thought that Peter was not going to reply, but eventually he
half groaned a reply, “In the main bedroom I think.”

Jo went upstairs and went into the main bedroom.  She did
not know what to expect in this previously forbidden room and found
what she did not expect.  In the centre of the room was a
battered old leather sofa facing a totally white wall.  Around
the room were eight large loudspeakers and a satellite dish looking
out through the window.  Behind the armchair was a pair of
large bookcases placed back to back; on top of these was what
looked like a slide projector.  One of the bookcases was
stacked with hi-fi equipment, a DVD player, a video player, and a
satellite receiver.  Jo was no hi-fi buff but she realised at
once that this was all serious equipment; not the sort you’d find
in the local hi-fi shop.  Then the light dawned; it was the
mother of all home cinema systems.  Jo walked over to the
settee and felt round the edges of the cushions; in amongst the
usual detritus was a blue inhaler.  Jo took it back to
Peter.

 


           
Back in the kitchen Peter hadn’t moved, but he took the inhaler
from Jo and used it three times.

“Anything else?” she asked.

Peter shook his head slightly.

Jo made up her mind what she would do. 

“Now I’ve been in there I’m going to dust the main bedroom, its
knee deep in dust.  I won’t make a noise and I’ll come and
check you in an hour.” 

With that she grabbed some dusters and polish and went
upstairs.  To be truthful Jo had had a horrid thought; just
what did Peter watch on this home cinema system that he was so
secretive about?  She hoped beyond hope that it was not what
her worst fears said it was.  Once back in the main bedroom Jo
took time to have a good look round.  Between the three
speakers along the back wall were two more bookcases.  One was
full of DVDs; there seemed to be the complete works of Shakespeare,
nearly all of Sean Connery and Michael Caine’s films plus a fair
smattering of Clint Eastwood and a selection of sci-fi films plus
all the Star Trek films.  All of them were published
recordings; none of them had been recorded of the TV.  The
second bookcase was full of white DVD cases with a cryptic
hieroglyphic on each spine.  ‘No Peter, please no’ she said to
herself as she studied the annotations.  ‘Spa 89, H/ring 92,
Im 98, and so on.  Then she realised that she was reading
vertically down the shelves, but if you read horizontally there
were a dozen or more tapes for each year.  She pulled one out
that said ‘Sil, 97’ on the spine.  The front cover was more
expansive it read ‘British – Silverstone 13th July 1997’ and there
was a list underneath that read: ‘Villeneuve, Alesi, Wurtz,
Coulthard, R Schumacher, and Hill.  Jo sighed with relief;
this was not pornography it was motor racing.  She put the DVD
back.  Peter certainly was serious about it.  There were
individual DVDs from the mid-eighties onwards and pre-recorded
compilation DVDS for the previous thirty years.  Jo suddenly
felt guilty about prying into Peter’s personal life and set about
dusting the room with vigour.  It obviously hadn’t been
touched since Peter moved in and needed a good vacuum as well; but
she couldn’t do that as she knew the noise would disturb Peter.

 


           
About an hour later, Jo went back downstairs and found Peter
sitting on the pew in the hall.  His normal colour had almost
returned, but he was still obviously unwell.  Peter grimaced
and told her through gritted teeth that he was going to bed and
would be OK now.  With that he walked up the stairs, holding
on to the banisters as if his life depended upon it.  Jo
wondered how many migraines he got, if he had tablets and an
inhaler it certainly wasn’t the odd one or two.

 


           
Two days later Jo returned equipped to bath Aquinas, but as soon as
she entered the house she knew that was probably not going to
happen.  Music was drifting out of the study and that meant
Peter was at home.  Jo had found out that the easiest way to
bath Aquinas was to take him into the downstairs walk-in shower;
she usually did this in the nude and would not do it if Peter was
home.  Peter appeared from the study looking sheepish.

“How are you?” she asked.

“Not too bad, a heavy migraine always leaves me feeling like a
limp lettuce for a few days, so I cancelled today’s committee
meeting.  Fancy a coffee?”

They both made their way to the kitchen.  As Peter put the
kettle on he looked at Jo; today she was not wearing any make-up at
all, but he had an inkling as to the reason why.

After they had exchanged a few pleasantries Jo said remarked
casually that he certainly had a grand home cinema system, but we
make it a mystery?”

Peter looked embarrassed and sighed.

“Two reasons, really.  Firstly it’s an expensive piece of
kit and I had my last system nicked two days before I moved
here.  Secondly I’m a bit embarrassed about it: it seems a
total extravagance, but it’s one of the few ways I find to
relax.”

“You like Sean Connery then?”

“Him and a few others.”

“No females?”

Peter laughed, “Of course, but I haven’t collected their films
in the same way; although I have got a few with Dame Judi
Dentch.  How about you, who’s your favourite actor?”

“Meryl Streep” Jo said without hesitation.

“Have you seen ‘Bridges of Madison County?”  he
responded.  “With her playing the farmer’s wife?  It’s an
excellent adaptation of Robert Waller’s book Love in Black and
White.”

Jo shook her head.

“No, I don’t get to the cinema much and watching films on our
12″ portable TV doesn’t seem the same.”

“Right,” said Peter throwing the remains of his coffee away and
opening the freezer at the same time.  “I’m declaring a
morning off.  I feel like over stewed rhubarb and you don’t
feel like attacking Aquinas with me around.”  At which point
he dragged a bag of microwave popcorn out of the freezer and threw
it in the microwave.  “Can’t watch a film without popcorn”

Jo started to protest that she couldn’t  take his money to
sit and watch films!

“Oh yes you can, the boss won’t complain.”  He muttered
just as the microwave beeped and Peter pulled out the bag of
popcorn and dropped it into a cereal bowl.

They both went upstairs and Peter sat Jo in the sofa while he
found the DVD and got the equipment working.  He pressed a
button on a remote control unit and a warm glow covered the white
wall.  Peter walked across and pulled the curtains, they were
designed to loop round the satellite dish and were quite
thick. 

“Have to pull the curtains,” he said, “it’s a state of the art
projector, but it can’t compete with the power of the Sun.”

He flopped down beside her and placed the bowl of popcorn in her
lap.

“Ready?”

“I can’t possibly eat all this popcorn.”

“Well I can’t eat it; my stomach is still far too
delicate.”  At which point he pressed the remote and the room
went black.

 


           
Jo was surprised at how dark the room was and although she couldn’t
see him she knew Peter was only inches away.  Then the film
started.  It was amazing; with the wall to wall picture and
the surround sound you could be there in the kitchen with Meryl
Streep and Clint Eastwood.  Soon she was totally lost in the
film and was quite surprised when it came to the end.  After a
few seconds the projector reverted back to its soft light
mode.  The bowl in her lap was empty, and Peter had not moved
a muscle.

“Good film?” said Peter.

“Better than I imagined, but so sad, even when her husband died
she never tried to contact him.”

Peter got up and put the DVD back in its case.

“Peter this system is wonderful.”  She said softly.

“Yes,” he said, “but it has its drawbacks.  The Gettysburg
scene in Gone With the Wind is almost too painful to watch, and I
would not consider letting any youngsters watch horror movies on
it.”

“How often do you use it?”

“Couple of times a week.  I also use it as my TV, but
normally project a smaller picture.”

“Is that picture quality?”

“No, it’s just that somehow it feels better that way unless it’s
a movie.”

They left the room and went back downstairs; Jo gathered up her
bags and went to the front door.  “Thanks Peter that was good
of you, but we can’t make a habit of it.”

“One-off special” he replied, “until Christmas that is!”

Jo laughed and walked out of the door, and then she stopped,
slapping her forehead with the palm of her hand.  “Almost
forgot, Danielle is doing a local history project at the moment on
the second world war, she said ‘did you know that your house was
used by the Navy and used to have a basement?’”

“No, no idea.”

“Bye”

Peter closed the door and ambled back into his study.  He’d
seen the film at least twice before and it was worth watching
again, but Jo had been enraptured.

 


           
Half an hour later Peter suddenly stopped working and looked at
Aquinas. 

“Just how,” he said to the unresponsive beast.  “Just how
does a house used to have a basement?  Either you have one or
you don’t have one; it couldn’t just disappear.”

Peter got up and walked around the floor of the house, still
talking to Aquinas who diligently followed him around. 

“But if it used to have a basement then it used to have access
to said basement, but I’ve not noticed any hidden doors or stairs
have you?”

Aquinas did not reply.

Peter got to the hall and stopped by the staircase. 

“The logical place would be here.”  And he pulled out
Aquinas’ dog-bed and studied the floor.  Sure enough in the
floor was a small brass fold down ring.  Peter pulled it and
virtually the whole of the cupboard floor moved.  It was a
counterbalanced hatch cover.  As Peter opened it up light
flooded out from the basement below.  Peter assumed there must
be an automatic light switch although he hadn’t heard a
click.  The open hatch revealed a set of metal stairs at a
fairly acute angle they looked like the sort you’d find on a
ship. 

“Of course,” he said to his dog, who was now sitting in his
dog-bed daring Peter to try and move it again. “Of course this is
dead right if this place was taken over by the Navy during the last
war.”

He turned round and gingerly climbed down the steps.

 


           
Standing at the bottom of the steps he thought the word basement
was an understatement.  It looked just like a wartime
set.  Concrete walls with evenly spaced brick pillars that
supported iron girders about every six feet across the concrete
ceiling.  Looking up at the hatch he decided the concrete
ceiling was about two-foot thick.  He carefully attained his
orientation.  “So” he said to himself, “the front door must be
about here and that wall must be at the back of the house.” 
But it was no good; the basement seemed much larger in floor area
than the house he had just left.  The basement appeared to be
totally empty and he wandered over to the other side, as he got
closer he realised that part of the wall was closer than the rest
and was in fact a concrete blast screen placed a few feet away from
the wall.  As he rounded it he saw there was a tunnel. 
“This is getting silly,” he told himself and looked down the
tunnel.  It looked about a hundred feet long and had bare
light bulbs every ten feet or so.  After a moments hesitation
he walked down the tunnel.  It led to another concrete screen
and into what must have been at some time an air-raid
shelter.  In it were three rusty metal wardrobes, an Apple-Mac
computer with the largest monitor Peter had ever seen, an A1 size
inkjet printer and the Revd Reginald Graye.

 


           
All the equipment was running and it looked just like Reginald had
rested his head on the desk and gone to sleep.  But it was
obviously the long sleep, not a long sleep.  Peter walked over
to the desk.  A screen-saver program was running on the
monitor showing a tropical fish-tank.  Peter stopped not quite
knowing what to do.  There was a mobile phone on the desk so
Peter assumed he could phone the police to report the death. 
But just what had Reginald been doing down here?  Curiosity
overcame him and he nudged the mouse.  The screen-saver
disappeared and a giant image of a €500 note appeared.  Peter
blinked and looked again.  He then moved over to the printer;
sure enough lying in the output tray was a sheet of Euro
notes.  Peter sat on the edge of the desk and he looked at
Reginald again and could not understand why he had not decomposed,
after all it had been nearly six months since his
‘disappearance’.  Peter then became conscious of a gentle hum
in addition to the computer.  He turned round; there by the
wall was a de-humidifier/air condition unit.  Peter found he
was beginning to ask more questions than he could answer.  How
did he get all this equipment into here?  How did he pay for
it?  Just where was all the electricity coming from? 
However, there was no doubt about one thing; Reginald was seriously
into the forging business.

 


           
Peter was wondering what to do next when he noticed that Reginald’s
hands had on them those thin plastic gloves beloved by
surgeons.  He looked around; sure enough there was a box of
them on the floor just as you came out of the tunnel.  Peter
took two out and put them on.  He was going to keep his
options open; curiosity demanded that he have a poke around, but he
didn’t want the police to find his fingerprints.  Peter’s
logical mind reasoned that if Reginald had been here for six months
another hour or two wouldn’t matter.  Peter investigated the
three metal cabinets.  One held stocks of paper.  The
next held stocks of ink.  The third held a stock of
cash.  Peter carefully looked at the contents.  A shelf
stacked high with used ten pound notes; at least they looked like
used ten-pound notes.  Another shelf with piles of used
fivers, and a smaller shelf of used twenty-pound notes.  Peter
tried to take a quick estimate, and failed.  He had no idea
just how much cash was here, but it was not trivial.  He
smiled ruefully, nearly all the people he’d met who’d talked about
his predecessor had said the same thing; he always paid cash. 
Looking away from the body Peter surveyed the air-raid
shelter.  It was not very large and on the opposite side from
the tunnel was another concrete blast screen.  Behind it was a
pair of doors held shut by a metal bar that you rotated to free the
doors.  Peter twisted the bar round and slightly pulled open
one of the doors, to be met be a scene of twisted
undergrowth.  Peter opened the door fully and peered at the
undergrowth.  In reality it trailed over the edge of whatever
was above and in all probability it could be moved quite
easily.  Peter walked up some concrete steps pushing the
undergrowth aside until peering through the branches; he could just
make out the back of the churchyard.  He must be in the
mysterious air-raid shelter that Albert said lay at the bottom of
the vicarage garden.  Peter retreated back down, shut the
doors, and walked back inside.  What to do, he thought; what
to do.

 


           
The obvious thing to do was to ring the police, but for some
unknown reason Peter was hesitant to do this.  As he was
making up his mind Peter noticed for the first time that whatever
desktop drafting package Reginald had been using, it was not the
only programme running on the computer.  Peter moved the mouse
and called up the other programme; it was a simple word processor
and on the screen was a letter from Reginald:

 

‘I don’t know who will find me and I’m sorry if I have
caused you distress’.

 

‘I have decided that I cannot lead this duplicitous life any
longer’.

 

‘My heart says I want to follow Christ and I wish with all
my being that I could be left to do so in peace.  However, my
former associates have other ideas and it was either work for them
or see my son harmed’.

 

‘My son died yesterday and now they have no hold on me other
than making my involvement in their fraud public.  I no longer
care’.

 

‘If by chance you are not the police then please feel free
to use the money for a good cause - that does not include using it
for St Nathaniel’s, they already have too much money anyway. 
Maybe something good can come out of all this.  But it is too
late for me.  The price for using the money is to remove the
hard disc that is painted red from this machine and destroy
it’.

 

‘I do not care what you do with my body, there is no one
left to mourn; but please pray for my soul that I might be with
Jesus in paradise’.

 

 

Peter was now at a total loss.  For one thing, as far as he
knew, Reginald was a bachelor and had never been married. 
Although it was true that he had come to Faith in a prison.

 

Peter leaned over the body and printed the suicide note. 
Then he turned off the computer and printer, left the air
conditioner running, and went to leave the shelter.  On his
way out he noticed some light switches; they worked and the shelter
was plunged into darkness.  Peter turned off all the lights as
he made his way back up to the house.  Once back he shut the
hatch and moved Aquinas’ bed back onto the hatch.  He was
still squatting by the dog-bed when the doorbell rang.  Peter
looked at his watch, “Good grief, is that the time?”  He said
to Aquinas, “That must be the Major.”  The Major had made an
appointment to see Peter at the end of the council meeting. 
Peter composed himself and went to the door; as he reached for the
handle he realised that he was still wearing the plastic gloves; he
tore them off and stuck them in his pocket before he opened the
door.

 

The Major entered and Peter showed him into the lounge and they
settled down.

“I’ll come straight to the point,” he said, “Are you serious
about building a community centre with the church money?”

“No,” Peter replied.

“No!”  He blustered.  “Then why say it?”

“Because we can’t just have that money sitting around, it’s
obscene.”

“So you want to spend the lot?”

Peter smiled at the Major while he tried to compose his thoughts
as they kept drifting towards Reginald Graye in the basement.

“Not necessarily, I don’t mind keeping some back for
contingencies, but I think it would be a hell of a contingency that
needed a nearly half a million.”

“But just discussing the various things we could do with the
money could be divisive.”

“Not if we handle it carefully.  The first thing is that we
get the Church Council to agree on the best proposals and present
them to the church for prayerful consideration.”

The Major considered this.

“But you personally would go for a community centre?”

“Probably.  The church is there to reach out in love to
those around it; what better way than to provide a safe place to
meet where we can demonstrate that love in action.”

“What about using the money to fund an orphanage for children
dying of AIDS in Africa?”

“Sorry, what did you say?” said Peter his thought having drifted
too far away from the conversation.

“What about using the money to fund an orphanage for children
with AIDS in Africa?”

“Equally valid.”

The Major nodded.

“I was out in Africa three months ago on a short term project
with the St Cedd Uphold Africa Association.  Its one thing to
read in the paper or see clips on the news; it’s quite different to
be there.  You don’t quite get the scale of the problem until
you’ve been there.”

“Shouldn’t we also put money into education to stop the spread
of AIDS?”

The Major thoughtfully shook his head.

“Perhaps, but there are plenty of international projects on
education and so forth, but they don’t seem to reach the villages
where the children often lose both parents and grandparents.”

They were both quite for a while, the Major remembering Africa
and Peter remembering the basement.  Eventually the Major got
up.

“Thanks for your time Peter.  At least there might be one
thing we agree on.”

Peter showed him out and virtually fell into his study armchair;
he was still feeling the effects of the migraine and was tired
out.  But one thing he was sure of, he could not tackle the
Revd Graye and his legacy without help; but who from?

 


           
Peter woke up about an hour later feeling stiff and
uncomfortable.  To wake himself up and think things through he
took Aquinas for a walk.  As usual Peter started up a
one-sided conversation with him.

“Well old boy this is not easy.  I think there are three
options.  One, go to the police.  Two, go to the police,
but remove the money first.  Three don’t go to the
police.”

They turned down the lane towards the church.

“I wonder if I went to the police if we could keep the
money?  No that would never happen as they would consider the
money as the rewards for fraud and therefore ill-gotten gains.”

They turned into the churchyard.

“So if I want to use the money I don’t go to the police.”

They walked past the church and into the churchyard. 

“But do I want to use the money?”

Peter stopped, whether subconsciously or not, he had come round
to the back of the churchyard and was looking at his garden. 
Between the churchyard and the garden was a deep ditch, an
overgrown hedge and beyond that the thicket of brambles and bushes
that made up the end of his garden.  The entrance to the
air-raid shelter was completely invisible.  Peter moved closer
to the hedge and inspected the end of his garden bush by
bush.  Even then it took him twenty minutes to find the
entrance to the shelter, and only then because he remembered
looking at a Rowan tree in the churchyard.  He found the tree,
but had trouble finding the shelter.  Of one thing he was
certain; it would be a total accident if it were ever discovered
from this approach.

 


           
That evening Peter could not settle, even trying to watch a film
did not work.  In the end he went into the spare bedroom,
knelt at his prayer desk, and emptied his thought to God.  He
was there quite a long time.

 


           
Friday, being his day off, and not wanting to draw attention to
himself, he took a drive in the Suffolk countryside.  By
chance he discovered the Sutton Hoo Centre and for a few hours he
was lost in the world of the Anglo-Saxons.  Friday evening he
went to the real cinema and watched the latest Hollywood
blockbuster.  It was rubbish, but enjoyable rubbish all the
same.

 


           
Come Saturday, Peter had made up his mind.  He called Mark and
asked him if he was free to come over at some time.  Mark was
more than happy to come now as Lucy was away at her cousins for a
break.  When Mark arrived Peter sat him on the old pew in the
hall.

“Mark,” he said slowly.

“This is delicate.  I don’t want to put you in a difficult
situation so it will work like this.  I’ll show you my problem
and we’ll take it from there.”

Mark looked at Peter curiously, wondering what would come
next.

“Did you know this house has a basement?”

Mark grinned.

“Sort of.  My dad used to say that the Navy had this house
during the war and the large dyke between Felburgh Creek and the
sea came from the hole they dug under the house.  But we
thought they filled it in before they left in ‘53.”

“Do you know what they did here?”

“No, it was dead secret; so secret that there was no disclosure
after fifty years and we’ll have to wait until 2045 to find
out.”

Peter got up and went to Aquinas’ cupboard.  After some
persuasion he managed to get Aquinas to move; he then pulled out
the dog-bed and opened the hatch.

“Well shiver my timbers,” said Mark laughing, “What’s down
there, the crown jewels?”

Peter grinned as he replied, “nothing so easy.”

Mark followed Peter into the basement.  Peter couldn’t help
noticing that Mark went down the steep steps facing forward,
nautical style.  Peter turned the lights on.

Mark looked round.  “Some place.”

“I think it is bigger than the floor area of the house,” said
Peter, “I think it runs out under the front lawn almost halfway to
the lane.”

He led Mark to the rear of the basement and turned on the tunnel
lights.  They started to walk down the tunnel, but Mark
stopped a third of the way down.  “Where does this lead to?”
he said pointing towards a door in the wall of the tunnel. 
Peter in his first excursion down here had not noticed it as it was
almost exactly between a pair of light bulbs.

“Can we look at that later?  What I want to show you is
along here.”

 

Peter led him into the air-raid shelter and turned on the
lights.  Mark took in the scene.

“Secret hidey-hole,” he eventually said, “just what was he doing
down here?”

“Forging money.  It looks like he was creating forged Euro
notes.  But you’d better read this.”

Peter handed mark the copy of the suicide note.  Then he
showed him the three cupboards and the hoard of money.

“This is some operation,” said Mark, “he could not have funded
this himself.  It must have taken him an age to get it set
up.”

“I have a suspicion,” replied Peter, “that he was not here long
enough to produce any forged notes.  There are none lying
around and the one sheet in the printer isn’t quite right; if you
hold it up to the light the double sided printing doesn’t line up
properly.”

Mark looked at Peter.

“Just after the Revd Graye disappeared two very odd gentlemen
appeared in the town looking for him.  They looked just like a
pair of hoodlums and they were certainly unimpressed when we said
that he had just gone missing.  They left town on a Friday and
on the Sunday the vicarage was broken into.  The police said
that it was a professional job; we were not sure if anything was
taken, but the place was certainly turned over.”

“His associates,” said Peter.

“Probably,” said Mark, “Let’s just hope that they are not
keeping an eye on this place.  I would not want to fall foul
of them on a dark night.”

Peter considered this statement, and his general unease.

“Right, lets call the police.”

“Wait a mo,” said Mark, “let’s not be too hasty.  If ‘is
nibs has been down here since last summer and no one’s noticed then
I reckon we are fairly safe.”

“Someone must be noticing,” responded Peter, “someone must be
paying the electricity bill.”

Mark grinned like a Cheshire cat.

“I expect that’ll be the army.  They were the last to use
our tower and they had great difficulty with the power
supply.  We were up to our maximum and the electricity board
wouldn’t upgrade our own supply any more.  The army ran in
their own power cable from the sub-station by the old
warehouse.  They ran it down the edge of the churchyard in the
ditch.  They have been moaning ever since that their bill is
too high - the meter is in the sub-station.  They even accused
us once of running the church heating off of their supply!”

“Let’s hope they never check that cable,” said Peter, “that
could land us in deep trouble.”

They both pondered the problem.  Eventually Mark said, “I’m
game if you are.”

“If we get caught it could mean prison.”

“Only in the early stages,” said Mark, “Once we’ve disposed of
the body and got rid of the red hard-drive we’re home and
dry.  We can deny all knowledge of the power supply tap and
the police would have no proof it is not our money.”

Peter laughed, “Oh it’s all so simple, we just dispose of a body
so no-one notices and launder thousands of pounds with no one
commenting!”

 


           
They both went over to the money-cupboard and stared at the
contents.

“It would be a shame if we couldn’t make good use of this,”
murmured Mark, “there’s many a charity would give their right arm
for a sum like this.”

Peter walked over to the tunnel entrance and picked up some
gloves, he gave a pair to Mark and walked over to the
computer.  The side cover was not screwed on and lifted off
easily.  Peter unplugged the red hard-drive and placed it on
the desk.  He carefully put the cover back on.  “And what
do we do with this piece of kit?” he asked?

“The drive or the whole computer?”

“Both.  No wait I think I know how to get rid of the
hard-drive.”

Mark replied, “And I think I know how to get rid of the
body.”

Peter looked at him, Mark pointed vaguely towards the
church.

“Can you wait till next Wednesday?  If you remember there’s
a funeral on Thursday morning.”

Peter did remember.  The Churchyard was officially closed
as it was full; however people were still allowed to be buried if
they had rights to half of a double plot or a family grave. 
Peter had given permission for a double plot to be used, but he
wasn’t taking the funeral it was one of the town’s retired
ministers.   Mark smiled at the thought of his
deception. 

“Remember I’m the verger so I have to arrange for the grave to
be dug.  I’ve hired a mini-digger and it should be here early
on Wednesday morning.  I’ll dig the grave real deep, and
Wednesday night you and me can slip the old Vicar here into the
bottom and cover him up.  Once the real burial has taken place
no one will ever know.”

Peter was not sure if this was a good plan.

“Won’t Lucy be suspicious?”

“No, as luck would have it she doesn’t return until Thursday
morning; I have to meet her at Ipswich station just before
mid-day.”

There was not much more to say, so Peter picked up the
hard-drive and they made their way out of the shelter.

 


           
After Mark had gone Peter went out in search of The Reject Farm,
when he got there he found Tom washing down a Jaguar.  Tom
grinned at Peter like a schoolboy going to his first disco.

“Got a date tonight so I thought I’d give to old girl a bit of
spit ‘n’ polish.”

“Nice car,” said Peter, “Better than the battered wreck I saw
you in last-time!”

“I try not to take it out in the rain and there is always a
driveable wreck or two lying around.”

Peter must have looked surprise as he hastily added.

“Don’t worry I make sure that they are legal.”

“Tom,” said Peter hesitantly, “I need a favour.”

“Ask away squire.”

Peter pulled the red hard-drive out of his pocket.

“I need this totally destroyed.”

“Yours?”

“No, it belongs to a Parishioner who no longer wishes to have
the contents available.”

“Oh,” said Tom, “a confession job.  Come this way.”

Tom led Peter over to the office hut.

“Put it here,” he said indicating an old anvil.  He then
disappeared into the hut.  When he reappeared he had a
sledgehammer.  He grinned at Peter and walloped the drive
hard; it exploded with the sheer force of the impact.  Tome
gathered up all the larger pieces and took them to an old wreck of
a car at the other end of the yard and threw them inside.  He
then climbed in a forklift and used it to place the vehicle in a
large piece of machinery.  Tom then started the machine; it
crushed the car to a cube.

“Good enough?”

“Good enough,” said Peter

Tom then took Peter into his caravan and they had a cup of tea
together.  They talked over the drink, but Tom did not ask one
single question about the hard-drive.

As Peter left he asked Tom who the lucky lady was, Tom just
shrugged.

“A fellow bird-watcher – don’t worry she’s not from your
congregation.”

As Peter drove away he thought to himself, ‘that’s disposed of
the hard drive, now there’s just the problem of the body.’

 


           
Sunday it was business as usual, two services at Felburgh and an
afternoon service at one of the residential nursing homes.  He
spent the evening scanning through all the local history books he’d
acquired from the library on Felburgh.  Not one of them
mentioned the Navy occupying his house during the war, whereas
virtually all of them mentioned the surprise mock D-day landings
and how the town woke up to hoards of troops coming from the
sea.

 


           
Monday turned out not to be as planned.  Just as Peter was
settling down to his morning prayer time the phone had rung. 
When Peter arrived at the hospice he was shown in to a single room
where there was a dying woman.  She was obviously weak, but
had not yet reached the stage of being in a drug induced
coma.  The nurse sat her up and left the room.

Peter was always at a loss on first meeting a sick person he did
not know, so he went for a bland opening.

“Hello, I’m Peter the Felburgh Parish Priest, I believe you
asked for me.”

“I did,” she said. “But sit down young man you’re making my neck
ache.”

Peter smiled and did as he was told.

“I’m Norma Pintle.  I’ve been going to your church since I
was a girl, except for the last few months; and I don’t expect I’ll
be going there again, at least not while I’m alive.”

Peter was always amazed at the way some people faced death in a
matter of fact way.

She continued, “But I want a promise from you young man.”

“I’m listening,” said Peter not wanting to be manipulated into
something he could not in all conscience do.

“I want you to make sure that I don’t end up as one of Claude’s
special packages.  I want a proper burial and I want the
service in your church.”  This last statement was said with
such passion that Norma took a minute or two to recover her
equilibrium.

Peter gave her a big smile.

“I promise,” he said.  “Is there a danger that your next of
kin may not know your wishes?”

“No adult next of kin left.  I’m eighty-nine and I’ve
outlived my husband, both my children, and my only
grandchild.  I do have a great grandchild, but she is only
six.  She may be my sole beneficiary, but she sure as houses
can’t arrange my funeral!”

Peter asked her gently what she wanted.  She reached under
her pillow and handed him an envelope.  “It’s all in
here.  You don’t have to do it exactly as I say; it’s more
that I want it in this manner.”

Peter took the envelope. 

“Have you seen your great-grand daughter recently?”

She smiled a smile of contentment.

“We had tea yesterday.  The nurses set us up a picnic in
the day-room complete with Gingham tablecloth and her favourite
chocolate cake.  I thought that it was the best way to say
goodbye.”

Peter had no answer to that.

Norma could see that Peter was struggling.

 “Don’t be sad young man, I’ve had a good life and I know
when Gabriel’s blowing his horn calling me home.”

She grabbed hold of Peter’s hand. 

“Will you please pray for me?”

“Of course!”

Peter prayed with her and stayed talking to her for about
another half and hour, then she was clearly tired.  Peter left
her when she was asleep.

 


           
When Peter got home his hall way looked like an advert for
Mothercare; there were about twelve baby buggies of various
designs.  Mothers and Toddlers had obviously started. 
Actually Mothers and Toddlers had just finished, for as he entered
his study, picking up his mail from the hall table on the way, the
mums came down the stairs, and the organised chaos of departure
started.  When they had gone Peter went up to the attic to see
Bunty, but she was sitting on the top step looking old and
despondent.

“It won’t work Peter, It won’t work,” she almost wailed,
“There’s two flights of stairs to carry the toddlers up.  The
sloping roof of the attic means that the toddlers can go where
adults can’t.  We had two mums bang their heads.  And the
noise, the room just echoes with noise.  And then there’s
Carol.”

“Who’s Carol?”  Peter asked.

“She’s a young mum in a wheelchair; oh Peter, I can’t turn her
away she’s isolated enough as it is.”

“Right” said Peter, “We’ll use the lounge, I can shift what
little furniture I have into the sitting room.”

“Peter, I can’t take your lounge.”

“O yes you can.  We just have to move the furniture.”

“That’s no problem,” said Bunty, “I’ll get the Fathers to move
the furniture.  We don’t meet now till after Easter so there
is plenty of time.  Are you sure?”

“Very sure.”

Bunty almost hugged him.

 

Next on the agenda to take over Peter’s day was the post; when
Peter finally got round to reading it there was a letter from the
Diocese about the revised Churchwarden’s measure and its effect
upon churchwardens responsibilities towards buildings.  Peter
knew that Henry should have this as soon as possible, especially as
the AGM was only a few weeks away.  Peter had not yet been to
Henry’s, but a quick consultation with the map showed that Henry’s
house was in the old town and not very far away.  Peter
decided to walk and he was soon at the correct address, Flat 1, 22
Jubilee Terrace or at least he though he was.  The house was
an old Victorian triple decker with a double frontage and a series
of steps leading up to the door.  As Peter walked down the
path towards the steps the front door opened and a large woman
stood, arms folded, at the top of the stairs.  “And who are
you?” she said in a voice that commanded obedience.

“Hello, I’m Peter the new vicar, I’m looking for Caroline and
Henry’s flat.”

She was not impressed.  “We don’t allow men here.”

Peter decided to go on the attack.  “And who is we?”

It was no good; she just stood there with her arms folded.

“I said we don’t allow men here, so bugger off.”

Peter knew when he was beaten and retreated to the gate. 
He then walked past the house to see if he’d got the wrong
address.  No, the next house was number 24.  Peter turned
round and viewed the house from a different angle; from this view
he could see a little metal sign saying ‘Flat 1’ and an arrow down
the side of the house through a separate gate.  Peter tried
this entrance to the house and rang the bell.  Caroline opened
the door.

 


           
Peter had not yet met Caroline although he had seen her once at the
licensing service.  If marks were awarded for natural beauty
she would get twelve out of ten; she was stunning.  Although
he had not met Caroline before Peter knew one major thing about
her, she was profoundly deaf.  Peter smiled and in his best
British Sign Language said, “Hello, I’ve come to give this letter
to Henry.”

Caroline invited him in.  When they were upstairs (on the
top floor noted Peter) Caroline turned and faced Peter and signed a
question to him - she was too fast.  Peter made the motion for
please slow down, and she tried again. 

“Where did you learn to sign?”

Peter replied trying to remember a language he hadn’t used for
years.

“My father was deaf and I learnt as a child, but I haven’t
signed in nearly ten years, so please be kind to me.”

They then had an on-off conversation as she made some tea. 
Peter had forgotten what it was like to fully communicate in
silence.

When they were finally in the lounge Caroline grinned and
signed.

“Did you try the front door?”

“Yes and got warned off by Brunhild – ‘We don’t allow men.’”

“It’s a woman’s refuge, we use the top floor and the attic, they
have the lower two floors.”

Peter nodded, and then asked.

“And how are you?  When is the baby due?”

Caroline placed her hand on her tummy, then signed.

 “Three months, if she arrives on time.”

“She?”

“I think it will be a girl, Henry thinks it will be a boy, we’ll
both be happy whatever.”

Peter then asked the question that everybody would be asking,
but no one dare put.

“Is there a chance they will be deaf?”

Caroline shook her head.

“No, my mum had German Measles when she was pregnant and it left
me deaf, our child should hear normally.  They will hear what
I have never heard, but they probably won’t feel what I feel.”

“But you will teach them to sign?”

Caroline looked at him as if he were stupid.

Peter tried to recover.

“Sorry stupid question.  I never realised that other
children didn’t sign to their parents until I was about
seven.  It came as quite a shock.”  Peter continued, “Did
Henry sign when you first met him?”

“No, but he started classes without telling me about a month
after we first met.  But he doesn’t have to sign all the time,
I can usually lip-read him without much trouble.” 

Then she spoke, as in spoke words in that careful enunciation of
those who cannot hear their own voice.  “And I can speak to
him as well.  It is funny but it is difficult for me to speak
to you when you sign to me, or sign to Henry when he speaks to
me.  Your signing is not bad; you’ve begun to pick up speed
even in the short time you have been here.  Don’t waste the
gift God has given you; I work at a school for the hearing impaired
in Ipswich.  We are looking for a chaplain - you might be the
answer to our prayers.”

Peter tried talking to her.

“When I was a curate I took some services for the deaf, but have
not signed in anger since then.”

Caroline shook her head and signed.

“Sorry I cannot lip-read you accurately, give me about five
months in your company,”

Peter replied - signing - “Sorry, I thought I’d give it a
go.  How long did it take you to lip-read Henry?”

“About five weeks, but I was younger then and Henry hadn’t yet
learnt to sign; it was either try and understand him or lose
him.  I take it he’s told you how we met?”

“I’ve heard his side of the story.”  Caroline smiled. 
Again Peter thought to himself that she had a face that magazine
editors would die for.

She switched to the spoken word again.

“I spent most of my childhood in special schools for the
deaf.  That’s what they called them in those days, not schools
for the hearing impaired.  There were also only minimal
attempts at integration into normal education.  So when I was
offered a temporary job in chambers, I was like a fish out of
water.  The head clerk did her best, but she could not sign
and had to explain everything to me by a series of notes. 
However I could copy type and it was assumed that I could file
alphabetically.  I used to wear a little badge that said
‘Wearer is deaf, please be patient.”  Henry took it off of me
one day in the park and tossed it in the pond.” 

She paused.

“I first saw Henry when he was looking for some files and
obviously having trouble.  I could tell by his body language
that he was mad, and then he turned to face me and shouted
something.  I thought that I had got the sack and when he left
the room I burst into tears.  Margaret, the senior clerk,
calmed me down and explained that the lawyers sometimes got a
little uptight and told me that basically Henry was a good guy, but
that he took on too many cases because he could never say no to a
worthy cause.  The next day there was a large bunch of white
roses on my desk.  When I say large I mean large, there were
thirty seven roses in total; I still have one today, neatly pressed
and in my Bible.  I went to thank him and I think for the
first time he noticed my little badge and he offered me
dinner.  I didn’t want sympathy and said no.  He
persisted and somehow he ended up buying me a sandwich in the
park.  I was going through a vegetarian phase and he bought me
a venison sandwich.  It was either eat it or upset him - he’d
been so sweet I ate it.  Here ended the vegetarian phase,” and
Caroline laughed.  At least Peter assumed it was laughter, it
was a cross between a cackle and a cough.

She continued.  “The next week he appeared at my desk with
a pack of sandwiches and we went to the park again.  It became
a regular routine.  I was not looking for love; I was still
struggling with life and dreaming of a young and handsome
prince.  At sometime or other, I’m not sure when, I forgot
about my handsome young prince and realised I had a handsome
king.  He was so shy about our relationship; I guess he was
worried about the age gap and that people might think he was
seducing me.  We didn’t tell the staff in chambers for
eighteen months; although, of course, they all new already. 
And he didn’t meet my parents till after then.  They had
guessed I was going out with somebody, but Peter came as rather a
shock.  Dad didn’t take to the idea well, but he’s reconciled
to it now.  Henry was so shy that I had to ask him to marry
me; I figured that he would never pop the question.”

Caroline stopped talking.

Peter signed, “And you are happy?”

Caroline smiled.

“Blissfully.  When we were married Henry said I didn’t have
to work, but I could if I liked, and that I could do what I wanted
to do not what other people forced upon me.”

“So what did you do?”

“I really wanted to be a model.  My looks were my greatest
asset and I’d already had some offers – deafness is no bar to
modelling.  But I knew Henry would not be able to cope with
the thought that other men were ogling over me and photographing
me.  She I took up me second love; painting.”

“Oils or water-colours?”  Peter asked.

“Walls” she replied and fell into a fit of giggling.  “I
love painting murals.”

Peter though for a minute.  “Did you paint the side of the
school?”  The school Peter had noticed had a large mural down
the side that faced the playground; it started with Dennis the
Menace and Gnasher, and finished with Little Bo Peep.

“Yes, we change it every year.”

“And you get paid for this?”

“Not by the school silly, but we do get paid for the murals we
have painted in the Ipswich Underpasses and in railway stations and
other public places.”

Peter suddenly had an inspiration.  “Do you take
commissions?”

“Depends on what it is.”

“My lounge is a dingy brown, but we are going to use it for
Mothers and Toddlers meetings.  I would like the children to
feel at home, so a simple mural with characters the children
recognise would be a Godsend.”

Caroline gave him a sideways look.

“Could we have a free hand?”

“Of course; I do not have one ounce of artistic creation within
me.”

Caroline smiled benevolently.

“When does Mothers and Toddlers start?”

“After Easter.”

“Here’s the deal,” Caroline said, “You get the walls painted
Magnolia; at least two coats of the standard colour by Thursday
this week and we’ll paint you a mural by Easter Monday.”

“We?”

“I have a little team of painters; we all met at art school:
Millie, Josephine, Geraldine, Patricia, Susan, and Tammy. 
Only Tammy is not deaf, she is Susan’s sister.  I usually lay
out the basic design, then we all comment and do modifications,
then we all colour in like mad.”

“And they’ll help?”

“I would think so, although we do have a price.”

“Which is?”

“A take away meal for seven every lunchtime and each day a
different type of meal.”

Peter began to wonder what he was letting himself into.

“And how many days?”

“How big is the room?”

“About fifty feet by twenty feet.”

“What’s that in metres?”

“About sixteen metres by seven metres.”

“About four days.  Can I have your e-mail address?”

Peter handed her a calling card.  She continued, “I’ll mail
you when we’ll start, it will probably be Monday of Holy Week if
that’s OK with you.”

“Fine,” said Peter thinking ‘there goes my peace and reflective
solitude for one of the most important weeks of the Christian
year.’

Caroline switched to signing again, “Now about the deaf school,
what would prevent you from becoming our chaplain?”

Over the next five minutes Caroline expertly defeated every
argument he put forward, and had him totally in a corner when she
suddenly stopped pressing the point and laughed.

“I become more like Henry every year.  Please pray about
it; ministers who can sign are thin on the ground, but don’t let me
force you into it; I’ll trust in God for that!” 

This time it was Peter who laughed.

 


           
When he got home the hospice had called again: could he come. 
So the evening saw him once again at the hospice.  Norma was
slipping away.  Peter gave her the last rites and held her
hand.  An hour later she died.  Later Peter had a cup of
tea with the matron; she too had a copy of Norma’s funeral
requests, just in case Peter had lost his.

Peter swallowed his tae.

“I’ve seen it before, they put their affairs in order and then
just allow themselves to die.”

“Yes,” said the matron, “I thought this would happen to Norma,
she has been keeping herself going until she saw her great-grand
daughter and you.  Then there was nothing else to do and she
let go.”

They sat in silence for some time until Peter got up to go.

“Peter.”

“Yes.”

“Can we call you again if we need you?”

“Of course!” 

It was almost midnight when he got home and all thoughts of
disposing of the Revd. Graye’s body had not entered his head all
day.

 


           
Tuesday was spent, much to Jo’s amusement, painting the lounge
magnolia.  Peter hired one of those back-pack affairs that
send paint to a roller via a tube.  It was heavy, hard on
Peter’s back, but fast.  By the end of the day he had gone
round the room twice.  That night, for once, he had an
untroubled nights sleep.










Chapter 7
Disposal


Wednesday dawned as one of those crisp sunny March days that
herald the fact that spring is just around the corner.  Peter
was glad; he had been worried that it would be wet and make grave
digging difficult.  He later saw, during his morning walk with
Aquinas, that Mark was busy in the graveyard with a little green
coloured digger.  He said to Aquinas, “I hope that this is a
good idea.”

 


           
About ten o’ clock as Peter was pretending to get down to sorting
out his committee papers for the following day Mark called
round.

“Hi Peter,” he said as he gave Peter a big smile, “I think you’d
better come to have a look in the graveyard, there is a slight
problem.”

Peter replied.

“There’s no-one here.”

“Good,” said Mark, “we have a real problem.”

They walked round to the graveyard; Aquinas tagged on as
usual.

 


           
When they arrived in the graveyard Mark showed Peter the problem:
Mark had started to dig the grave, but just over six feet down he
had hit a coffin lid.  Peter looked at coffin then at
Mark.

“Was this in the graveyard map?”

“No, definitely not.  But look at this,” and Mark rolled
over a dirty headstone, “this was buried on top of the coffin.”

The headstone read, ‘Tomas James Jefferson 1865-1901 Much
Missed’.

Mark tapped the stone.

“We have no records of ever burying a Tomas Jefferson, and I had
a quick search done at the local records office: the only Tomas
Jefferson they could find was declared dead by a coroner after
being missing for seven years; but that was in 1908.  It
caused quite a stir at the time because it was his wife pressing
for the declaration so that she could re-marry.  She had
already failed to be granted a divorce twice before and it was also
obvious that the police suspected her of murder, but had
insufficient evidence to prosecute.”

“How come they gave you such a fast answer?”  Muttered
Peter.  “The last time I tried to use a records office I had
to wait a month for a nil reply.”

“I accidentally hit pay dirt; the records clerk is writing a
book on the unsolved mysteries of the late Victorian era and is
including the story in her book.”

Peter smiled ruefully; “We’d better not show her this coffin
then!”

Mark nodded.

“Just our luck.  We want to go in for a little bit of light
body disposal and stumble on a Victorian mystery.”

They stood there looking into the hole, not quite knowing what
to do next.

 


           
Eventually Peter made a decision.

“The coffin looks in reasonable order it’s probably made of oak,
do you think we could unscrew the lid?”

“You have got to be joking squire,” retorted Mark, “You have got
to be joking.”

But it was obvious that Peter was not joking.

Mark wandered over to his motorbike and came back with a small
toolkit and jumped into the hole.  Peter kept lookout while
Mark tackled the lid.  Six brass screws of the tall hexagon
head variety held it down.  Five unscrewed fairly easily; the
sixth sheared off.  Mark stood on the small ledge of mud to
the side of the coffin and looked at Peter.

“Are you sure about this?”

“Yes, I don’t think you’ll find anything.”

Mark muttered, “I wouldn’t be so certain” and heaved on the
coffin lid.  The lid came up and revealed the inside of the
coffin.  In it was something, but it certainly wasn’t a body;
it was a sack.

Mark examined the sack.

“Sand, it’s full of sand.”  He looked at Peter, “Are you
thinking what I am thinking?”

“Probably,” replied Peter. “What better place to hide a body
than in a coffin.”

Mark lowered the lid and covered it in some fake plastic grass;
the sort undertakers place around grave-holes to soften their
impact, and climbed out.

“What made you think the coffin was empty?”

“If the wife was so desperate to re-marry and she hadn’t
murdered her husband what better than to have a grave you could
point to and appear a normal widow.  But I guess something
went wrong and the ploy either didn’t work or they abandoned the
idea.”

Mark looked at Peter.

“Another scenario would be that she had bumped him off and the
graveyard was the best disposal option.”

Peter grinned, “Well that did cross my mind…”

Mark took an imaginary swipe at Peter and they both laughed.

 


           
Wednesday afternoon passed at a seemingly snail’s pace to
Peter.  He couldn’t settle to work and he couldn’t settle to
relax.  In the end, he locked the front door and went down
into the basement with a large torch.  He made his way to the
tunnel and the door in its side.  He opened it.  It led
straight into a shaft on the side of which was bolted an iron
ladder.  Peter shone his torch upwards and could see
nothing.  ‘In for a penny in for a pound,’ he thought to
himself and stepped onto the ladder and started to climb. 
After about five metres he reached the top of the ladder, just
under a metal hatchway.  Peter slung the torch over his
shoulder on its lanyard and pushed the hatch.  It rose about a
foot and then stopped.  That was enough for Peter.  This
was the metal hatch in the middle of his garage floor; he had
assumed it was a drain cover.  He replaced the hatch and
climbed down the ladder back into the tunnel.  He then shone
the light downwards; again the beam disappeared into
blackness.  Peter went back on the ladder and started to climb
down, after about four metres he climbed into water.  If there
was a sub-basement it was flooded.  He shone the torch
around.  There was no sub-basement: this was a drainage sump
for sitting half in and half out of the water was an old
pump.  It took Peter a little while to realise that the pump
was activated by a ball valve much like a water tank inlet. 
The swinging arm of the valve was hanging down at about 45°; he
reached over and lifted it up.  Then he nearly jumped out of
his skin as the pump sprang into life making a hell of a racket;
Peter dropped the valve arm and the pump stopped.  “Good
grief,” he said to himself, “it’s been lying there for over sixty
years, and it still works.  He studied the pump closely and
noticed a grease nipple on the upper bearing and resolved that next
time he was down here he would grease the bearings.  He
climbed up the ladder and eventually stood in the tunnel dripping
gently.  He had been worrying how to get Reginald’s body out
of the basement; now he had a simple straightforward route up into
the garage.

 


           
About midnight mark arrived with a plastic body bag. 

“Standard kit on any sea-going vessel” he said by way of
explanation.

They went into the basement and through the tunnel.  Peter
showed Mark the shaft and a rope that now came down the shaft and
ended in a coil on the floor of the tunnel. 

“This goes over a pulley in the garage, should make it easy to
lift the body out.”

“Good thinking Batman,” said Mark

They went into the shelter and carefully lifted Reginald’s body
into the bag and zipped it up.  He had felt like a wax model,
but both of them knew he was for real.

 

Getting him up into the garage proved to be child’s play and
getting him to the churchyard was just as easy.  Peter and
Mark popped him into a wheelbarrow and wheeled him round with
comparative ease.  They managed to get him within ten or so
metres before they had to resort to carrying him.  At the
graveside Mark jumped into the hole, threw out the plastic grass,
and opened the coffin; fortunately there was enough moonlight for
them not to need the torch.  Peter lowered the body over and
Mark placed it in the coffin and then screwed back the five screws;
he placed the head of the sixth screw back in the coffin lid. 
Then he grinned at Peter and pulled out a small brass plaque that
he screwed to the coffin lid.

“What’s that?” inquired Peter.

“It says, ‘Reverend Reginald Edward Graye, 1954-2002 May he be
at peace’.”

“Where did it come from?”

“Don’t worry; I made it myself in the boatyard this
afternoon.”

Mark climbed out of the hole.  As Mark and Peter stood
there Peter said a short prayer of committal.  They then
covered the coffin with a layer of mud and placed the plastic grass
around the hole.  As they turned to go Mark tripped over
Tomas’ headstone.

“Good grief,” he muttered, “I’d forgotten about this.”

“Why not put it around the edge of the churchyard with the other
headstones?”  Peter suggested.

“Great idea,” replied Mark.

So they picked up the stone and carried it to the far side of
the graveyard where there was a line of headstones along the
boundary leaning against a hawthorn hedge.  They placed it in
a gap about two-thirds along the line.  They then went back to
the vicarage, placed the wheelbarrow back in the conservatory, shut
the garage shaft hatch and went inside.

 

“Now what” said Mark as Peter made two cups of Horlicks.

“We do nothing,” said Peter, “at least not until after
Easter.  I’ve checked the computer; now that the second
hard-drive has gone it’s as clean as a whistle, even the suicide
note must have been on that disc.  So if the police arrive
they may find the gear, but there’s nothing to connect it to
us.  Meanwhile we had better make plans what to do with the
computer, the air conditioning unit and the metal cabinets.”

“Not to mention the ink-cartridges, the special paper stock and
the money,” chuckled Mark, who was clearly enjoying the
conspiracy.  They clinked Horlicks cups and discussed
options.  Eventually about 3am Mark went home and Peter went
to bed.  Surprisingly he slept well; so well that he was
nearly late for his Thursday morning committee meeting at Diocesan
house.

 


           
When Peter arrived home on Thursday afternoon the first thing he
did was to check the graveyard.  There was now a nice pile of
earth over the newly filled hole and a rough wooden cross. 
There were no police.  Peter relaxed a bit; it looked like
they had got away with it.  He then went home and back into
the basement and up the shaft under the garage floor.  He had
noticed that the hatch could be locked shut by a bolt; he did not
want this particular hatch opened by mistake so he pushed the bolt
firmly home.  While he was down there he greased the pump’s
bearings.

 


           
When settled back in his study, the phone rang; it was Roger. 
As usual he sounded slightly the worse for wear.

“Hello Peter, I wonder if you could do me a favour?”

“Depends what it is.”

“Could you see my son, Bryan, he needs sorting out.”

“Does he want to see me?”

“If I say so, the little brat has nearly got himself expelled
from school.  Anyway he’s on his way round.”

“I haven’t said yes,” said Peter somewhat curtly.

“It’s what vicars are for isn’t it, to sort out the muddled and
tend the weary, well he’s muddled and I’m weary.”

“Has he always been a handful?”

“No, he’s always been reasonable, until his mate got killed
three months ago; since then he’s been a full handful.  Do
your best Vicar, I’ve nowhere else to go.”

“OK, I’ll talk to him, but only if he wants to see me, I won’t
talk to him if he resents being sent to me.”

“Fair enough.”  Roger replied as he put the phone
down.  At almost the same instance the doorbell rang.

Peter let Bryan into the sitting room.

Bryan looked like he had all the belligerence that he could
muster, so Peter decided to start by setting the boundaries of
their relationship.

“Bryan, I know your father has sent you here, but I want to make
one thing plain, I will not expect you to talk to me unless you
want to.  If you don’t want to that’s fair enough – I would
have been steaming mad if my father had sent me to talk to a
Vicar.”

Bryan relaxed a little and managed a smile.

“Your dad said that you’d had trouble at school.”  Remarked
Peter.

“Teacher said that I had become an indolent fool.”

“What did you do?”

Bryan went silent.  Finally he shrugged.

“I walked out of his lesson and told him I thought that he was
an overbearing rutabaga.”

“What’s a rutabaga?”

“A Swedish turnip, Mr Erricson comes from Sweden.”

“And that is all you said?”

Bryan shuffled his feet,

“Well I may have slipped a few more words into the
sentence.”

“Swear words?”

“Yes.”

“Doesn’t sound like an expelling misdemeanour to me.”

Bryan shuffled his feet again. 

“Well I was somewhat angry.”

“So?”

“So I smashed a few windows.”

“How many windows?”

“‘Bout twenty.”

Peter was beginning to get the idea.

“Whose windows?”

“Mr Erickson’s windows.”

“Was the class still in the classroom?”

“Yes.”

Peter decided to change to subject for a minute.

“But that’s not the real problem is it?”

Bryan went quite.  Peter waited a few minutes and it was
obvious that Bryan was not going to speak.

“Your father told me that your friend died.”

 “Bloody Pratt went and got himself killed.”

“How?”

Bryan shuffled his feet; “He got in a car with that fool
Conrad.”

Peter took a wild guess.

“You mean he went joy-riding?”

Bryan got up and started walking around.

“Yes, stupid fool didn’t put his seat-belt on; and he sat in the
back.  I was always telling him that if he had to go
joy-riding he had to sit in the front and wear a seat-belt.”

“You ever been joy-riding?”

“Once, scared the shit out of me and I swore I’d never do it
again.”

“I take it they crashed.”

“Conrad tried to take a bend too fast and they hit a tree. 
Norman was catapulted through the windscreen straight into the
tree; he died of a brain haemorrhage six days later.  Conrad
and his pal climbed out with hardly a scratch and just left him
there.”

Bryan swung round and faced Peter; his whole demeanour had
changed from belligerent teenager to angry young man.

“I’m so bloody angry.  I’m angry at Conrad for nicking the
car.  I’m angry at Norman because the bastard didn’t say
goodbye and I’m angry at myself because I didn’t stop him.  I
knew he was going to go joy riding that night but I didn’t stop
him, I just let him go!  If I’d tried harder he might have
listened and then…”

But Bryan stopped talking and burst into tears.

Peter waited why Bryan cried, he didn’t say anything, but his
mind was working at top gear.  Eventually Bryan blew his nose
and looked at Peter.  Peter talked to him gently.

“Bryan I can do two things for you.” He said gently. 
“Firstly I can put you in touch with a lady who specialises in
talking to young people who have suffered bereavement.  Don’t
expect any miracles, but she will help you through the anger and
grief.  Secondly I can help you get rid of some of the
anger.  How does that sound?”

Bryan nodded and sniffed.

“Do my mates have to know?”

“Not unless you tell them.”

Peter wrote down a phone number and name on the back of one of
his calling cards and handed it to Bryan. 

“Jane will only talk to you if you phone her as she then assumes
you’re serious about talking to her and not mucking about. 
I’ll ring her when you leave, so she will know who you are. 
OK?”

Bryan nodded.

“And the anger?”

“Come with me.”

Peter took him round into the double garage.  When he had
first arrived he had noticed an old boxer’s punch bag lying in a
corner of the garage.  He tied a piece of rope on the bag and
hoisted it up over a garage beam.  He handed Bryan a cricket
bat that had found its way to the garage.

“Now,” he said to Bryan, “you can come round any time during the
day from about eight in the morning till eight at night.  Just
imagine that this bag is whoever you are angry with and beat the
hell out of it.”

Bryan looked dubious, but to be obliging took a half-hearted
whack at the bag.

“No, no”, said Peter, “Show some aggression.”

He took the bat off of Bryan and yelling at the top of his voice
hit the punch bag as hard as he could several times.  Then he
handed the bat back to Bryan.  Bryan grinned and said, “I can
imagine that the bag is anybody?”

“Or anything.”

Bryan gave a blood-curdling scream and hit the bag so hard that
dust flew out of all the seams.

Peter patted him on the back.

“I’ll leave you to it, by the time you come again there will be
a baseball bat here, they’re much easier to use.” 

He then walked off, as he rounded the house he heard Bryan start
again on the bag.  When he got to the house he phoned Jane and
told her that a boy called Bryan would be ringing; he gave her no
details – that would break confidentiality – except to say that
Bryan had suffered the sudden bereavement of a close friend.

 

Peter spent Friday off as usual and took it outside the
parish.  He spent the day in Norwich looking round the
cathedral and browsing the bookshops.  Come Saturday Peter was
hoping for a quiet day so that he could finalise his sermon for
Sunday and prepare the agenda for the Annual Meeting in two weeks
time.  He had still not got a list of the church investments
from Sam and was beginning to wonder if Sam was being deliberately
obtuse.  He managed to work on his sermon for a couple of
hours when Mark arrived.  After the usual pleasantries Mark
came to the point of his visit. 

“We have another funeral in the graveyard on Tuesday.”

“I know, it’s for Norma.  I’m not taking the service; Revd
Jones is.  Apparently they were friends for a long time. 
But I shall be performing the committal.  Norma left
instructions about her funeral and one of them was that I should do
the final honours.”

Mark looked hesitant.

“You do realise that funerals in the churchyard are rare; last
year we had only one and the year before none at all.”

Peter was not sure where this was going.

“So?”

“So if we wanted to bury anything then this is our chance. 
By a quirk of fate Norma’s grave is adjacent to the grave I opened
up last week.”

Peter gave him a blank look.

“The paper Peter, the paper.  We can’t just use it or even
give it away: it is of special quality and it has metal strips in
it.”

Peter sat down, burying something under a grave of a person he
did not know was one thing, but using Norma’s grave seemed to be
quite another.

Mark sensed Peter’s reluctance.

“I’ll dig the grave real deep on Monday afternoon; we can put
the paper in Monday night and I can half-fill the grave and pack it
down Tuesday morning.”

Peter was still not sure.

“I think we probably pushed our luck last week, do you think it
is wise to use the same trick so soon?”

“We may not get another chance.  Have you had any ideas on
how to get rid of the paper?”

Peter knew he didn’t.

“But we take no risks.  Disposing of a body is one
imperative; disposing of paper, however specialised a paper it
happens to be, is quite another.”

 Thankfully for Peter the rest of the day passed
uneventfully and Peter finished both his sermon and the Annual
Church meeting Agenda.

 


           
Sunday went well.  Peter and the congregation were getting the
measure of each other and beginning to work well together. 
Dan was as accomplished as ever and as a bonus it had been a parade
service with the local corps of sea-cadets; they had loved singing
two of the hymns to the sound of two concertinas.  After the
service, The Major and Henry cornered Peter in the vestry. 
The Major started, “Today is the last day for posting names for
church members who wish to stand for the Church Council.”

Peter smiled at them guessing what was coming, “I know.”

“There’s only Henry and myself standing for Churchwarden.”

“I know.”  Peter began to feel a bit like a parrot.

Henry chipped in.

“We thought that you might try and put up a selection of
candidates who you consider more acceptable.”

Peter decided to lay some of his cards on the table. 

“I believe that such actions by a minister are wrong.  It
is a church council and as far as I am concerned I will work with
whoever is elected by the church.  However I would reserve the
right to say before an election took place if there was anyone,
whom if elected, I could not work with.”

“And scupper their chances of election?”

“Possibly.”

The major made a harrumph noise.

“And is there anyone about whom you would make that statement
here?”

“No.”

Both Henry and the Major raised their eyebrows, so Peter
continued.

“I am happy to work with you; I rather felt that it was you who
are unhappy to work with me.”

The Major instantly became all stiff and starchy.

“That is true, we are standing for the good of the church, not
to support you.”

Peter somehow maintained his smile. 

“Well at least we know where we stand.”

 


           
Peter spent the Monday visiting various people in the parish and
giving home Communion to some of the more elderly members who could
no longer make it to church.  One of these, a woman of over
ninety called Gracie, who lived in a nearby retirement home, was in
the mood to reminisce.  She talked to Peter about her
childhood in Felburgh and her wartime experiences.  Suddenly
she said secrectively.

“I used to work at your vicarage you know, but they swore us all
to secrecy.”

“In the house?”  He asked.

“No, in the basement.  There used to be a number of us
Wrens down there.”

Peter could not help asking.

“Is there just the one basement?”

“Oh yes, they tried to dig a lower level, but the water table
was too high and they gave up.”

Peter relaxed, just the one basement then.  But Gracie
continued.

“But that didn’t stop them digging the tunnel.”

“Tunnel?”

Gracie looked confused for a moment.

“I’m not supposed to tell, it’s all part of the secret.”

Peter said softly, or as softly as he could manage with someone
whose hearing had deteriorated over the years.

“Then don’t say, you’ve kept the secret all these years and
there’s no need to spoil you’re record now.”

Gracie sat quiet for a time then she said to Peter, or rather
commanded Peter, to stay put why she went and got something.

Gracie was not the fastest mover in the world and it was a full
half-hour before she returned with a small attaché case in the
netting on her Zimmer frame.  The case had ‘Lt G Harris/Cedd’
written across the lid in faded black ink; she handed it to
Peter. 

“Put that somewhere safe and don’t open it until I have passed
on to wherever I’m going.”

“Heaven,” said Peter, “you’ll be going to heaven.”

Gracie looked at him.

 “They’re my diaries I kept them during the war, we weren’t
supposed to, but I did.”  She looked Peter in the eyes; “We
planned some dreadful things down there in that basement.  We
did it for King and Country, but I sometimes wondered if the King
knew what we were doing in his name.  At the time they seemed
reasonable but looking back…”

She paused and then composed herself; “do you believe God really
forgives?”

“Yes.”

“Then pray with me Peter I want to be at peace with God, but I
can’t stop remembering.  I can’t remember what I had for
breakfast but every moment in that basement is etched in my mind
and I wish some of it wasn’t.”

Peter prayed with her for some time, and gave her an
absolution.

 

Peter arrived home late afternoon and as he passed the church he
noticed Mark working in the graveyard.  When he went to park
the car there was a bicycle leaning against the side of his garage
and blood-curdling noises, interspersed by thumps, coming from
inside.  Peter stopped to have a word with Albert, who was
working in the garden, against the background noise from the
garage.  Albert smiled when he saw Peter.

“Young ‘un seems to have a lot of energy.”

Peter grinned back.

“He just needs to get rid of some excess anger in a safe
way.”

Albert nodded.  Peter waved an arm.

“Thanks for what you’re doing in the garden, it looks better
already.”

“Long ways to go,” replied Albert, “but we’re beginning the
journey.”

“Anything you need?”

“Not yet, might like to buy some bedding plants next month, but
lets wait and see what nature brings first.”

Peter started to walk away, but Albert grabbed his arm.

“Peter, could I ask you a favour?”

Peter nodded.

“Your flat over the garage; does anyone ever use it?”

“Not at the moment.”

“Harriet will kill me for asking, but could our grand-daughter
stay there over Easter?  She’s coming down from university to
visit us and the guest room at the home is already booked. 
She would eat with us and… ”

Peter stopped Albert in mid-flow.

“Of course she can.  But there’s no food there although
there is a drop-down bed, but no bedding.”

“That’s all right, we’ll pop a few breakfast things in, and
Samantha uses a sleeping bag when she visits anyway.”

“Then be my guest, you’ve got the key.”

Albert just smiled.

 


           
Early evening it began to rain.  The wind was from the sea so
the rain was cold and intense.  Peter wondered again about the
wisdom of paper burial.  He spent the evening inspecting the
basement.  Regardless of what Gracie had said there was no
sign of a tunnel, unless she had meant the one from the air-raid
shelter, but that was above the water table.  About eleven
Mark phoned, he got straight to the point.

“It’s no go, believe it or not there’s some sort of brick
sarcophagus below where we are burying Norma, it’s deep down and
obviously sunk over the years, but it will prevent us from using
the grave for other purposes.  I didn’t realise that that part
of the graveyard was so crowded, our graveyard map shows absolutely
nothing.”

Peter was actually relieved.

“And it’s raining.”

“Yes, I dug a drainage hole from one side of the grave into the
sandy soil below, I hope it will act as a soak-away.”

“Thanks for trying; we’ll just have to think of something more
inventive.”

Peter then had a good nights
sleep.             

 


           
In fact, the next two weeks passed peacefully.  Peter
continued his round of pastoral visiting; there were those he was
visiting on a regular basis and he was also trying to work his way
through the electoral role, but he knew that would take him several
months.  He did visit Gracie again, but this time she did not
want to reminisce about the war, but showed Peter her photographs
of her children and grand-children.  It took some time, but
somehow Peter didn’t care; he always enjoyed listening to
people.  There was however one increasingly sour note, no
matter how had he pressed he could not get an investment portfolio
out of Sam.

 


           
Finally the day of the Annual Church Meeting arrived and with it,
on the doormat in the morning, was a letter from Sam.  In it
was a list of typical investments from Porlock, Whitby, and Scanes,
but there was nothing specific; it was really a piece of
advertising blurb and not the specific list that Peter had asked
for.  Peter gritted his teeth, he hadn’t wanted a battle, but
now it looked like he had got one.

 

That evening the meeting convened.  Peter was surprised at
how many members were attending.  In his last church only
about 10% of the congregation turned up, here it was more like
80%.  He, of course, had no idea that the high turnout was
because people had sensed that this would not be the usual boring
AGM, but that there might be some fireworks.  He opened the
meeting in the usual way and there was absolutely nothing out of
the ordinary for the first half of the meeting.  That was
exactly the way Peter wanted it; he wanted to make a clear
statement that he would not interfere with the election of Church
Council officers, but he did intend to depart from the normal run
of things later.  That moment came when they reached the item
before last labelled ‘Vicar’s summary of the previous year.’ 
Peter stood up.

“This item is entitled ‘Vicar’s summary of the previous year’
but I have only been here for less than a quarter of that
time.  However, I have done my homework and want to divide the
résumé of the year into four sections, Strengths, Weaknesses,
Opportunities and Threats.”

 


           
“Let’s start with the less than positive and work towards the
positive.  So I’ll begin with weaknesses.  One obvious
weakness has been the conduct of the Church Council.”  Peter
paused for murmuring to die down.  “They have met seven times
in the past year; on three of those occasions they made decisions
without a quorum being present and on four of those occasions made
decisions where they had no mandate.  I do not propose to
rescind those illegal decisions, though I have the power to do so,
but I do give notice that we will re-visit those areas over the
next year so that a full discussion can take place and legitimate
decisions taken.  A second weakness lies in our
money-management.  As a church we have allowed an investment
firm, namely Porlock, Whitby, and Scanes, to make investments on
our behalf; but it seems that the firm are reluctant to say exactly
where our money is being placed.  The church needs to know
exactly where its money is; none of us would place our life savings
into the hands of someone who would feed us no information on its
use.  Neither should we as a church place our money in an
investment house that gives little or no information back to
us.  A third weakness is that we have come too much to rely on
the income generated from the use of the tower to the apparent
detriment of personal giving.  I’m not just talking about
money here, but also time.  We use the money for instance to
have the church cleaned on our behalf, but that denies those of us
for whom cleaning the church is an offering to God the opportunity
to give.  It also means that we stop thinking too deeply about
using money wisely; the phrase ‘easy come easy go’ springs to
mind.  It is also apparent that the generosity of giving on
the church’s behalf is also severely lacking; for a church with
well over a third of a million pounds in the bank to have given
nothing away - absolutely nothing away - is a large blot on our
copybook of Christian care and concern.”  Peter paused and
took a sip of water.

 


           
“Then to threats.  The biggest threat we face is that of
complacency.  Yes we have a large congregation of over two
hundred, but the church can seat well over five hundred.  Yes
we are financially viable.  Yes we are a worshipping
community.  But, we represent only a small cross-section of
the town’s population; that is the fairly affluent and articulate
middle-class.  God’s kingdom is open to all and our church
should be open to all.  We are open to the imputation that we
are neglecting a large proportion of the community when the
Christian hope is for all.  A second threat is that of not
listening to the needs of others.  We must be careful that we
do not make decisions based on our own prejudices or our own
comfort because we have not listened to the cries of those outside
the church.  Those very voices will rise up and condemn us if
we continue to ignore them.”

 


           
“Now, to the more positive, strengths.  Firstly the church is
packed with talent.  I have seldom come across a church where
so many of its members have so much potential and so many
gifts.  Secondly, as I have mentioned before, we do have a
large congregation; people attract people and if we each asked one
other person to join us in worship during the year the potential
for growth is enormous.  Thirdly, as I have visited I have
come across many of you who have Christ’s love in their
hearts.  The strength and capacity of that love is an asset
worth more than mere gold.”

 


           
“Lastly, to opportunities: and here there could be an endless list,
but to name a few there is: The possibility of using our money not
only for ourselves but also for the community at large:  The
possibility of enjoying Christian generosity together and sharing
our abundance of gifts and talents with others: The possibility to
put our financial punch behind ‘love thy neighbour’.  But
above all, the possibility for us to journey together on the road
that Christ has set before us; sharing together in worship,
supporting each other in times of trouble and above all sharing the
love of God together.”

Peter finished there and sat down.  He had carefully not
mentioned any of the Church Council by name, nor had he directly
opposed any individual decision from the past, but he hoped that
his message was clear.

 


           
The rest of the evening was interesting for Peter and painful for
the Major and Sam.  Peter opened up the meeting for questions
and several members were clearly unhappy about the lack of
investment information.  A little grey-haired old lady whom
Peter had never seen in church effectively roasted the Major;
nevertheless she asked him repeatedly how come he had let the
council make decisions when a quorum was not present.  She
also asked Henry how come he, an eminent lawyer, had let decisions
be made that were inappropriate.  After a sufficient time
Peter declared the meeting closed and coffee/tea available.

 

The AGM closed about 9pm and as is usual practice the first
meeting of the Church Council met immediately afterwards.  It
was not a happy meeting.  For once the full council was
present with a number of new members making up the seventeen
seats.  The meeting was really to elect a secretary and
arrange dates.  This took about ten minutes and Peter was
about to declare the meeting closed when the Major made his
harrumph noise. 

“Yes Major?”  Peter asked. 

The Major looked as if he were about to speak and then decided
not to. 

“Nothing,” he said, “just clearing my throat.” 

Peter declared the meeting closed at about 10pm and the council
members soon drifted away.  The mafia left with a little more
purpose and assembled together in a huddle in the car park. 
Peter would have loved to be able to listen to their
conversation.  Roger however did not join them; instead he
lingered around the fringes of the room until he could talk to
Peter by himself. 

 

In the end, when the hall was clear, Roger came up to Peter.

“Thanks for talking to Bryan, sorry if I thrust him on you; I
didn’t know what to do.”

“That’s OK,” said Peter.  “As you rightly said it’s what
vicars do.”

Roger gave Peter a pathetic smile.

“Can I ask you a question?”

“Of course.”

“Is adultery always wrong?”

Peter sensed that there was more to this question than met the
eye. 

“It is difficult to think of many extenuating
circumstances.”

Roger sat down.

“I should have known that I wouldn’t get a straight answer,
after all you’re a vicar.”

Peter sat down too and looked at him.

“But I don’t think I got a straight question either.”

Roger responded.

“You’re saying it all depends on the circumstances.”

“Sort of, but circumstances where adultery is not wrong I
suspect would be very hard to come by.”

Roger digested this and tried a different tack.

“Bryan needs a mum.  He’s the best thing that I have in my
life and if I have to break some sort of old-fashioned moral taboo
to get him one I might just do it.”

Peter didn’t respond aware that Roger had more to say.  For
once he appeared to be stone cold sober and Peter suspected that
without the blurring effect of alcohol Roger was emotionally raw
and needing to talk.  He also obviously had a dilemma. 
After a minute or so Roger started.

“I’m not just plain ol’ Roger you know; I could have been The
Earl of Havers and the reason I’m not is because of that bloody
word adultery.”

Peter waited; Roger started speaking after a minute or so,
looking down at his feet the whole time.

“My parents, at least I thought they were my parents, were
landed gentry and I was brought up in an atmosphere of country
houses, maidservants and menservants.  I went to boarding
school and was told it was a privilege for the older son; my
younger brother stayed at home and had a private tutor.  From
boarding school I went straight to Edinburgh University and read
Italian and Italian art.  Consequently I was not close to my
parents, or perhaps they were not close to me.”

 


           
“At University I met Abigail.  She was at Herriot-Watt
University studying water engineering; she also had rich parents
back home in India.  Abigail had an allowance of £100,000 a
year - can you imagine that?  We fell in love; or rather we
were consumed by love.  Anyway she didn’t have to work, but
had this passion about bringing clean water to the underprivileged
in India.  She liked to say that clean water was a major
health problem and therefore a major wealth problem.  There
was one fly in the ointment.  Abby was a devout Christian and
she would not have considered marrying a non-Christian.  So I
became a Christian; I was baptised and confirmed in the Church of
Scotland, not out of conviction but out of love for Abigail.”

Roger paused to look at Peter, but Peter remained silent.

 


           
“We married in Delhi and after a honeymoon in the Aegean we set to
work in the hinterlands of India.  Or rather Abi went to work,
at first I wasn’t much use; there’s no point in telling the
starving about the beauty of the Italian renaissance.  After a
few months I found a niche teaching English, although I am fluent
in Italian I proved hopeless at Hindi, I just couldn’t grasp the
subtleties of intonation.  So I taught English in English and
used the BBC world radio service to help us along.  We had six
wonderful years.  Abi was happy doing what she wanted.  I
was happy being with Abi; and we were both happy being with each
other.  Then one sunny Sunday afternoon my world ended. 
Abi was in our garden doing something or other when she
screamed.”

Roger looked up; “We don’t realise in this country what a
problem snakes are, but elsewhere they are a constant menace. 
More people get crippled by snakes than you can possibly
imagine.”  Roger looked back at his feet and continued his
story.

“I knew instinctively what it was and grabbed the anti-venom kit
by the back door and ran to her.  I must have got the serum
into her in less than ninety seconds, but I was already too
late.  The damn thing had bit her on the wrist, had it been
the hand or foot or arm or leg she would have been OK, but the damn
thing injected its venom straight into the blood vessels of the
wrist.  It must have reached her heart long before I got
there.  She died in my arms on a lovely sunny afternoon; it
took less than four minutes, but at least we had time to say
goodbye.  There was an autopsy; you wouldn’t normally get one
in that part of India; but her parents were wealthy.  The
toxicology report said there was enough snake venom in her heart to
fell an ox and that she had had no chance, even with the serum,
because of the unfortunate position of the snake bite.”

Roger paused for a few seconds and swallowed hard.

 


           
“I tried staying on in India, but there was no point.  So
three months after Abi’s death I packed up my chattels and came
home to find my parents both frail and my father in hospital with
pneumonia.  When I visited him he said a strange thing; he
said that I should pray that mum died first.  I thought that
he was being gallant, but there was a more sinister reason behind
his request.  In any case my father recovered; the doctor’s
clearly didn’t expect this and said that he did it by shear bloody
will power.  I then lived an uneasy life at home.  My
brother John was managing the estate and I was really a spare
part.  Golf proved to be my salvation.  I guess I turned
to golf when I turned away from God.  I reasoned that Abi had
loved God with all her heart and been rewarded with an early death,
so I didn’t want to be involved with a God who did such
things.  Call me a heretic if you like, but the most precious
thing I had ever had was taken away.” 

 

“I played golf once a day at first and then twice a day.  I
got my handicap down to six and a new circle of friends.  The
only problem was that I only felt alive on the golf course or in
the golf club; the rest of the time was a total misery.  Then
two years later I met Myrtle at a hunt ball and I thought that I
was back in love.  She had a reputation as a man-eater but I
ignored that and married her six months after we met.  Nine
months later my father died - his wish of mum going first being
unfulfilled.  The reason for his wish soon became apparent:
the Earldom passed to my younger brother not me.  Actually I
wasn’t too bothered, but Myrtle was; she badgered me for weeks to
take my brother to court, but I would not.  Then six weeks
after dad died mum passed away and it all became clear.  In
her will I did not get a penny, not one brass farthing, but I did
get an envelope containing photographs and a letter.  There
were four photographs: one of Dad, one of Mum, one of a servant
girl and one of me as a baby.  The letter had been written by
my father years before and explained all.  Apparently Dad and
the servant girl had what he euphemistically called ‘a liaison’ and
I was the fruit of that liaison.  Mum’s terms for staying with
dad were that I should not inherit the Earldom; it would either
pass to a younger male sibling or a male cousin.  Mum had also
insisted that I was sent to boarding school as early as feasible
and that where possible I should stay with relations during the
holidays.  Of the servant girl nothing was said, but I assumed
she had been sent away.  I found out years later that dad had
written a second letter that was with his solicitor; it assumed mum
had died first and explained my parentage, but also bequeathed me
the Earldom and estate.  Myrtle was apoplectic, not only was
she not going to be a countess she was not going to get the estate
and was married to the former Earl’s bastard son.  She left me
three days later and had her solicitor write to me filing for
divorce as soon as possible.  If she couldn’t be a countess
she wanted half of what I did have.  That was not
inconsequential, I had inherited some £400,000 from Abi and I was
determined that Myrtle would not get a penny of it.  I hired a
private detective both to find my real mum and to investigate
Myrtle;  I’m not proud of that but it had to be done.”

 

“To cut a long story short, the detective came up trumps, and so
he should the way I was paying him.  He had four sworn
statements from different men saying that they had slept with
Myrtle while we were married.  He also had a set of
photographs taken in my bedroom, my bedroom!  I must have been
on a short trip to India.  Myrtle was in bed with another
woman and two men.  Some of the pictures were very sordid, but
one of the men could be seen clearly, it was her brother.  He
was aiming to be an MP and a scandal at that time in his career
would have been disastrous.  The price of Myrtle’s abdication
of monetary rights was my silence, and she paid up without a
murmur.  She’s now married to an MP herself and I pity the
poor sod.  The detective had also found my biological mother,
or rather her grave.  As far as he could make out dad found
her a position in another house far away in Lancashire, but mum
found out where she was and had her dismissed by telling the lady
of the house she was a whore.  This pattern seems to have been
repeated three times.  In the end she died of syphilis and in
absolute poverty in a poor house in London; mum had driven her to
the streets and an early death; that’s what you call revenge.”

 

“I found out that there was an opportunity of investing in a new
golf course here in Felburgh, so I upped sticks and moved here
swearing that I would never have another relationship with a woman
as long as I lived.  My partner pulled out as soon as the
bills began to mount, but I had nowhere else to go and enough money
to see me through.  So the Felburgh Golf Club was born, and I
made sure that it was a male only golf club.  It was a private
club so I could set the rules.  It took me six years to get
the club off the ground from scratch to viability and throughout
all that time Catherine was my secretary.  At first it was two
days a week, but within a few months it was full-time.  She
became indispensable; she also became my third wife.  With Abi
we had swept each other off our feet; with Myrtle I had lived in a
fool’s paradise; but with Catherine we just grew together. 
When the club was finally up and running she asked for an
eight-week holiday to see her relatives in South Africa and New
Zealand.  When she was gone I realised just how much I had
grown to love her.  When she returned I popped the question
and we married, her one disappointment being that she could not get
married in church as I was a divorcee.”

 

“My marriage to Abi had been one of passion and excitement; my
marriage to Catherine was one of contentment and comfort.  We
fitted together like ying and yang.  Two years into the
marriage Bryan arrived and our happiness was complete.  Six
years later a slow ordeal began.  She began to be sick in the
mornings and we thought that another child was on the way, but her
periods continued.  The GP passed her on to a consultant who
diagnosed advance stomach cancer.  It took Abi four minutes to
die; it took Catherine four years.  She literally wasted away
in front of me; when she finally died, she weighed less than five
stone.  To have lost one person you really love is a tragedy,
to lose two is a catastrophe.  There was one redeeming factor:
Catherine’s faith in God meant that she died in peace and had the
support of the church members during the really hard times.”

 

Roger looked at Peter again; “When Abi died I packed God away
with her ashes.  When Catherine died I could see the love of
God in action in the people who loved her.  Marjorie was
absolutely wonderful; towards the end, she came in every day to
bathe and change Catherine.  She mopped up her vomit, cleared
away her incontinence, and read silly romantic fiction to her day
after day.  I tried to focus on the club, but in the end I
hired a manager so that I could concentrate on Catherine and
Bryan.  Catherine was insistent on two things; firstly that
Bryan should be told the truth, and secondly that he should not
miss out on his childhood just because she was dying.”

 

“If life had been black after Abi it was blacker after
Catherine.  If I hadn’t had Bryan to think of I would have
drunk myself to death in the first week.  Looking after him
kept me sane - that and coming to church.  There’s strength in
being with others who believe in God.  Somehow I got through
the first couple of years and the pain became a bearable
ache.  Bryan became a teenager and I went back to work. 
In my absence the manager had turned a flourishing enterprise into
a going concern.  He’d made some decisions I didn’t agree with
– having women’s days for instance – but he had turned the club
round.  I only went back to work because he was leaving to set
up his own golf club in Saudi Arabia.  I realised after two
weeks in the job that I would ruin the club, I haven’t got the
right flair and enterprise, and my mind wasn’t fully on the club
anyway.  Catherine’s death had put golf into perspective: it’s
only a game and a recreation; it has nothing to do with life. 
Then out of the blue a group of Korean businessmen offered to buy
the club.  Their offer was out of this world, but they had two
conditions, firstly that I remain as manager for three years unless
they asked me to go; and secondly that the interior of the club
have a refit at my expense.  I sold them the club and have
three months to go.  I included in the price all the land I
didn’t or couldn’t use for the course.  They don’t know it,
but I also reduced the perimeter on their plans by six yards. 
I still own a six-yard strip all the way round the course and
clubhouse; if they ever do anything untoward with the club I shall
exercise my rights and prevent access.  I might never have to
use it, but somewhere along the line I think they are conning me;
the price is too high for a golf club and they are too eager to
purchase; so eager that they missed my shrinking perimeter
trick.”

 

“However, the three month deadline had honed my mind.  For
the last three years I’ve employed a barmaid called Muriel. 
She first came when she had left her husband.  I’ve met him
twice: he is a brute of a man and has a vile temper.  I
offered her a temporary job so she could make ends meet.  In
the first year she went back to him twice, both times ended in
failure, the second time ended with her in hospital.  She is
now estranged from him, but not divorced.  She is a Catholic
and doesn’t believe in divorce.  We’ve been going out for just
over a year.  This is a different sort of love: not the
explosive Abi love or the drawing together love of Catherine. 
It’s more like a slow-burning love where the glow is gradually
increasing.  But if she persists with her no divorce rule then
the only option we have is that of living together.”

Roger now looked Peter straight in the eyes, “So tell me
Solomon, which is the greater sin?  Should we live together or
should she get a divorce?”

Peter decided to avoid the point for a moment, “And is she
prepared to live together?”

Roger grimaced, “I asked her to marry me last Saturday; she said
no.  So I said I would be content to live with her; she said
no.”

Peter asked, “Will you try again?”

“No, you see I have my answer because she said to me that she
might consider either of the two options more closely if I did two
things.  Firstly I had to stop drinking; not just reduce my
drinking but stop altogether.  Secondly I had to come and talk
with you.”

Peter thought for a moment.

“I guess my response to that is twofold; firstly I would like to
talk to both of you, and secondly sometimes divorce is not all
wrong.”

Roger looked like a dog that had just been tossed a juicy
bone.  Peter continued.

“Sometimes marriages break down and we have to recognise that
fact and move on.  Just because someone is a Christian it
doesn’t prevent them from making a wrong choice or from having the
marriage fall apart due to incompatibility.  My question would
be did Muriel really mean the wedding vows when she said
them?  If she can answer yes to that and to the fact that she
has tried to make the marriage work and not walked away at the
first hiccup, then personally I would not condemn a divorce.”

Roger sighed.  Peter continued, not wanting to give false
hope.

“But, Muriel may have other ideas and other standards; if she
does and if you force her into a situation she doesn’t like, your
relationship will have within it the seeds of doom.”

Roger nodded.

“Will you talk to us?”

“Of course, but bear in mind that Muriel might prefer a Catholic
Priest.”

Roger shook his head.

“No she wouldn’t ask Father because she knows he might be forced
into giving her an answer that toes the party line.”

“Ring me then.”

Roger got up and looked at the huddle in the car park and then
at Peter.

“Their not all bad you know.  Individually each one of them
has shown the love of God to me and Catherine.  It’s just when
we get together somehow God gets left out of the equation.”

 

The following morning as Jo entered the vicarage she had a sense
of deja vous.  Aquinas was lying at the kitchen door looking
miserable and the house was in silence.  As before Peter was
sitting on the kitchen floor, this time with the inhaler by his
side.  Jo said to him quietly, “take the dog for a walk?”

Peter gave the thumbs up sign.  On her return there was a
note on the work-top, it read, ‘thanks, I’ve gone to bed.  Go
home and enjoy a day off with Danielle.  She did just
that.










Chapter 8 If
Things Go Wrong...


The Thursday before Easter week, Peter did not have the usual
committee meeting so he was at home while Jo arrived and did her
cleaning.  Mid-morning Peter adopted his usual Tuesday routine
and had coffee with Jo.  Peter had bought a second bar stool,
one with a number of rungs so it was easy for Jo to use.  As
they drank their coffee Peter mentioned Jo need not clean the
lounge as the following week Caroline was coming to paint a few
children’s figures on the wall of the lounge.  He told Jo that
Caroline dabbled in murals and he thought that her efforts might
brighten up the lounge.

“You mean Caroline Peyton-Jones?” she asked.

“Yes”.

For some reason unknown to Peter, Jo found this amusing as she
started to giggle.

“You’ve asked her to brighten up your lounge by painting a few
children’s images on your walls?”

“Yes”

Jo was obviously suppressing a laugh.

“Are you paying her?”

“Sort of; she’s getting a take away meal every day.”

And with that Jo exploded into laughter.  Peter on the
other hand was not amused.

Eventually, when Jo had managed to gain some control, he feared
the worst.

“Isn’t she any good?”

This just brought howls of laughter from Jo.

After a few minutes, Jo gained some composure and shook her
head.

“Have you ever heard of Carola Massey?”

“Of course,” replied Peter.  “She’s the famous English
artist who’s just taken Germany by storm and caused a furore by
winning the Blaumberg Prize for art for her paintings on the walls
of… ”

Peter stopped.  Jo was grinning from ear to ear.

“You don’t mean that I’ve just asked a world famous mural artist
to brighten up my lounge?”

Jo was convulsed by laughter again.

“Oh good grief,” said Peter, “she must think I’m either very
forward or a total nincompoop.”

Jo managed to calm herself enough to manage a question.

“Did she say ‘I will paint your walls’ or ‘we will paint your
walls’?”

Peter began to realise that there was more ignominy to
come. 

“We.”

Jo burst into laughter again, this time tears rolled down her
face.

Eventually Jo gasped for breath, took a sip of coffee.

“Are there six others including Susan and Tammy?”

Peter said stiffly.

“She mentioned a Susan and a Tammy.”

“That’ll be Susanna and Tania Greeves; she’s only called Tammy
by her friends.”

Peter finally grasped the point.

“Not the Susanna and Tania Greeves who specialise in interior
design and have recently… ”

He didn’t have to finish, Jo was convulsed in laughter
again.  Finally she gasped for breath.

“You’d better not tell Roger.”  And literally shook with
laughter, tears rolling down her cheeks, grasping her sides and
taking her breath in quick gasps.

Peter realised he’d made a couple of gaffs, but for the life of
him had not yet picked up what was so funny.  Finally Jo wiped
her eyes on some kitchen towel.

“Roger commissioned Susanna and Tania Greeves to redesign the
interior of the golf club and they recommended various changes and
a mural with a golfing theme on the end wall of the lounge. 
Everything went well until the mural was unveiled,  remember
it’s a Carola Massey so Roger can’t just paint over it.  The
mural shows a stylised eighteen hole golf course with various
people playing golf; except they are virtually all women. 
There are only three men in the picture, all rotund tweedy types;
one is hunting for his ball somewhere off the edge of the course,
one has obviously just missed his ball while trying to tee off, and
one is looking in a small mirror plucking his eyebrows while a long
queue of women is waiting for him to start.  Roger was
apoplectic as he sees the golf club as the last bastion of male
supremacy.  He did threaten to sue, but Henry soon put an end
to that.  To make matters worse, Millie took a photograph of
it and turned it into postcards that are now on sale in all the
sea-front shops.  Roger felt they were rubbing his nose in it,
but there was nothing he could do about it, after all it’s just a
photograph of a mural painted by a local artist.”

Jo fell into laughter again, eventually gasping; “There’s one
thing more.”

Peter wondered what was coming next.

“The other four all live together.”

Peter gave Jo a perplexed look.

“They have a three bedroom house, but there are only double
sheets on the line.”

A light dawned.  “You mean there…”

“Yes they are all lesbians, they ‘came out’ years ago.”

Peter began to chuckle.

“You mean that I’ve just asked a world famous mural artist
assisted by a pair of renowned interior decorators and an infamous
bunch of lesbians to come and brighten up my lounge by painting a
few children’s pictures?”

“Yes.”

Peter saw the absurdity of it and laughed, Jo joined in, and it
was sometime before normal order was restored.  Eventually Jo
jumped off her stool and patted him on the hand.

“Peter I do enjoy our coffee-break chats, but if they are all
going to be like this we ought to give them a health warning as I’m
not sure that my stomach muscles can take too much of this.”

 


           
The following Sunday Peter sought out Caroline and tried to make
amends for his gaff, but no matter what he tried to say he only
seemed to be digging himself into a deeper hole.  In the end
Caroline gave one of her peculiar laughs and told Peter to relax
and that she was more than happy to paint in his lounge.  She
said that it was not often that people wanted her to paint without
the kudos of her fame and in any case he was allowing her to use
her gifts for the benefit of the community, something she could
rarely do.  She added with a grin that it wouldn’t be too long
before she was part of the Mothers and Toddlers and she would not
be able to bear it if his lounge was not painted properly. 
Henry thought the whole thing was a huge joke.

 

Easter arrived and proved to be a mixed blessing: it both went
well and proved to be a disaster.  On the positive side all
the Lent studies that Peter had prepared were accepted
appreciatively, the Holy Week Services went well and the Easter
Sunday Services were very well attended.  An extra bonus was
that Dan had contacted Peter prior to Easter and given him a list
of ten more Easter Hymns; they were all modern and beautifully
arranged for the organ.  In addition, Peter’s back, which had
been giving him severe trouble since he painted the lounge, seemed
to have settled down to its normal level of slight permanent
backache.  However, on the negative side disaster seemed to
follow disaster.

 

It all started during Holy Week.  Caroline and her friends
duly turned up on Monday of Holy Week and started work on the
lounge.  Peter had thought that they would disturb him, but
they worked in total silence, that is except for Tammy who seemed
to have a set of earphones that were connected to a portable CD
player grafted into her ears.  They had not been in the house
for more than ten minutes when Cameron turned up to deliver his
bank’s information pack on ethical investments that Peter had asked
for.  He looked at the women as they carried their various
paints and cloths into the house.

“You’re not letting this lot loose on your house are you?” he
asked belligerently.

“Caroline and her friends are doing me a favour.”

“I wouldn’t let them loose in a nursery,” he replied. 
“Still for most of them there’s no chance of that!  You do
know most of them are living immoral lives don’t you?”

Peter was totally put off by his manner and before he could
reply he had to stand aside as more equipment was carried in. 
Millie, Josephine, Geraldine, Patricia, Susan, Tammy and Caroline
all filed past, each one gave him a broad smile as they passed and
Caroline even gave him a wave and a comment that she hoped he was
keeping her money safe.  Peter wasn’t sure, but it seemed to
him that they all accentuated the sway of their hips as they
passed.  Finally Tammy stopped just inside the house and gave
him a sexy look and crooked her finger.

“Would you care to join us Cameron?” she said huskily before
walking into the lounge.

Cameron turned bright red, abruptly turned round and stalked
off.  He stopped about ten feet away and shouted at Peter.

“I’ll be telling the Bishop that you have a house of
ill-repute!” and stormed off.

 


           
However, despite Peter’s gaff and Monday’s poor start the painting
actually went well.  The whole group seemed to appreciate the
fact that Peter could sign to them, although he had found it
totally disconcerting when he took them in a tray of coffee’s and
found them arguing with one another.  At least that’s what he
assumed they were doing by the speed of the signing and the
violence of the movements.  Tammy had grinned at him and
murmured, “Don’t worry Peter it’s just a clash of artistic
temperaments – if I was you I’d keep out of the way,” she then spun
round and rejoined the fray.  Peter quickly retreated back to
his study.  The final result of their efforts was absolutely
brilliant; three walls were covered in more children’s characters
than he could remember.  The fourth showed scenes from the
Bible ranging from Moses and the burning bush to the upper room at
Pentecost.  They had even painted an angel on the ceiling in
each corner of the room and dancing cherubim around the light
fitting.  Peter was actually overwhelmed.  On their way
out Peter thanked them and told them he couldn’t thank them
enough.  Caroline had smiled – Peter was still sure that her
smile could start wars – and signed.

“Don’t worry we’ll be back next Easter to tidy it up; little
hands cause much wear and tear.” 

She also asked him if she could use the end wall of his attic to
practice the layout of one of her own pieces.  She had
accepted a commission to undertake the painting of an east chancel
wall of a side chapel in Alnwick Cathedral and needed a practise
wall with sloping sides – the attic wall would be perfect she
said.  Peter had agreed.

 

On Tuesday of Holy Week, Peter and Jane had a 7am breakfast
meeting to finalise details for the combined service they were
holding on the harbour quay at Sunrise on Easter Sunday.  This
initially had seemed like a mad idea to Peter, but apparently this
service had been running for a number of years and was well
attended.  They met at 7am as Jane was leaving at 8am to drive
to the airport to pick up her sister.  Tuesday was normally
Jane’s day off so she turned up in casual clothes, especially as
she had a long drive ahead.  As she was leaving at just before
eight the Major drove up to deliver a letter to Peter outlining his
ideas for using the church’s money.  He was clearly surprised
to see Jane at Peter’s so early in the morning.

 


           
Later in the day Peter was in the church vestry decanting wine from
bottles into the cruets for use at a mid-week communion when he ran
out of wine.  There was a cardboard box of St Cedd’s Ruby
Communion Wine on a high shelf in the corner; as Peter lifted it
off the shelf the bottom fell out of the box and four out of six
wine bottles smashed on the table below showering Peter with
wine.  To make matters worse Peter instinctively stepped back
out of harms way and fell backwards over a chair.  As he was
scrabbling about on the floor in a pool of wine one of the church
cleaners came in the vestry.  Peter tried to make a joke of it
by saying “I really must take more water with it,” but she was
clearly not amused.

 


           
On Wednesday Albert’s granddaughter, Samantha arrived.  She
could have rivalled Caroline for good looks with her shoulder
length red hair and cream complexion.  Peter duly installed
here in the studio flat, but because she was so tall - she was
nearly as tall as Peter - he said she could use the walk-in shower
that was off of the downstairs toilet in the house.  The
shower cubicle in the flat had been built under the slope of the
ceiling and was designed for midgets.  Peter reckoned that
nobody over five feet could have showered it without bending
double.  Later that afternoon Peter had put aside time to help
Roger put together a case for his son’s disciplinary hearing at
school.  As Roger arrived and Peter let him in the hall
Samantha emerged from the downstairs loo wearing a skimpy
bathrobe.  She waved to Roger in the casual fashion that only
the young can manage and disappeared into the kitchen. 
Roger’s eyeballs nearly left his head.  Peter did not feel
that he owed Roger an explanation so he gave him none.

 


           
On Thursday Peter went to the Cathedral for the normal Maundy
Thursday re-affirmation of ordination vows and blessing of oils
service.  This finished with a light lunch and Peter got
talking to some friends he hadn’t seen for years.  At 2pm he
remembered that Jane had asked him to take the Lower Glumburgh
afternoon Communion service on her behalf.  The communion was
scheduled for 3pm and on a normal day the drive from the Cathedral
at Bury St. Edmunds to Glumburgh could easily be managed in an
hour.  But Peter’s Land Rover was boxed in the Cathedral car
park and it took ten minutes to find the owner of the offending
vehicle so that Peter could escape.  The road from Bury to
Ipswich was busy with seemingly every caravan in the universe, and
to cap it all, there were road works with the dual carriageway
reduced to one lane for five miles.  As luck would have it
Peter arrived at the start of the single lane just behind a tractor
so he suffered four miles at twelve miles an hour.  The final
indignity was being stopped by the police as he drove through the
village and warned that he had been driving at 33mph in a 30mph
area.  The net result was that he turned up at Glumburgh forty
minutes late.  He had telephoned ahead, but the churchwarden
was clearly not amused.  After the communion Peter overheard
the same churchwarden say to a parishioner, “at least he’s not a
bloody Jappo.”  Peter had taken the churchwarden aside and
pointed out to him in a forthright manner that Jane was an ordained
minister in the Church of England and that the least she could
expect from her churchwardens was support and not snide remarks
behind her back.

 


           
Good Friday proved to be a generally disaster free day.  The
afternoon meditation seemed to go well and was reasonably attended,
especially as this service was a new introduction by Peter. 
He spent the evening having a meal with Jane, her sister and her
sister’s husband.  At the next table were The Major and his
wife, and a pair of people that Peter did not recognise; they
turned out to be his Archdeacon, Jasper, and his wife,
Veronica.  They were staying with the Major following their
trip to Australia as the major building repairs on their house had
not yet been finished by the Diocese.

 


           
Easter Saturday echoed the scene set by Holy Week.  It had
moments of high joy, high drama, and utter chaos.  Peter had
three weddings scheduled: Easter was always a popular time for
weddings and it seemed that Felburgh was no exception.  Peter
had visited two of the couples prior to their weddings, but the
third had proved elusive and as they were being married by common
licence, not banns they had had no reason to come to church since
Peter’s arrival.  To assist Peter during the weddings Mark
came in his capacity as Verger and a local school teacher called
Jack came to play the organ; apparently Dan ‘didn’t do weddings’
and Peter had found out – much to his surprise – that Jack also
filled in when Dan was on holiday.  Jack was a competent
organist Peter decided, but not as good as Dan: he lacked the close
rapport with the instrument Dan so obviously enjoyed.  Also to
Peter’s surprise Bunty and Harriet sat through every wedding. 
When asked, Mark explained that Harriet was also a schoolteacher
and had only retired two years ago.  Virtually everyone who
got married in the church had been at school with either Bunty or
Harriet, or both, as their schoolteacher and the ladies liked to
see their former pupils up the aisle.

 


           
The first wedding, at 11am, went without a hitch.  It was a
joy to be involved in.  The couple was radiant and obviously
in love, the congregation sang the hymns well, the relatives were
friendly, and the photographer was excellent in his approach.

 


           
The second wedding, scheduled for 12.30pm, was a living
nightmare.  For a start the Best Man and the Groom turned up
stinking of beer and with a large group of men who were obviously
the worse for wear and already rowdy.  Mark informed him that
they were the football team from The Fisherman’s Friend commonly
known as ‘The Cripplers’ for their tendency to go for the opposing
player rather than the ball.  The bride’s relatives turned up
as if dressed for a funeral and as sober as judges.  The bride
was late, very late, and didn’t turn up till nearly one o’
clock.  She looked very young, was utterly dwarfed by her huge
Father, and looked totally petrified.  Peter had said to her
that she didn’t have to go through with this if she didn’t went to;
the Father had replied ‘Oh yes she does,’ and she had nodded
timidly.  Peter was reluctant to proceed, but had no grounds
not to.  Matters were not helped by Mark who whispered in his
ear words to the effect that he already had the local police on
standby.

 


           
From then on the wedding went downhill fast.  The bride was
escorted up the aisle by her father and stood next to the
groom.  Peter started the service with the usual preface.

“We have come together in the presence of God, to witness the
marriage of Kimberley and Damian…”  He had just reached; “you
should not enter into it lightly or selfishly… ,” when he didn’t
get any further; the best man turned a sort of green colour and was
sick all over the floor.  The groom roared with laughter, gave
a funny sort of hiccup and promptly vomited all over Peter’s
robes.  Kimberley burst into tears.  Her father pushed
her aside, and into Peter’s arms, and punched Damian in the
ear.

“You bastard!” He shouted.  “Not content with ruining her
life you want to ruin her wedding to!”  Mayhem followed as the
best man joined the fray and The Cripplers started yelling and
shouting.  Peter grabbed hold of Kimberley’s arm and took her
to his vestry, once inside he sat her down and told her not to move
and that he would lock her in for safety.  On his way out the
vestry he met Bunty, “I’ll sit with her” she said, so Peter locked
them both in.  Peter then surveyed the scene before him; it
was like a giant rugby scrum as several of the bystanders had
joined in the melee.  Before Peter could do anything four
policemen rushed in and started to separate the protagonists. 
It took half an hour to restore order.  Once everyone was
quiet, or reasonably quiet, Peter told the groom that he was
abandoning the wedding, but if he and Kimberley saw him after
Easter he would conduct a marriage service for them and a pair of
witnesses if he was sober.  He then went back to the vestry to
tell Kimberley, but when he opened the door she and Bunty were not
there having left by the outer door.  As the congregation was
leaving Harriet came up to Peter and looked him up and down.

“Peter”, she said earnestly.  “Your robes, there
filthy!  Have you got a spare?”

Peter surveyed his alb and stole; both had severe yellow stains
and were emitting an obnoxious aroma.  Harriet put her head on
one side.

“When is your next wedding?”

Peter looked at his watch.

“At four in just over two hour’s time.”

“Give me your alb,” she commanded.  “I’ll see what I can
do.”

“Don’t worry about the stole,” replied Peter as he took them
off.  “I have a gold one I could use, it’s the alb I only have
the one.”

“Trust me,” said Harriet, “I’ll get it back to you in time for
your next wedding.”

Harriet then promptly set off home with a determined look in her
eye and Mark appeared at Peter’s side, “Go, and take a rest Peter,”
he said, “Lucy and I will clean up.”

“Can you manage?”

“Trust us, Lucy has phoned Jo, and the three of us should easily
manage.”

Peter did what he was told and went home for a stiff coffee.

 


           
Peter arrived back at the church forty minutes before the final
wedding was due to take place.  The church had been
transformed back into a place of worship, but it did smell rather
heavily of air-freshener. As soon as Mark saw Peter he came
over. 

“Thanks,” said Peter gratefully.  “You have done
marvels.”

“That’s OK,” replied Mark, “all part of the service.  But
we do have a problem.”

Peter looked at Mark as he rolled his eys.

“Bill Grunley is the photographer; this is a sideline for him as
he normally works as a press photographer.”

“Is that bad?”

“It’s worse than bad; Reginald said that he would never
undertake another wedding with that man as photographer.  Bill
takes the view that he is employed by the bride and groom and
therefore does not have to take any instructions from anybody
else.  At the wedding where Reginald was officiating Bill
stood off to one side taking photographs the whole time, it was
extremely off-putting.  I believe that Jane advises her
wedding couples that if they choose Bill as their photographer that
is their choice, but he will not be allowed into the church during
the service if she is officiating.”

Peter began to wonder in the day could get any worse. 
Peter then wandered over to where Bill was photographing the
congregation as they arrived.  Like most professional
photographers he had a large format camera on a tripod and a SLR
 digital camera around his neck.

“Hello,” he said, offering his hand to Bill, who duly shook
it.  Peter held on.

“I take it the groom passed on our instructions about
photography during the service.”

“I’ve read them,” said Bill.

“But will you heed them?” asked Peter.

“Depends.”

“Depends on what?”

“What my customers want.  They pay the bill so they call
the tune.”

Peter realised that this was fruitless and went to seek out the
groom, but he had not yet arrived.  In fact he hadn’t arrived
by a quarter to four, but then neither had Peter’s alb.

At ten to four Harriet appeared with Peter’s alb, it was
slightly damp, but snow white.

“Thanks Harriet,” he said, “I owe you one.”

She replied, “No you don’t, you’ve already put up Samantha for
us.”  And toddled off towards the back of the church where
from somewhere Bunty had appeared.

Peter hurried to his vestry, robed up and walked back to the
church door just in time to meet the groom and Best Man.  They
were both looking very anxious.

“Sorry vicar,” said the Best Man, “my car broke down, we’ve had
to run from the bus station.”

Before Peter could reply the Bride drew up in her car and the
two men scurried to the front.  Peter went and met the bride
and escorted her to the door.  He had a few words with her and
as was his custom left her standing at the entrance while he went
to the front of the church.  Bill had planted himself, tripod,
and all, at the front of the church so he could photograph the
bride as she walked up the aisle.  But Peter was in no mood to
be intimidated; instead he made an announcement to the
congregation, “Welcome.  We are here to celebrate the marriage
of Miriam and Lloyd, but first a few ground rules so that the
wedding can be as enjoyable as possible for us all, especially
Lloyd and Miriam.  Firstly, please sing up during the hymns, I
don’t sing particularly well and the couple will both bless you all
if you can drown me out.  Secondly, unless you are on call
please turn off your mobile phones, we don’t particularly want
harmonious ring-tones during the vows.  And finally this is an
act of worship, so please no photography until after the signing of
the register, then you can take as many as you like.” 

Peter paused, the congregation was mainly smiling and he’d set a
relaxed mood for the service.  But Bill had not
budged. 

“So,” Peter continued, “we will just wait for the photographer
to make his way to the back and then Miriam has a clear path to
Lloyd.” 

All eyes turned and looked at Bill.  A standoff then ensued
with Bill holding his ground, Peter remaining silent and the
congregation looking at Bill.  Eventually Lloyd went up to
Bill and whispered in his ear.  Bill gave Peter a sour look
and took his gear to the back of the church.

 

Then the wedding commenced and all seemed to be going well until
the hymn before the vows.  During the last verse Bill came
forward and stood at the side of the altar clearly intending to
take photographs using his SLR camera.  Peter smiled at him
and walked over.  He reached out and pressed the lens release
button and with a deft twist of his wrist uncoupled the lens from
the camera.  All would have been well if Bill had not tried to
grab the lens back; he managed to get it from Peter’s grasp, but
could not hold on to it.  The lens dropped onto the stone
chancel steps with a sickening thud.  To his credit Peter did
not break stride but was back in front of the couple as the last
line of the hymn died away.  From then on the wedding went
without a hitch.  Following the service Bill was too engaged
in taking photographs to confront Peter.  As the photographs
were taking place Peter sidled up to Bunty, “Where’s Kimberley?” he
asked.

“Safe.”

“Safe where?”

“I’d rather not say.”

Peter gave Bunty a surprised look, and she continued “if you ask
me again I will tell you Peter.  But I’d rather you did not
ask.”

“Why not?”

“I believe the Americans call it plausible deniability.  If
the father contacts you, you can truthfully say you do not know and
you will not have to lie.”

Bunty could see that Peter was still uncertain.

“Trust me,” she said, “all will be revealed in due course.”

Peter relaxed; this was the third time today someone had asked
him to trust them and the other two had worked out all right. 
In any case he had faith in Bunty and her judgement.  Just
then Bill came over and poked Peter on the arm.

“I’ll be sending you the bill.”

Peter smiled.

“I’ll read it,” he said, “but I won’t heed it.”  And walked
off leaving Bill fuming.

 

Easter Sunday, by contrast, went well.  The services at the
church were packed, the new hymns went down well, and there was not
a disaster in sight.  The sun-rise service on the quay had
also had a fair attendance; Peter in fact was quite surprised at
just how many people managed the quay service, the eight o’ clock
communion, the eleven o’ clock service and the three o’ clock
service on the beach.  By the evening he was tired, but
content.

 


           
Peter then took Easter Monday to the Wednesday off, this meant he
returned to work on Thursday; it seemed that Diocesan committee
meetings do not stop for man or beast or holidays.  However,
when Peter arrived at Diocesan House the Fire Alarm refit was
taking longer than expected and the alarms were still not
working.  No fire alarms meant no committee meeting could take
place.  Nobody on the committee seemed to mind.  Peter
decided to head home and stopped for some shopping on the
way.  Peter didn’t realise at the time that the culmination of
his series of disasters was about to befall him, and it was all a
matter of perfect timing.  Some of the seeds of the impending
calamity were already embedded in the fact he had forgotten to tell
Jo of Samantha’s presence and in the design of Peter’s downstairs
walk-in shower.  The shower had obviously been designed with
safety in mind and the on-off pull cord was in fact outside the
shower in the downstairs toilet; the controls inside only regulated
temperature.  Any users of the shower soon discovered that
when turned on the shower ran cold for about thirty seconds and
only after that did the temperature start to rise.  Peter’s
calamity began to unfold:

 

9:50:00a.m.: Sam let herself in the back door of the vicarage
and went for a shower; she finished at exactly 9:59:31a.m. 
And turned the shower off.

9:59:30a.m.: Jo came in through the front door and as it was a
Thursday had come prepared to bath Aquinas.  She had found the
best technique was to undress in the hallway and leave her cloths
just outside the loo door; there was a cloth’s shelf in the shower,
but this was above the height of the shower head and out of Jo’s
reach when she wasn’t wearing high heels. 

10:03:00a.m.: Archdeacon Jasper arrived at the vicarage gate and
proceeded up the drive.  He had a curled up newspaper under
his arm and a severe expression on his face.

10:03:29a.m.   Peter arrived home and as he entered
his drive was surprised to see Jasper at his front door just about
to ring the door-bell.  Unfortunately for Peter the bell push
was never pressed.

10:03:36a.m. After taking her clothes off and having grabbed a
bottle of Aquinas’ shampoo from the kitchen Jo ran round the hall
and towards the loo door; Aquinas always thought that this was a
great game and chased her.  She threw open the loo door,
yanked the pull cord as she passed and rushed into the shower
closely followed by Aquinas.  She slammed the shower door shut
behind her.

10:03:37a.m.   Peter exited his Land Rover and walked
up to the front door.  As he approached Jasper glowered at
him.

“I need a word with you, and I need it now.”  He said
sternly.

10:03 38a.m.   Jo could not believe that someone was
already in the shower and half-dressed.  She was even more
surprised to find out that it was a tall redheaded female. 
Samantha on the other hand was probably equally surprised when in
the middle of drying herself she suddenly got a cold shower and was
immediately joined by a short female and an exuberant
sheepdog.  They stared at each other for about two
seconds.

10:03:43a.m.   Peter opened the front door and ushered
Jasper in to the hall just as Jo exited the shower.  Jasper
walked in and was almost immediately nearly bowled over by a wet
Aquinas on his way out.  He was then greeted by the scene of a
naked Jo being chased by a very skimpily dressed and very wet,
Samantha.  Both skidded to a halt just in front of
Jasper.  Jo screamed at the top of her voice “Ohhhhh Shhitt!”
did an about turn, scooped up her clothes and fled into the kitchen
and out of sight.  Sam yelled, “Arghhh” and ran back into the
loo leaving Jasper and Peter speechless in the hall.  Aquinas
returned and proceeded to divest himself of all his acquired
moisture by shaking it all over Jasper’s immaculate trousers.

There was then about fifteen seconds of total silence broken by
Peter remarking that it might be best if they talked in his study.
 Jasper followed Peter into his study but did not close the
door behind him.

 


           
As Jo dressed in the kitchen she could hear the Archdeacon bawling
out Peter. 

“Never in all my born years have I ever had so many complaints
about one priest in so little time!  Firstly I hear that you
are riding roughshod over the church council and manipulating the
rules to your own ends!  Then I hear that you are playing host
to a known group of lesbians!  If that is not enough you are
apparently sharing your house with at least one young female, to
whom I assume you are not related!  If that is not bad enough
you have been observed in the early hours of the morning saying
goodbye to a female colleague with whom I observed you having an
intimate meal!” 

The archdeacon paused for breath and Peter said nothing. 
Jasper continued, getting into his stride.

“I’ve had complaints about your conduct at communion, not only
do you turn up late but you are offensive to the churchwarden
afterwards!  I’ve had complaints that you are drunk on
communion wine in the afternoon!  I’ve had complaints that you
want to squander the church’s money!  I’ve had enough
complaint to fill a filing cabinet and then there’s this!”

Jo by now had walked back into the hall and been joined by
Samantha.  They both clearly heard the slap of paper onto
Peter’s desk.  Jasper was now almost shouting.

“See the headline?!  Riot at a wedding!  See the
by-line ‘Vicar Smashes photographers equipment’, good grief what
are you thinking of man!  Is that how a Priest is supposed to
behave!  And now, and now, I come to your house to have a
quiet word with you and find that there is not one female here but
two!  Are you intending to start a brothel?  You might as
well you couldn’t bring the church into any more disrepute!”

There was silence, followed by Peter’s quiet voice saying,

“Are you saying you want me to resign?”

“Call it damage limitation,” replied Jasper, “You’re the damage
and I want to limit it!”

At this point Peter must have realised that the study door was
open and it closed gently.

 


           
Samantha and Jo looked at each other.  Samantha spoke
first.

“I guess we haven’t helped.”  She could see that Jo was
close to tears and didn’t know what to do, so she said the first
thing that came in her head. 

“Shall we escape and have a cup of coffee to see how we can
help?” 

Jo nodded.  Samantha continued.

“I’m in the studio flat over the garage; Peter was kind enough
to let me stay there.” 

She paused as there was more berating from the archdeacon, they
couldn’t hear the words, but the tone was clear.  Jo swallowed
b ack some bile.

“Just let me put my makeup on and I’ll be over, I don’t want to
be here when Peter comes out of the study.” 

They both then went through the kitchen to the utility
room.  Samantha crossed to the garage and Jo stopped to
complete her ablutions. 

 


           
Ten minutes later Jo joined Samantha in the studio flat, she had
never seen it before.  Samantha was sitting at a table; the
kettle was steaming nearby. 

“I’m Samantha, Albert and Harriet’s grand-daughter, call me
Sam.”  She stated flately.

“I’m Jo, I clean for Peter.  Well I used to clean for
Peter, whether or not he will still want me is another matter.

“Coffee?”  Said Samantha.

“Please, black with no sugar.”

As Samantha made the coffee they discretely observed one
another.  Jo reckoned that Samantha was almost the nearest she
thing had ever seen to a super-model, only Caroline would have the
edge over her and that was probably due to the deportment of
years.  Samantha reckoned that Jo was the weirdest thing she
had ever seen, and that included some of her student friends;
sitting at the table with her make-up on she bore little
resemblance to the petite figure that had disturbed her in the
shower.  And if anyone needed plastic surgery she did; how on
earth did she live with that nose?  Samantha cleared her
throat.

“I’ve been drawing up a letter to the bishop.”

“The bishop?”

“Well I think the archdeacon has his mouth open and his ears
closed.”

Jo nodded.

“I’ve never seen him before and he does look like Mr
Angry.  The Bishop on the other hand does look
approachable.  What does the letter say?”

“I haven’t finished it yet, but I think if we say to the Bishop
that we were totally to blame and that Peter was unaware of our
shenanigans then we might get him off at least one hook.  Is
he as bad as the Archdeacon says?”

“No,” said Jo staring into her coffee cup, “I think he is one of
the loveliest men I have ever met, he’s just a little… ”

Jo ran out of words.

Samantha said quietly.

“Do you fancy him?”

Jo looked up.

“The likes of good men like him don’t look upon the likes of
people like me.”

“But do you fancy him?”

Jo looked out of the window.

“If I did I wouldn’t know how to get alongside him.”

Samantha, with all the certainty and honesty of youth decided on
a direct approach.

“Well, you could try and look more approachable.”

Jo shuffled in her chair.

“I feel comfortable as I am.”  She said
half-defensively.

Samantha replied softly.

“You might like it that way, but does he like it that way?

Jo drank some coffee and sighed.

“In any case this is all academic: I think he might have designs
on someone else, someone more suitable.  Now, what about this
letter?”

And they set about composing a grovelling letter to the
Bishop.

 


           
Meanwhile the Archdeacon had left, or rather stormed out, and Peter
was sitting with Aquinas in the study trying to work out just what
went wrong and when.  He fondled Aquinas’ ear, “well old boy
it looks like we’ll be looking for a new home sooner than expected,
shame really I was beginning to like it here.”

Then it occurred to him that he had better warn Jane. 
Thankfully he knew that she was not at home but antique shop
crawling with her sister.  He reached for the phone and
dialled her mobile number; this was her private phone.  She
answered fairly swiftly.

“Hello.”

“Hello Jane its Peter.”

“Oh.”

“Jane I think I’d better warn you that Jasper is on the
warpath.”

“Jasper?  He’s usually quite placid.  It takes a lot
to annoy him.”

“Have you seen today’s local paper?”

“No.”

“Read it and you’ll see.  But I phoned to warn you that one
of the many bones he had to pick with me was about our
relationship.”

“Our relationship?  What does he know of our
relationship?”

“Not much; someone told him about you leaving after our
breakfast meeting last Tuesday, and don’t forget he was sitting
next to us in the restaurant on Good Friday.”

“Oh Peter how do you do it?  It was always the same at
University, if anyone got into trouble for no reason it was
you.”

“I thought I’d warn you in case he tackles you.”

“Jasper’s all right you know; he’s been very supportive of me
here and I know at least two curates who owe their ministry to
him.”

“I dare say, but he wants my head on a platter.”

“You mean he wants you to resign?”

“Too right.”

“Oh Peter, your not going to give it are you?”

“I didn’t say so when he was here, but he made it plain I had
little choice.”

“Give it twenty-four hours, or even better forty-eight. 
The picture might change by then.”

“It might and it might not, but I don’t want you caught up in
the cross-fire, that’s happened too many times in the past.”

“Don’t worry I’ll keep a low profile – must go before my sister
buys up the whole of Aldeburgh.  Bye.”

Peter put the phone down.  Wise advice, he thought, he
would wait two days before he did anything, after all it was the
week after Easter, and traditionally all was quiet at this time of
the year.  He was still sitting in his study half an hour
later when there was a gentle tap on the door.  Aquinas leapt
to his feet and wagged his tail furiously.  Peter got up and
opened the door.  Jo was standing there like a little girl
sent to the headmaster’s study.

“Peter, I’m so sorry.  I took Aquinas into the shower and…
”

Peter held up his hand.

“It doesn’t matter Jo.  I know it was all some sort of
accidental happening.”

Jo looked up at Peter.

“I quite understand if you no longer wish me to act as your
cleaner, I don’t want to cause you any further embarrassment.”

Peter smiled.

“I tend to cause my own embarrassment Jo; I usually don’t need
any help.  I don’t want you to resign, but you have to
consider whether you want to continue working for me.  The
archdeacon clearly thinks that you are some sort of female acolyte
and I don’t want you to be ashamed by working for me.  In any
case, it may not be for much longer.”

“You’re not really going to resign are you?  Not go and
leave us with the Mafia.”

“I may have no choice; I’m giving it forty-eight hours before I
decide.”

“Well here’s one vote for you to stay.”  Jo said fairly
firmly,  “No-one else has managed to do what you have
done.”

Peter smiled again.

“Thanks, but it seems you may be a lone voice in the
wilderness.”

Jo moved to the front door.

“I’ll be back next Tuesday to clean, and I shan’t expect payment
for today it would be like thirty pieces of silver.”

Peter opened the front door and let Jo out.  When she was
just out of reach she said to herself, “female acolyte huh? 
Chance would be a fine thing!” and scurried down the drive.

 


           
The next day Peter was praying upstairs when the doorbell sounded.
It was Mark. He was holding a newspaper and thrust it into Peter’s
hands.

“Read the letters page,” he commanded, “and stop all this
nonsense about resigning.”

Peter let him in and opened the paper. The letters page had six
letters in his defense. The longest was from Bunty who clearly and
eloquently disposed of the vomiting Damian and snap-happy Bill. She
referred to Bill as ‘over-intrusive, un-diplomatic and
self-important.  But it was the two shortest letters that
caught Peter’s eye. One was a short letter of apology from
Kimberley’s father; the other was a letter of support from Henry
and The Major, who also pointed out those matters of maintaining
order in the church, was the responsibility of the churchwardens
and not the vicar.  Mark and Peter discussed the letters for
some timebefore Mark left to go to work.  Almost immediately
the phone rang; it was Jane. She told him that she had let Jasper
know in no uncertain terms that there was no hanky-panky going on
between them and that they were old friends from University. She
had also told him exactly what had happened with the churchwarden;
Peter thought that she must have a good-grape vine. Jane did say
one thing that caused Peter much amusement; she told him that on
Saturday she was taking her sister back to the airport and Jasper
was undertaking a wedding on her behalf – Bill Grunley was to be
the photographer.

Peter then rang the Major to thank him for the letter of
support; the reply was much as expected. The Major was as
forthright as ever; “let me make it clear Peter I want you to go,
but in all fairness the paper had reported the weddings in a
sensational manner and on this occasion I felt you were not at
fault.”

Mid-afternoon and the phone rang again, this time it was
Jasper.  Peter heard him take a deep breath in through his
nose.

“Peter, I feel that I may have let my emotions get the better of
me yesterday and I had not correctly ascertained some of the facts.
You were probably not as much at fault about the wedding fiasco as
I first thought.”

 “So you don’t want my resignation?” Peter replied.

 Jasper was quick to reply.

 “I didn’t say that; I just said not all the facts were
correct. I did see two nude ladies in your hall did I not? And you
have entertained a bunch of lesbians have you not?  Plus I
believe you do have at least one young lady, who is not your wife
or relative, staying with you. I still believe that you must
consider your position.”

 

Early evening there was a knock at Peter’s door. It was the
Bishop. Peter invited him in, as the Bishop entered, he rekarked,
with a grin, that he was expecting the door to be opened by two
ladies. 

Peter was surprised the news had already reached the Bishop
until the Bishop pulled out a letter and handed it to Peter. It was
Samantha & Jo’s letter; in it they explained that the scene in
Peter’s hall had been entirely their fault and they regretted
getting him into trouble.  When he had read the letter the
Bishop took it back.

“I also gather that you have had a free and frank discussion
with Jasper.”

 “Well, Jasper was very frank and free, I just listened.”
 Peter replied.

“I take it you have a logical explanation for all you are
accused of?”

Peter began.  “I wasn’t drunk in the middle of the
afternoon I -.” But the Bishop cut him short with a wave of his
hand, “You don’t need to explain to me Peter, if you are happy
before God that your actions have been reasonable, if somewhat
misunderstood then stay.”

“Jasper is expecting me to resign.”

“Don’t worry about Jasper, worry about your relationship with
God in all this and I’ll talk to Jasper. I’ll let him know that you
are my appointment and that he had nothing to do with it as he was
in Australia. If things go wrong it is on my head, not his.”

Peter was overwhelmed, here was the Bishop effectively putting
his credibility on the line to support him.

The Bishop continued, “I do still believe that you are the right
person for this parish; I know that you tend to be accident prone,
but I also know that your heart is in the right place.”

The Bishop paused, and then shot a piercing look at Peter.

“But I must ask you one question, and I expect a straight reply.
Are you carrying on with any member of the opposite sex here in the
vicarage?”

“No. Unequivocally no.”

The Bishop smiled.

“I must ask a follow up question, but this is out of curiosity,
you do not have to answer it. “Have you designs on any particular
lady?”

Peter did not really know what to say, he felt like telling the
Bishop to mind his own business, but the Bishop was supporting him
big time and Peter could not be offensive to him.

“There may be the stirring of designs, but at the moment I am
hesitant.”

“Don’t hesitate too long Peter, he who hesitates often misses
the moment, and the right moment is important.”

Peter nodded in agreement, once before in his life he had chosen
the wrong moment and it had effectively left him high and dry, with
no way forward.

 

Peter spent much time in prayer and reflection over the next
twenty-four hours and by Saturday afternoon he had made up his
mind. He first rang Jasper. He told him that he did not intend to
resign. Jasper’s reply had been short and to the point; he had said
somewhat brusquely that Peter could not expect his support if
things went wrong.   Peter then rang the Bishop, his
reply had been equally short, but positive; “Good, just try avoid
being in the wrong place at the wrong time. And Peter.”

“Yes”

“Don’t pause too long; a good woman might just prevent you
making a fool of yourself with such monotonous regularity.”










Chapter 9
Drinking With Sinners


The following Monday evening was the designated time for the
first meeting of the new Church Council and Peter decided that he
would only use the morning for pastoral visiting and spend the
afternoon on prayer and consideration of how to handle the meeting.
 However, when he arrived home just before lunch his hall was
full of Baby buggies again: the Mothers and Toddlers had
reconvened. Peter surveyed the hardware in the hall: eleven single
buggies and two double buggies, so he reasoned that there were
thirteen mums and fifteen children. He decided not to butt in on
them and went into his study, but he did make a note in his diary
that on future he ought to talk to the mums at sometime on a
Monday.  The meeting finished about ten minutes after he
arrived and a continual stream of mums and toddlers started winding
its way down his drive.

Then there was a knock on his study door and when he opened it
he found a young woman in a wheel chair with a toddler on her lap.
She wheeled herself into his study and Peter squatted down beside
her. She had the ambience of a permanent wheelchair user.

“Hello I’m Carol and this is Justin.”

“Hi,” said Peter tickling Justin under the chin.

“I’m told you moved the group from the attic to the lounge just
for us.”

“Not quite,” replied Petertruthfully.

“The attic was unsuitable in other ways, but especially the lack
of easy access.”

Aquinas came in and sat on the other side of the wheelchair.
Carol patted him and received a tail thump on the floor for her
caress.

“Well, thanks anyway. There’s not many groups I can go to and I
don’t want Justin to miss out just because his mum is in a
wheelchair.”

“That’s OK.”

Carol concentrated on tickling Aquinas’ ears and without looking
at Peter.

“There’s one other thing. Would you baptize Justin?”

Peter opened his mouth to reply, but Carol continued.

“I have asked before, but Revd Jones said no because I’m a
single mum and he said he would not condone debauchery.”

Peter was appalled.

“Of course I’ll baptize Justin, and you can spread the word that
I will baptize any child as long as the parents understand what it
means.”

Carol smiled.

“Then would you baptize me as well? I’ve not been baptized and I
can’t ask Justin to be baptized if I don’t do what I’m asking him
to do.”

“Of course, it would be a great pleasure.”

“It doesn’t matter that I’m a single mum?”

“We all come to God as we are; there are no preconditions to his
love. But I would like to visit you and talk about baptism and what
it means.”

“I rather thought you would.” She paused and then continued,
“Two of my friends were talking about having their children
baptized too; could you see us all together?”

“Why not and why not after a Mothers and Toddlers; if you all
stay behind I can have some sandwiches available and we can all
talk it over then.”

She put her hands on her wheels.

“I’ll give you a ring and let you know how many of us there
are,” she then started to back out of the study and Peter stood up.
Carol stopped.

“Not many people do that.”

“Do what.”

“Come down to my level.”

Peter sat on the arm of his armchair, his back would not let him
squat again.

“I spent nine months in a wheelchair and I have two lasting
memories from the experience. Firstly everyone talks to whoever is
pushing you; and secondly everyone towers over you.”

“How did you end up in a wheelchair?”

“I used to play rugby and one day I got sandwiched between two
full-backs and a goal-post. How about you?”

“They found a tumor on my spine when I was twelve. They tried
chemotherapy first, but decided that to fully remove it they had to
take the risk of cutting into my spinal column. They got the tumor
out, it was just above my pelvis, but damaged the nerves; I’ve not
moved my legs since.  But I was fortunate, it is only my legs,
all my internal plumbing works OK”

“Was the tumor benign?”

“Thankfully, yes.” She looked at Peter, “It was over ten years
ago now and I decided a few years ago to stop looking back and live
life to the full. I didn’t expect to have Justin though I’d been
told that the chemotherapy would prevent that; life has its
unexpected bonuses.”

“It certainly does,” said Peter.

“See you next week.  Justin, will you please let go of the
dog’s ear, we can’t take him home!”

Peter showed her out and went to see Bunty in the lounge.
 She was sitting down in one of the armchairs looking like the
cat that had just gobbled up the cream.

“Peter, however did you get Caroline to paint the lounge, it is
wonderful.”

“How do you know it was Caroline?”

Bunty pointed to the bottom of a corner of the room. There on
the wall was a picture of a brown dog sitting down and scratching
its left ear. The dog appeared to be in a state of sublime
contentment.

“It’s her signature; all her wall murals have it. That little
dog has probably doubled the value of your house.” And she fell
into a fit of giggles.

“Does she always use it?”

“Not always, only on a finished mural; I’m told if you have a
practice mural it has a little boy eating a sandwich.”

She looked at Peter.

“Personally I don’t think it makes much difference after all
several art-galleries proudly display Rembrandt’s test pieces.”

Peter laughed and then told Bunty of his conversation with Carol
about baptism.

“You may get an avalanche of requests,” she said. “The Revd
Jones was forthright in his views: he wouldn’t baptize any child
that didn’t have married parents, and he wouldn’t marry couples
that were living together.”

Peter grimaced, Bunty continued.

“But you may have a problem. He left for South Africa before a
marriage policy was agreed with the Church Council, but he did get
his baptismal policy agreed.”

“Great,” said Peter, “just great.”

Peter then changed the subject.

“How does Carol manage? A small toddler requires a lot of
work.”

“She lives with her friend Jenny and her husband Joe. Carol’s
got an adapted granny annex. It’s a study in true friendship: Jenny
was her best friend at school and is about the only person who
remained friends with her. If children don’t see someone they soon
forget them, but Jenny was a true friend. It’s Jenny who massages
Carol’s legs and it is Jenny who helps her during the day. They
write children’s books, you know the thick-page type. Carol writes
the stories and Jenny does the illustrations.”

Peter pondered this.

Bunty continued, but in a softer voice.

“It works both ways though. Carol stood by Jenny when she too
had problems of a different sort.”

Bunty suddenly became workmanlike.

“Peter this morning was a success, but we may become victims of
it.  I’ve probably got twice as many requests as we have
places.”

“You mean can you run on Monday afternoons as well?”

Bunty grinned.

“Something like that.”

“My offer still stands use the room whenever you like, but not
Thursdays or Fridays.”

“Thanks.”

After some more chit-chat with Bunty she left for home and Peter
went back to his study to add one more item to his Church Council
list; baptism.

 

That evening the Church Council convened and got off to its
usual start of apologies and previous minutes.  They soon got
to item 4 - finance.  Peter thought that he was going to have
a battle on his hands over the investments, but he was wrong.
 At the end of his explanation of the church’s finances Sam
produced a letter and announced that he’d prepared a draft letter
to send on the church’s behalf.  In it he’d asked Porlock,
Whitby and Scanes to give a complete list of their use of our money
by the end of the month threatened withdrawal.   Sam
looked around.

“ I’ve also stressed that we require our money not to be put
into investments in the arms trade, tobacco products and where
child labor is used. Is everybody happy with that?”

Everybody was, so Peter moved to the next item on the agenda,
baptism.

“I see from previous church minutes,” he began. “That under the
Revd Jones’ tenure a baptism policy was agreed that only the
children of married couples would be baptized.”

He paused and opened up a folder in front of him.

“May I remind the Church Council that under Canon B22 section 4
I am not allowed to refuse baptism to any child living in the
parish. Nor would I as I feel strongly that God’s love is open to
all.”

He paused again.

“So are there any comments about this matter?”  He asked
tentatively.

Sam spoke first, “No problem.” then Henry, “agreed, no
problem.”

Then the Major, “personally I was unhappy with the first
decision. No problem.”

And so it was with all the council.

Peter relaxed.

“Thanks, but I will assure the council that before I baptize any
child, except for emergency baptism, I will ensure that the parent
or parents involved understand what baptism means.”

There were nods all round. ‘This is too easy’ Peter thought.

So it proved, the next item was the Church Missionary Giving.
Following Peter’s introduction on why he felt the church should
share it’s bounty with others the council fell into deep
discussion. But they could not reach a decision; after half an hour
Peter reckoned there were three camps. Firstly those who did not
want to give at all; secondly those who wanted to give away a large
number of small amounts; thirdly those who wanted to give a large
amount to a small number of charities.

Peter had the meeting pause for tea and coffee; the break proved
illuminating as the council almost immediately split into two
groups: the mafia and the rest. Once reconvened Peter tried to talk
about the use of the warehouse, but it was useless there were just
too many opinions and not enough reasoned discussion.  In the
end Peter called a halt to that item as well. That just left Any
Other Business. The Major indicated he had something to say.
 Peter looked at him.

“Is this urgent? I believe that it is normal practice to inform
me of items for Any Other Business prior to the meeting.”

“It is very urgent.”

“Very well.”

The Major came out to the front and read from a pre-prepared
script.

“I have been Churchwarden of this parish for over twenty years
and in all my time here I have never had to do what I am having to
do today. That is to propose that we inform the Bishop that this
Council has no confidence in our vicar and wish to ask to Bishop to
request his resignation.”

Following the Major’s short statement there was absolute
silence.

“Do we have a second for that motion?” asked Peter caught
off-guard and trying to gain some time to think.

“Yes,” said Cameron.

“Would the Council care to discuss this?” said Peter.

But there was absolute silence.

“Well then we’ll put it to the vote.”

Albert put up his hand.

“Secret vote please, Vicar.”

So Marjorie handed out some little pieces of paper, telling
people to just put a yes or a no or a cross for an
abstention.  Peter’s heart began to thump.  After some
passing of pens the papers were gathered up and Marjorie counted
them. No one seemed to move; no one spoke. Finally Marjorie looked
up.

“Five for the motion and eleven against, one abstention.”

Peter’s heart rate subsided and the Major looked like he’d just
been hit with a pole axe.

“We’ll close the meeting there I think,” said Peter, “but I will
be writing to you all to call a special meeting just to discuss
missionary giving and the warehouse. May God bless you all, please
pray for me and for each other.”

The meeting broke up with several members coming to see Peter
and assure him of their support; they had been as surprised by the
motion as Peter.  Roger turned out to be one of them.  He
alllso glanced round and asked if he and Muriel could see him
tomorrow.  Peter nodded and Roger gave the thumbs up and
slipped away.

 

The Major was still sitting in his chair when most of the people
left, but he stirred himself and came over to Peter after gathering
his papers together.

“I shall put my resignation in the post tomorrow morning,” he
said still looking shell-shocked.

“I won’t accept it,” said Peter.

“Why not?”

“Because you are the church’s choice for churchwarden and you do
an excellent job.  We have just got to work on our working
relationship that’s all.”

The Major replied somewhat stiffly, “I think you and I may have
dichotomous views.”

“But is that all bad?” said Peter, “it would be a terrible thing
if the council were filled with all yes-men.”

“I think I may still want to resign.”

“George please go home and pray about it; I would hate the
church to lose a valuable warden only one week into a new Church
Council.”

The Major nodded, and for a second Peter thought he was going to
salute, but he walked straight out of the room.

 

Tuesday morning Peter had his usual cup of coffee with Jo and
they talked about Mothers and Toddlers.

Peter mentioned in passing that he’d already picked up two
baptisms and mentioned Carol.  Jo went suddenly quiet. Finally
she stirred.

“Will you visit her at home?”

“Does it make a difference?” replied Peter.

Jo looked into her coffee cup for a time, and obviously came to
a decision.

“Peter I am not a gossip, but I don’t want you to put your foot
in it.”

“You mean you don’t want me to put my foot in it again,” Peter
chuckled.

“Something like that.”

She licked her coloured lips.

“But I won’t tell you anything that is not already in the public
domain.”

“Fair enough.”

“Jenny, Carol’s friend used to be called Jennifer Thornley
before she was married.”

Jo looked at Peter, he shook his head.

“I’m sorry the name means nothing to me.”

Jo sighed.

“Jennifer Thornley the long distance runner.”

Peter shook his head.

“Oh Peter where have you been all your life!  Jennifer
Thornley was one of Britain’s most successful long-distance runners
and won a gold medal in the Commonwealth games a few years
ago.”

Peter shrugged his shoulders.

“Sorry I don’t follow athletics, does she still run?”

Jo put her head in her hands and made an agrrh noise.

“No she doesn’t run now.  She was the darling of the
athletics set, but a drug test proved positive for cannabis and she
lost her gold medal. She appealed, but lost the appeal primarily
because at the same time her boyfriend, a would-be pop star,
proclaimed that there was no harm in pot and all people should
smoke it. The tabloids tore her apart.  She was then cited by
a Hollywood actress as the reason why she had broken up from her
boyfriend. The tabloids had a further field day and one by one
Jenny’s so called friends sold their story to the papers adding
more and more gore.  In the end, Jenny sued a Sunday tabloid
for liable.  Carol was by her side the whole time; I remember
the photographs. Carol had just come out of hospital after another
back operation and must have been feeling considerably under the
weather, but she stuck by Jenny throughout it all.”

“Did Jenny win?”

“Out of court settlements and a short apology in the bottom
corner of an obscure page. But she didn’t win the major battle;
although there was considerable doubt over the drug test as the
laboratory admitted that it occasionally got athletes samples
muddled with others from the police, she never ran again in any
competition.”

Jo paused, and then completed the story.

“But one good thing came out of it all.”

Jo smiled at Peter.

“Jenny met Joe; he was her solicitor’s research assistant,”

Peter smiled at Jo; he’d just realized that there was something
different about her today. It took him a minute or two to figure it
out, but in the end he realized that she was not wearing her usual
garish make-up. It was still reasonable gaudy but the colors were
not as deep as usual: the lipstick was cerulean with a red tint and
the eye-make up was a pastel vivid blue. On a scale from grotesque
to normal she had moved to the merely hideous; he wondered whether
she had acquired a boyfriend.

“Peter are you listening?”

“Sorry.”

“They all moved back here when Jenny and Joe married. There was
no point in living in London anymore as Jenny didn’t need to train
and Carol had been told by the hospital that they could do no more
for her and that her nerves would never heal.”

“How do you know all this?”

Jo rolled her eyes.

“Because there was a TV documentary on the effect of the mass
media on individual’s lives and Jenny was one of the spotlighted
cases. Don’t you ever watch TV or read the papers!”

“Every day, but not the tabloids.”

Just then the doorbell rang and Peter looked at his watch.

Peter grabbed and squeezed Jo’s hand.

“Thanks for telling me, I probably would have put my foot in it.
Now I must see this couple.”

When he had left the kitchen Jo smiled to herself.
 Samantha had been right, Peter did notice the make-up. 
As they had been talking she had noticed that he had stared at her
face for a good two minutes whereas normally he looked anywhere but
at her. Was this progress?

 

Peter showed Muriel and Roger into the sitting room and Roger
introduced Peter to Muriel. Peter noticed that he was introduced as
Father Peter.

“Just call me Peter.”

“I couldn’t do that Father.” Was her immediate reply.

Peter smiled.

“What can I do for you?”

Muriel looked at Roger, then at Peter.

“Roger has told you of our relationship.”

“Somewhat.”

Muriel gave a another glance towards Roger.

“I don’t want you to get the wrong idea, we are just good
friends. Roger would like to take it further and in my heart so
would I, but there is a problem.”

“Your husband?”

Muriel nodded.

“I don’t want you to get the idea that I am a flibbertigibbet or
that I go around looking for men; Roger and I have just grown
together as Jim has moved away from me. I didn’t go looking for it,
it just happened.”

“Tell me about it,” said Peter.

Muriel sat in the armchair clutching her handbag on her knees
and gazed out of the window.

“I married Jim when I was seventeen and was very much in love.
 Jim was in the Army and was very handsome.  We spent
twenty years in army life and I loved it.  Many of the wives
hate it because of the constant upheaval and the fact that your
life is totally governed by outside factors; but I loved it.
 When Jim left the army we came here and he set up as a
locksmith: the army had offered him re-training before he left;
there’s not much call for bombardiesr in civvy life.  We never
had children, but we enjoyed life together. Jim’s business was a
success from the start; the timing was just right.  He started
the business as a local locksmith retired and Jim got several
contracts almost at once. Times were good and we managed to have
several very enjoyable holidays abroad.  Then six years ago
Jim fell down stairs. I heard him fall and I heard him swearing at
the bottom of the stairs.  He had hit his head on the hall
wall but would not go to hospital, but he did look OK.  Four
hours later I was told that he had collapsed in the shop and been
taken to hospital.  He was in a coma; apparently a portion of
bone from inside his skull had broken off and penetrated his brain.
 Blood had gradually oozed through the brain membrane into the
skull cavity and eventually he passed out. They operated, but
warned me there may be some slight brain damage.”

Muriel looked at Peter with sorrow in her eyes.

“But the Jim I knew died that day.”

 

She gazed out of the window again;

“He was in a coma for three and a half weeks and heavily sedated
for two more.  He was declared fit for work a month later.
 He may have been fit for work, but he wasn’t fit for life.
 He’d developed savage mood swings; one moment he would be a
gentle as a lamb, and the next in a violent temper.  He didn’t
seem able to control it; to be honest I don’t know if he did want
to control it.  He lost job after job. Customers stopped
coming back a second time.  The business deteriorated as his
mood swings increased.  I tried to get him to see a doctor,
but it was no use.  Then one day he was arrested by the police
for beating up a man on a petrol forecourt.  The magistrate
gave him a community service order as it was his first offence. A
week later he clobbered his probation officer and was sent down for
a month.  He hadn’t been violent to me, but I could see the
writing on the wall; so I left him.”

Muriel looked at Peter again.

“That was when I started working at the golf club.”

Once again she resumed her window gaze.

“Two months later my conscience got the better of me and I went
back to try again.  He said he would try to control his temper
and even started seeing a doctor.  It was like living with an
active volcano; he would control his temper, but it was just as if
the pressure kept building up inside, eventually there was bound to
be an explosion.  After one particularly violent row I left
him again; he hadn’t touched me, but he had smashed up all my
crockery.”

Muriel returned her gaze to Peter who by now was getting used to
this looking here and there.

“I’d always liked Spode crockery, but it is very expensive.
However some designs never change and I had collected a full dinner
and tea service piece by piece over twenty or more years. He
smashed it all up with an iron bar.  He didn’t just smash it:
he pulverized it. I saved just one sugar basin; twenty years of
collecting for one sugar basin.”

Then the shift of gaze and the story resumed.

“I stayed away three months that time, but went back in the end,
but I needn’t have bothered I didn’t last a week.  I cooked a
roast beef lunch on the Sunday, but I didn’t have it ready for
exactly one o’ clock.  That time he hit me – just once – and
broke my jaw. I’ve not been back since.”

Muriel stopped talking, but continued her window gaze.
 After a while Peter stirred.

“Where is he now?”

“Norwich jail. Apparently he went to a do-it-yourself store and
could not find the screws he wanted so he had a rant at some poor
store assistant.  She called the manager who called the
police.  Somehow it all escalated and he set about the
policeman with a pickaxe handle.  He put four policemen in
hospital; one had to leave active duty afterwards.  He was
sent down for twelve years, it was his sixteenth appearance before
the court on one charge or another.  He’ll serve the full
term; there’s no good behavior, he’s already assaulted two prison
guards.”

Muriel finally looked at Peter.

“But that’s not the point is it?  I made a promise before
God.  For better, for worse, for richer, for poorer, in
sickness and in health.  We had the health, wealth and
happiness bit, but now it’s the ‘worse’ bit . I meant those vows
and just because I can’t stick by them it does not mean that I’m
entitled to throw them away.”

 “Do you feel you’ve failed?”  Peter asked gently.

Muriel nodded as tears rolled down her cheeks.

“He was my man and I walked away from him in his time of need.
What sort of wife does that make me?”

“One who tried her best, but one whom circumstances conspired
against.” Peter paused, “and you might consider that Jim has broken
his ‘cherish’ part of the bargain and thereby has relieved you of
any further obligation to keep your side of the bargain.”

Muriel wiped her tears with Roger’s handkerchief, but kept
crying.

“Do you still love him?”  Peter asked.

Muriel shook her head.

“I tried to, believe me I tried to, but it’s gone.”

“And Roger?”

Muriel nodded.

“With all my heart.”

She got up and walked to the window, turned round and faced
Peter.

“But my vows were to Jim and I cannot break those vows, they
were made before God and with God.”

She waved her hands around.

“Father what do I do? I love one man, but have vowed to support
another.”

“Sometimes in marriages love dies.”

“But that does not invalidate the vows.  Especially ‘‘Till
death do us part’.”

“Do you think that Jim will ever let you in his life again?”

Muriel sat down.

“I used to hope so; I used to pray so. But I don’t think so
now.”

“Have you considered that there are many sorts of death?”

“Yes Father, but that is playing with words, we all know the vow
is referring to the death of life not the death of love or the
death of a relationship.”

Peter knew that they were starting to go round in circles and
that he had to break the orbit.

“Have you thought about a legal separation?”

 “What’s the advantage of that?”  Muriel and Roger
replied almost in unison.

“It would acknowledge that you are no longer living with Jim as
his partner and removes from Jim any obligations towards you as his
wife. It would also place a monetary divide between you so that you
could not be morally held responsible for each other’s debts.”

They looked doubtful.

“It would also mean that you could go out with Roger without it
praying on your conscience.”

Roger interjected.

“But we still could not get married.”

“No, but why not take one step at a time, with each step taken
the next step may become clearer.”

They talked for about another ten minutes, but did not cover any
new ground. Peter then prayed with them before the session
ended.

 

Later that morning Jo went to leave and as usual say goodbye to
Peter, but his study door was shut. This was highly unusual; in
fact Jo could not remember it happening before.  Jo let
herself out and as she walked away glanced backwards through the
outside window into the study.  Peter was sitting in his old
armchair with his tatty brown Bible on his lap.  His eyes were
shut and tears were rolling down his face.  As she walked away
she muttered to herself, ‘what sort of man takes a job where you
have to bear other people’s pain and get little encouragement from
those who are meant to support you?’  What Jo did not realize
is that Peter was indeed crying for Muriel and Jim, but he was also
crying for himself.

 

The following morning Peter got a phone call from Mark; as usual
he sounded cheery. His opening words were “Hi Peter, fancy taking a
risk?”  The risk Mark was referring to was going to The
Fisherman’s Friend in the evening to meet Damian; apparently he
wanted to apologize.  After the previous week Peter should
have hesitated, but as usual he let his heart rule his head and
agreed.  As soon as he put the phone down it rang again; this
time it was Jane.

“Peter, I’ve got a reply to our letter to the funeral parlor
people; I’m afraid it’s not very encouraging.”  She said after
the usual pleasantries.

“They’re supporting their man?”

“Something like that.  If you want to see the letter I’m in
Felburgh this morning and just leaving, how about coffee at The
Captain’s Table?”

“Sounds good to me.”

Peter quickly got ready and walked down to the captain’s table.
 The great thing about this café was that they allowed dogs in
providing they were quiet and sat under the table.  As Aquinas
and Peter arrived so did Jane; they entered together and sat in the
window.  Peter noticed Jo and Lucy having coffee on the other
side of the room and gave them a lazy wave.  Jane showed Peter
the letter.  He read it carefully; in fact he had to read it
twice because the English was so tortuous and poorly scripted.

“Its gobbledygook,” said Peter, “pure gobbledygook.”

“I agree, but the clear message is that they will not put the
reins on Claude, so where do we go from here?”

“I’ve already put an article in the Church magazine, it had zero
effect.  I was expecting howls of protest from Claude and some
publicity; but nothing came of it.”

Jane laughed.

“Touché. I did exactly the same thing, with exactly the same
response.”

“I wonder if we should try and get the local press
involved?”

Jane shook her head.

“But they may come out against us not for us. Claude does say
that he is providing what the people want, and the number of
funerals he does could be used to bear out that fact.”

They pondered this and decided that they would not take
unilateral action.  They had a minister’s fraternal with the
other clergy in the area next week; they decided to get it
discussed there.  Maybe they would come to a way forward
together. Peter then sat back and relaxed as Jane told him all
about her escapades with her sister; it seemed that they’d had a
really good time.

 

As Jane and Peter had coffee together Jo watched them from
across the room; she thought how relaxed and easy they seemed
together.  They sat in the window, sea behind them and with
the dog at their feet: just like the perfect couple.  Jane as
ever looked immaculate and self composed the complete antithesis of
how Jo felt.  She began to feel that changing her makeup was
probably fruitless.  Peter had been won.  Lucy watched Jo
gazing across the room and smiled inwardly; the expression on Jo’s
face said it all.

“Make a nice couple don’t they?” she said to Jo.

Jo sighed.

“They look made for one another.”

“Just watch them say goodbye.”

Jo didn’t think she could, but a few moments later Peter stood
up and just walked away from the table with Aquinas following.

“See what I mean,” said Lucy, “no peck on the cheek, no touch of
the hand; nothing.”

Jo responded.

“Probably early days.”

“No, they are not going out.”

“What?”

Lucy laughed.

“She’s going out with somebody else.  I saw them the other
night sitting on picnic bench behind the restaurant in Minsmere
bird reserve.  He had his arm around her and she was snuggling
into him.  Better body language than that goodbye.”

“Oh. Who is it?”

Lucy grinned.

“Not saying. They had obviously taken the trouble to meet
outside Jane’s parishes and in comparative secret.  If the
relationship matures you’ll know soon enough.”

Jo pondered this; she had not considered before that Peter was
public property and anything he did in his parish would be
scrutinized and conclusions drawn.

She turned to Lucy.

“How did you know?”

“You mean how did I know you fancy him?  It was written all
over your face as you watched them.”

Lucy was sure that Jo was blushing, but it was impossible to
tell with all that make-up.

Jo looked at Lucy.

“Please don’t tell anyone; it’s probably just a total
fantasy.”

“Some dreams come true,” said Lucy wistfully.

“Some dreams come true – mine did.”

 

That evening Mark turned up at the vicarage.  He surveyed
Peter who was dressed in a pair of casual trousers and shoes.

“Bit posh for The Fisherman’s Friend, you’ll stand out like a
sore thumb.”

Peter noted that Mark was wearing a pair of faded denim jeans
and old trainers.  He considered his options and went upstairs
to change.  He came down in a pair of brown cords and
plimsolls.

“Don’t possess any trainers or jeans,” he said.

Mark rolled his eyes and they walked to the pub.

 

Peter had been to most parts of the town and even looked in most
of the other pubs, but heeding Mark’s first description of it not
being friendly he had not ventured into The Fisherman’s Friend.
 Basically in was a dingy hole.  The floor was bare with
the boards old and stained.  The atmosphere was drab with the
lingering odor of stale beer and vomit. The clientele looked
harmless, but then so do swans. They walked up to the bar and Peter
noticed the landlord; he looked like a heavyweight prize-fighter
that’d gone fifteen rounds with a cement mixer.  Damian
appeared from nowhere and offered to by Peter a drink.

“Thanks, I’ll have a half of Bitter.”

Damian looked unimpressed.

“They serve sixteen different types of lager here.”

Peter could think of nothing worse, well perhaps seventeen
different types of lager.

“I prefer Bitter.”

The landlord looked at Peter.

“St Cedd’s or Draper’s?”

“I’ll try St Cedd’s”

Mark nudged Peter.

“You’d better go easy on that, it blows your socks off.”

The landlord returned with the Bitter and handed it to Peter

“First drink is on the house; my name is Taffy.”

He offered a giant knarled paw to Peter, who duly shook
it.  Damian led them into the back room; this was even more
threadbare then the front room, but obviously the home of The
Cripplers as Peter recognized a few faces.  He took them to
the far table and sat down. Peter suddenly realized that there were
no women in the pub; it seemed to be a male only enclave.

Damian grimaced.

“Sorry about the wedding vicar, I didn’t mean to get you into
trouble I only wanted to stop the wedding.”

Peter was incredulous.

“You mean you were sick over me deliberately?”

Damian grinned impishly.

“Well I didn’t intend to be so sick over you; I intended do a
little bit.”

Peter was still perplexed.

“Well why on earth did you want to stop the wedding in the first
place?”

Damian took a large swig of larger and put his glass down.

“I didn’t feel I was doing right by Kimberley.  If we ever
shack up I want it to be our decision not her fathers.”

A glimmer of light started to dawn in Peter’s brain.

“You mean it really was a shotgun wedding?”

Now it was Damian’s turn to look perplexed.  Mark chipped
in.

“He means were you being forced into it?”

“To true.”

Peter didn’t reply, so Damian continued.

“I work on the Felburgh Estate and Kimberley started working in
our office as junior receptionist.  We got talking and before
I knew it we started having lunch together in the local café when I
was working close enough to the office to get there.  Then she
found out that I played football and came to watch the team on
Sunday mornings.  She’d watch the match and have a drink with
us afterwards.  We met like this for about half a season, but
she wouldn’t let me take her out.  Then one Sunday morning she
didn’t appear but her big brute of a father did.  He took me
round the back of the changing rooms and gave me a real pasting; he
told me if I even went near his daughter again he’d make sure I’d
never walk again. Believe me, I knew he meant it.  Seems
Kimberley had told him she was going to church, I wondered why she
only drank red wine, but he had found out the truth.
 Kimberley didn’t appear at work and I was told she had found
another job.”

Damian paused for another swig.

“Then out of the blue three months later her father appears here
and tries to take me round the back of the pub, but luckily I saw
him coming and got Taffy to stand by me.  He called me all the
names under the sun and said that if I didn’t make an honest woman
out of Kimberley he’d have my balls for breakfast.  He told me
that the wedding would be in six months time, as he wasn’t having
any daughter of his walking down the aisle pregnant.  Don’t
get me wrong vicar, I fancy Kimberley something rotten but I hadn’t
slept with her and to be honest we’d only kissed once.”

Damian paused for a drink and Mark remarked that it must have
been a real powerful kiss!

Damian grinned and continued.

“I managed to meet Kimberley for a short time in the hospital
when she went for a check-up.  She’d dropped me a note there
and said she would intentionally give her mother the slip.
 She said that she didn’t want to marry me just because she
was pregnant, but if she didn’t she was worried what her father
would do to me.  She hadn’t dared tell him who the real father
was and she certainly didn’t want to marry him.  She said she
was sorry she’d mucked things up.  I said that I’d find a way
to stop the wedding and me an’ my mates came up with the idea of
nobbling you.  It’s simple really, no vicar no wedding.”

Peter laughed; the absurdity of it hit him. .

“What made you think that her father wouldn’t make you go
through with it on another day.”

Damian’s grin got even wider.

“Because Kimberley and I planned that she would do a runner in
the confusion.”

“But you said you met her only once and for a short time,” said
Mark.

“Yeah, but I slipped her a mobile phone her dad didn’t know
about..  Her dad thinks she was doing research on the Internet
about baby care, but she was really talking to me on the mobile.
 I promised to somehow stop the wedding and cause enough
confusion so that she could get away.”

“Where is she now?”  Said Mark.

Damian became conspiratorial.

“Here.”

“Here?” Said Peter and Mark almost together.

Damian nodded as he finished off his pint.  Taffy and
Bronwyn have a flat over the pub and she and Sarah are using their
spare room. I figured that even her father wouldn’t bother her with
Taffy around.”

“Sarah’s her daughter.”

“Yes.”

Peter asked.

“Is she all right?”

“Fine,” replied Damian.  “Just fine. But she’ll have to
move somewhere else soon; it’s not fair on Taffy and Bronwyn.”

Mark said.

“Will she look for a flat?”

“Can’t afford it. She should be entitled to housing benefit, but
the powers that be have declared her intentionally homeless.”

Mark said.

“Good grief.”

Damian said.

“Don’t worry we’ve got the heavy guns on the case.  Bunty
and Harriet are planning a dawn raid on the Social Security Offices
tomorrow.”

Peter took another sip of the bitter.

“Will you get married?”

“Like to, and so would Kimberley. But not this year.”

Damian eyed Peter over the table.

“She’s just had Sarah and is adjusting to being a mother.
 She needs to find her feet with Sarah first and then she’ll
begin to know if she really wants to marry me.  It’s a serious
business you know vicar; you should not enter into it lightly.”

Mark nearly choked on his beer.

They continued their conversation for another ten minutes with
Damian telling them all about The Cripplers and Peter saying that
Rugby had been his game.  As Peter was just beginning to sup
his second half-pint a door in the rear of the pub opened and a
steady stream of women appeared.

“Woman’s hour arrived?”  Quipped Mark.

Damian laughed.

“No, they’ve been out the back in the function room having a
talk on childhood development by one of the local doctors.”

“Do they often have talks?” asked Peter.

“Once a week there’s a speaker on something or other; last week
it was pensions. Bronwyn started it all. She said that they liked
the trade but it was wrong for us all to come here and mentally
fossilize, so she arranges the talks. We take it in turns; men
decide one week, women the next.”

“So pensions were the men’s choice.” said Mark.

“Too true, have you ever tried to work out what’s right and
wrong? I hadn’t until Kimberley told me she was pregnant.”

“Are you any the wiser?”

“Possibly, we’ve got another pensions advisor coming next week,
and we intend to ask him all the same questions.”

At that point Kimberley came through the door and started
towards the table where they were seated. As Peter stood up (he was
the only one to do so) Kimberley froze in her tracks.  Damian
got up and went over to her  and whispered in her ear.  A
look of relief spread across her face and she came and sat down.
 A few moments later an older woman joined them and placed two
glasses of white wine on the table . Damian introduced everyone;
the woman was Bronwyn.  She was wearing a dark brown knitted
dress and had her black hair in a bun.  She had that look
about her that meant no nonsense, but soft brown eyes with
prominent laughter lines.

“So you’re the vicar all the controversy was about?” She said in
a thick Welsh accent.

Peter’s heart almost stopped.

“What controversy?”

“Holding a rowdy establishment, I thought that only happened to
publicans.”

Peter relaxed; she meant controversy here, not in his former
parish.

“You should come on a Sunday,” said Mark dryly . “The services
are really wild.”

“Not as wild as Damian’s football,” said Bronwyn.

Kimberley spoke upfor the first time.

“I’m really sorry Father I, I mean we, didn’t mean…”

Peter smiled.

“That’s OK. I’d rather I didn’t marry you if you were being
forced into it. But I would be happy to marry you when it is your
own decision.”

Kimberly still looked apprehensive; she was such a timid young
thing Peter thought.

“You did ask me in the church porch if I wanted to go through
with it and I almost said no then, but dad’s grip on my arm was so
tight I didn’t dare.”

“Have you seen him since the wedding?” Peter asked.

Kimberley shook her head.

“I have talked with mum on the ‘phone. I think she understands.
 She does miss seeing Sarah terribly.”

Bronwyn chipped in.

“Are you going to let her see Sarah soon?”

“Only if I can be sure that they’re not going to try
anything.”

Kimberley turned her attention to Peter.

“Father would you be prepared to baptize my child?”

“Of course, but I would probably need to talk to you about what
baptism means first.  And the name is Peter.”

Kimberley shook her head.

“I can’t call you Peter.”

Bronwyn said.

“She has been thinking about godparents.”

Kimberley nodded.

“Bronwyn, my friend Tracy and Damian.”

Peter thought about this.

“You might like to break with tradition and have two male
godparents.  If Damian does marry you he will be in a slightly
different position that most Godparents.”

“Oh I thought you were only allowed three; in that case I’ll
have Jeremy as well.  He was Damian’s best man.”

Peter leant forward.

“There are two things you’ve got to consider; firstly all the
godparents have to be baptized, and secondly you will all promise
to bring Sarah up in the Christian faith.”

Kimberley looked at Bronwyn and Damian.

“Have you been baptized?”

Bronwynnodded.

“Baptized and confirmed in the Church of Wales.”

Damian looked sheepish.

“No.”

Kimberley got up and walked over to another table and talked to
the people on it; the lighting was so bad in that part of the pub
that Peter could not recognize any faces. Kimberley came back.

“Neither has Tracy or Jeremy.”

She suddenly looked like she was going to burst into tears.

Mark suddenly spoke.

 “Couldn’t you baptize them all together?

“Could you Father?” said Kimberley.

Peter thought for a moment, but before he could answer Bronwyn
spoke up.

“That wouldn’t be right if they were only being baptized to be
godparents. They’ve got to mean what they say. When’s the last time
any of you went to church except for the odd wedding or
funeral?”

 “I would not want to force anyone to church,” Peter
replied.  “People have to come because they want to not
because they feel they should.”

“And church is on Sunday mornings,” said Damian.

“Father,” said Kimberley.

“Try calling me Padre,” said Peter.

“Padre, wouldn’t Sarah go to hell if she wasn’t baptized.”

Before Peter could answer that, old chestnut Bronwyn spoke up
again.

“There might be a way out of this.  The last pub we ran was
in Gwent and the vicar there had some ideas I thought were a little
odd at the time.  One of them is that he said that there were
other ways of being church than going to a medieval building on a
Sunday morning.  He used to run a service in the bar on a
Sunday morning just before opening time, couldn’t we do that
here?”

“When’s opening time?” asked Peter

“Noon,” replied Mark.

Peter shook his head.

“Timing’s all wrong.”

“Does it have to be on a Sunday?” pleaded Damian.

Peter suddenly clapped his hands.

“No, it doesn’t. I could have a service here on a Saturday
evening,” and seeing Damian’s expression went on, “after the
football results.”

Bronwyn nodded.

“About 6pm?”

“Yes, but there would have to be some ground-rules.”

“Such as,” said Damian

Peter thought quickly.

“One: no one would be allowed in who has drunk more than one
unit of alcohol. Two: I would hold a service in the back room, but
not the bar; using the bar forces people who’ve come for a quiet
drink to attend and I think that is wrong. Three: any baptisms take
place in the church; I don’t mind officiating at an afternoon
service, but they would be in the church.  Four: no one tells
the press.  Five:” Peter paused; he knew what he wanted to say
but did not want to sound patronizing. Damian helped him out,

“Five: if you go you’ve got to be dead serious – no prating
about.”

Peter smiled.

“That’s sort of what I mean; but we are allowed to enjoy
ourselves as well.”

Peter turned to Bronwyn.

“Would you and Taffy allow that?”

Bronwyn thought.

“I’ll ask Taffy in a minute. Would you allow children in?”

“What are the terms of your license?”

“Children are allowed in the back room only, but I can’t serve
liquor there.”

“Then children are more than welcome.”

Bronwyn got up and moved across to the bar to talk with her
husband and . Kimberley virtually dragged Damian across the room
towards the far table.

Mark looked at Peter.

“Aren’t you taking a bit of a risk? By all accounts you’re not
the flavour of the month and if this goes wrong…”

Peter looked around.

“Would you bring this lot to St Nathaniel’s?  They’d be
like fish out of water.  It wouldn’t be fair on them or the
congregation there.  I can’t stand by and not address their
needs.”

Mark shook his head.

“Well, in for a penny in for a pound; I’ll come and help. Lucy
might come to, although she is very wary of this place.”

Mark suddenly looked around. Bronwyn was still at the bar and
Kimberley and Damian on the other side of the room.

“I think I can get rid of the paper.”

“Not another burial,” groaned Peter.

“Sort of, but at sea. I’ve got to replace the bilge pumps on a
small trawler next week and will have to do a sea trial.  If
it’s reasonably calm we could easily drop something over the
side.”

“Easily and safely.”

“Yes.”

At that moment Bronwyn came back.

“It’s on. Taffy also said he’ll get the piano tuned and provide
some coffee and squash afterwards.”

Peter smiled.  His smile got even bigger when Kimberley and
Damian came back.

“They said they’ll come,” said Kimberley.  “Tracy used to
go to Sunday school at the Salvation Army and Jeremy said he thinks
his parents were Methodists once.”

“When do you want to start?” asked Peter.

Damian surveyed his empty glass.

“No time like the present; how about this Saturday?”

“Fine,” said Peter.

And so The Fisherman’s Friend Fellowship was born.










Chapter 10
Falling Into Routine


The rest of the week after the visit to The Fisherman’s Friend
was largely uneventful.  Peter wrapped up his diocesan
committee and promised to have the final report produced by the end
of May. He spent his day off mooching around Felixstowe; this was
steadily becoming one of his favorite haunts. On Saturday he had
two sermons to finish: the first one for St Nathaniel’s, and the
second for The Fisherman’s Friend.  He’d decided there that he
would go through the six baptismal vows one at a time, if he could
get what they mean across, he would automatically give them the
fundamentals of Christianity.

 

Come Saturday evening Peter was not feeling quite as confident.
 First of all he should have inspected the back room.  If
the bar was a dingy hole, the back room was a total tip.
 There were tiles missing from the suspended ceiling; deep
gouges in the walls, which were of a sort of dirty brown colour.
 But the pièce de résistance was the floor; it did have a
carpet on it, but over half the pile had disappeared leaving a
Hessian type weave behind.  However there were plenty of clean
plastic chairs and an old upright piano.  When Mark arrived
they set out a few chairs in a circle and a thin modern hymnbook on
each seat. Peter decided that twelve would be enough.  Then
they waited.  And waited.  And waited.  By 5:57
Peter had already decided that no one was coming.  At 5:58 the
door opened and in strolled Damian, followed by Kimberley carrying
Sarah, followed by Tracy and Jeremy, followed by the majority of
The Crippler’s and their girl friends and families.  They
quickly had to adjust the size of the circle up to twenty-six.
 Come 6pm Peter was facing a circle of faces in an awkward
silence. Peter swallowed nervously.

 “I’ve never done this before; that is, held a service at
the back of a pub and I’m not sure what to do.  I’m also not
sure what you are expecting.  But I thought for a first try we
could sing a couple of songs and I would talk about Baptism.
 Is that OK?”

The response was total silence.

“Right let’s start by singing All Things Bright and Beautiful; I
believe most of you will know this.”

Silence.

“Does anybody play the piano?”

Someone said, “C’mon David.”

A tall thin spotty faced youth came forward and sat at the
piano; Mark handed him a music copy of the hymnbook.  He
balanced it on the open lid of the piano, cracked his knuckles and
launched into a raucous rock ‘n’ roll tune.  Fifteen bars in
he suddenly stopped, peered at the book and turned it over as if it
had been upside down.  He then played the introduction to All
Things Bright and Beautiful perfectly.  It was an old joke,
but Peter couldn’t help laughing, neither could anyone else. This
effectively broke the ice and from then on the service went well.
 Everyone joined in the singing and was clearly enjoying
themselves. Peter spoke for twelve minutes on “Do you turn to
Christ as Savior” and they closed by saying the Lord’s Prayer
together (those that could remember it).  True to his word
Taffy opened up the hatch into the bar and served hot drinks and
squash.  During the mêlée afterwards David offered to learn a
few of the tunes in the hymn book, Tracy offered to play her violin
and Bronwyn, being clearly embarrassed about the state of the
carpet, said that she’d find something clean for the children to
play on.

 

The following day Peter was back in the familiar setting of St
Nathaniel’s for Holy Communion. The service had just started when
halfway through the first hymn all the lights went out and the
organ ground to a gasping halt. There was a pause and then a deep
rumbling sound from the crypt, followed by half the lights and the
sound system coming on. Mark came forward and whispered to
Peter.

“The power’s gone off; the army standby generator only covers a
few lights and the sound system.”

He then exited the church through the vestry pulling his mobile
phone from his pocket as he did so. Dan walked down to the grand
piano and they sang the hymn again.  On an organ Dan was
masterful; on a piano he was dreadful.  Peter ploughed on, but
by the next hymn he noticed that Jack had replaced Dan; this was a
1000% improvement and the rest of the service went without a hitch,
but the power did not come back.  After the service there was
no coffee because there was no hot water, but people lingered and
talked anyway. Mark sidled up to Peter when he was standing
alone.

“Power will be off for at least two hours: there’s been some
sort of incident at a sub-station.”

He looked furtively around the church.

“It gave me a chance to check out the army power cable in the
ditch. It’s intact, wherever Reginald got his electricity from it
wasn’t the army.”

Peter listened to the steady rumble of the generator.

“Got some time this week? We must explore the basement
thoroughly and I can’t resist having a go at counting the
money.”

“Tuesday afternoon?”

“Fine, but after 1pm. Jo cleans on a Tuesday morning and she
doesn’t always leave on time.”

“OK.”

 

Following the comparative success in the pub, Sunday afternoon
was one of the worst moments in Peter’s ministry.  When he got
home the police were waiting for him. The power was off because the
son of one of his parishioners had climbed into a sub-station to
retrieve his football that had got stuck on top of one of the
transformers; he had died in the attempt. Peter spent the afternoon
with the distraught parents. It was one of those occasions when
there is nothing you can say; so Peter said nothing and just sat
with them in their misery and cried his tears with theirs. The
following morning, at the couple’s request, Peter visited them
again and helped them deal with the police, who had sensibly held
the paperwork off until the day after the tragedy.  By the
time he got home mid-morning the last thing he really wanted to do
was visit Mothers and Toddlers; he would rather have gone to his
prayer room and sat in silence.  But Peter had promised
himself he would visit so he popped in his lounge.  At first
it looked like chaos, and then Peter realized that the armchairs
were in small groups and the children playing in the middle. Peter
did not quite know which group to approach when Carol waved to him
and he went over to her.

“Can you start the baptismal classes next week? I’ve been asking
around and there are eight of us who would like to come, but we
can’t all make it this week; it’s too short a notice for some.”

In the trauma of Sunday afternoon Peter had forgotten all about
the baptism classes and grabbed for Carol’s lifeline.

“Of course; let’s take our time. Is that four adults and four
children or eight adults?”

“At the moment three adults and five children, but by the time
next week comes around it may be more. Is that enough for you to
bother with?”

“I’d do it for one,” Peter said with feeling.

One of the other mums chipped in.

“If we come along do we have to be baptized at the end?”

“No, the idea of the classes is to explain baptism and for
people to make up their minds.”

The woman shook her head slightly.

“That’s not what I meant. I was baptized as a child and I had
Nigel done when he was six weeks old. But I was suffering from mild
Post Natal Depression at the time and can’t remember a thing Revd
Graye said about baptism. So I’m after a refresher course
really.”

“The more the merrier, “said Peter

Carol laughed.

“See that’s four adults and six children already!”

Peter spent some time with Carol’s group and then moved round to
the next.  This was a much harder group to penetrate and Peter
suffered five minutes of polite social conversation before moving
on.  The third group had Bunty; she launched in
immediately.

“I hear you’re starting baptism classes for those interested in
having their children baptized.”

Peter responded carefully.

“Not just that, but if they want to think about baptism
themselves or join in as a sort of refresher course… ”

Of the four mums in the group two said they would like to join
in on a refresher basis and one asked if she had to firmly commit
to baptizing her child.  Peter gave his previous response.
 By the time he got to the last group, where Harriet sat, word
had got round and one mum tackled him as soon as he sat with
them.

“Do we have to have our children baptized to come to this group;
I thought it was an open group?”   She said
beligerantly.

“And so it is,” said Peter.  “The baptism request does not
come from me but one of the groups. I have placed no restrictions
on the group, you and your children are welcome baptized or not
baptized.”

She pondered this and then launched into another abrupt
question.

“So Muslims would be allowed to come?”

“Most certainly; they need as much company as you do and their
children need to play like any other children.”

“Not certain I’d want my children mixing with them.”

“They’re probably equally as apprehensive about their children
mixing with yours,” responded Harriet.

The whole group fell about laughing.  Just then Bunty
declared it was midday and people started to get up to go. Harriet
turned to Peter.

“Did you mean what you say, open to all?”

“Yes.”

“We’re going to start an afternoon group next week.  There
are a small group of mums from the so called dumping ground who are
refugees from mixed countries, but nearly all Muslims; would you
mind us asking them?”

“Of course not.”

Harriet went to see Bunty and after a quick discussion they both
came back.

“Peter you are sure about this. You could be opening yourself up
to criticism.”  Said Bunty.

Peter looked at her.

“Are you unhappy at including them?”

“Of course not!  But you are a Christian priest and some of
our more vocal church members might say they should seek a Mothers
and Toddler’s group at the nearest Mosque.”

“Which is probably miles away,” said Peter.  “And in any
case if you want to breed mistrust you start with the children.
They are all welcome here; God’s love embraces all, not just a
select few.”

“Here here!” responded Harriet.

By the time Peter got back to his study he felt a lot better,
but still ached inside for his parishioners with the dead son.

 

That evening Peter held his first special council meeting; he
knew from talks he’d had with various people since the AGM that
everyone was coming prepared to argue their case. After welcoming
everybody he tapped his agenda.

“There are three items on our agenda for this special meeting.
 Missionary giving; what to do with the old warehouse site;
and community involvement.” He paused. “I must say that I have been
down to the old warehouse site since our AGM and had a look round.
 It covers a much larger ground area than I imagined and has
enough space to accommodate more than a community centre.”

Cameron chipped in.

“You mean a community centre plus some residential housing for
the elderly?”

“Possibly,” said Peter.  “But personally I would include
some housing for the single, or those just starting married life.
 Felburgh may have what is called mixed housing, but as far as
I can see from the estate agents adverts, there are precious few
starter homes.”

“Would we sell them or rent them?”  Someone asked in a high
pitched nasal voice.

“I won’t answer that, nor do I think we need to discuss this
anymore.  We’ve all come here with our own agendas of what to
do in these three areas, but what is God’s agenda?  For this
first meeting I’d like us to put all our papers to one side and
pray about these areas of our ministry.  Whatever we do we
must be united not just going forward on small majority.”

Initially silence greeted Peter, and then Sam said, “Novel
approach-.”

But before he could go any further the Major stood up.

“That’s a good idea otherwise we’ll argue till the cows come
home, so let’s not knock it.”

“Do we just sit in silence for an hour?”  Asked the nasal
voice.

“Not necessarily; prayer out loud is obviously allowed.  I
would suggest that we each offer to God our ideas, note that’s our
ideas, not our criticisms of other people’s ideas, whether out loud
or silently doesn’t matter; what does matter is that we listen to
what God wants.”

And that is exactly what happened, in fact the meeting continued
in prayer for an hour and a half; they then shared the grace and
left for home.

Henry was last to leave and Peter wondered if Henry wanted to
talk again, but he didn’t; at least not in depth.

“I hope this is beneficial in the long term Peter.  Don’t
get me wrong I believe we should start with prayer; however I hope
that not all the old agendas surface when we do start talking.”

Henry then handed Peter an envelope.

“This is from St Cedd’s school for the hearing impaired asking
you to be their chaplain.  I know you’re a busy man Peter and
just settling into the Parish, but vicars who can use British Sign
Language are few and far between.”

Peter nodded and remembered the Bishop’s advice.

“I agree, but am I the right person for the job? It’s more than
just language; it’s the ability to relate to the children. I’m not
sure that is one of my gifts.”

“You won’t know lest you try. In any case Caroline could sense
your reluctance, so the offer is for a term’s trial.  If it
doesn’t work out at least we would have all given it a go.”

“I’ll think about it,” said Peter.

“I’d rather you prayed about it,” said Henry.

Peter grinned.

“Oh, and can you thank Caroline again for the wonderful work she
did in my lounge?  The Mothers and Toddlers were
overwhelmed.”

Now it was Henry’s turn to smile.

“Your payment is just about to start.  I think Caroline
wants to start painting your attic wall next week.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not for me. But she has one golden rule when she’s laying out a
mural; she must not be disturbed at any price.”

“Fine,” said Peter, “I won’t disturb.”

Henry smiled at an inner joke.  

“She must not be disturbed, but she may disturb you.  She
has periods where she works non-stop and forgets the time.
 You may find her cooking snacks in your kitchen in the early
hours of the morning; even then she must not be disturbed.
 She calls it her regroup think time.  You may even find
her sleeping on the floor of your attic; once she starts she can’t
bear to stop until she thinks it’s basically laid out right.”

“But what happens when it gets dark?”

“Doesn’t matter.  She’ll probably bring some artificial
daylight lamps to work by anyway; apparently it gives her
consistent and uniform lighting.”

“Tell her she can come and go as she pleases and have the run of
the kitchen – she can help herself to any of the microwave meals in
the freezer, but she’d better put a sign on the door or Jo might
try and clean the attic.”

“If she does she’ll get a paint-pot thrown at her; and I’m not
kidding!  Some men change personalities when they get behind
the wheel of a car; Caroline changes personality when she starts a
singleton commission like this.  She becomes moody, is prone
to tantrums and may well scream a couple of times; you have been
warned!”

 

Tuesday morning was decidedly odd. Firstly Caroline arrived at
8:30 in the morning with Tammy and Susan in attendance.  Tammy
and Susan took to carrying armfuls of dustsheets and glass jars
upstairs, and then Susan and Tammy left only to be instantly
replaced by Patricia and Millie who took a load of lighting
equipment upstairs.  They left and Josephine and Geraldine
arrived with crate after crate of painting equipment; Peter noticed
that one crate contained a paint stained kettle, coffee, tea and a
selection of Pot Noodle snacks. They left at 9:45 as if it had been
a closely planned operation; but Peter suspected this teamwork
arose out of much practice.  While this was going on Caroline
asked Peter if she could plug in her text phone anywhere and if he
had a web cam and Internet connection on his computer?  

 “Internet connection yes, web cam, no.” He replied.

“Do you mind if we fit one; I could then talk to Henry from time
to time?”

“Be my guest.”

She pulled out a mobile phone and sent off a text message. She
smiled at Peter.

“Mobile phones have done more to help the deaf communicate on
the move that the manufacturers imagine.”

She then signed.

“I’m about to start work now. I believe Henry has said that I
prefer not to be disturbed.”

“Don’t worry I won’t disturb you, but there is one problem –
Aquinas.”

“Aquinas?”

“My sheepdog.”

As if on cue Aquinas wandered in from the kitchen and surveyed
Caroline.  She held out her hand and Aquinas obligingly
sniffed it.  She tickled him between the ears and he was
immediately like putty in her hands.

“He’ll be no problem. I’ll leave the attic door slightly open so
he knows I’m not a burglar.”

With that she went upstairs just as Tammy arrived.

“Web cam service”, she said, “where’s the machine?”

Peter showed her his study and the computer and left her to fit
the web cam. It took her less than ten minutes.

As she was leaving she stopped at the door.

“Henry’s told you about how she works?”

“Yes, but I find it difficult to believe.”

“Don’t.  Roger disturbed her while she was doing the
golfing mural; she threw a coffee mug straight at him.  She
was sorry afterwards though, it was her favorite mug!”

Peter laughed.

“How long will it take?” He asked.

“As long as it takes,” was Tammy’s reply.  “For a picture
this size it could be as much as ten days.  Her record is
thirty-three.”

“Thirty–three!”

“Yes, but that was on a horizontal ceiling, so stepping back to
get perspective was difficult.”

As Tammy left Jo arrived grinning from ear to ear.

“Didn’t know you were famous, or should I say infamous,” she
said handing him an old magazine. As he started unbelievingly at
the article in it she prattled on.

“I went to the dentist and in his upstairs waiting room was this
pile of really old magazines; I pulled one out for a browse and
there you were. Did you know about the article?”

“No, and I’m glad I didn’t.”

“Did you really lose an entire Sunday school?”

“Come and have a coffee and I’ll tell you all about it.”

 

They wandered into the kitchen and Peter couldn’t help noticing
that she had changed slightly. Her sloppy jumper had been replaced
by a tighter fitting one and her fading denims replaced by a pair
of smart slacks.  Her makeup had also become one shade less
hideous: a move from the merely hideous to the unusual.  As Jo
made the coffee she turned and grinned.

“Spill the beans or I’ll post this article on the church notice
board.”

Peter laughed.

“OK. OK.  The Sunday school wanted to arrange a trip to a
local theme park, but they needed a coach to get them there.
 I found this coach firm who gave a really cheap price because
they didn’t have to give us the coach for the whole day.  We
would use the coach to travel from the Church to the theme park and
the coach then went on to take a group of pensioners from the theme
park off on holiday to Yorkshire.  The idea was that a
different coach would pick us up and bring the kids home.
Everything went smoothly until the return trip; a coach from the
same company drew up and the driver said to me ‘Sunday school
outing?’  And so I got everybody to climb on board except a
churchwarden and me, as the coach wasn’t big enough for all of us.
 When I got back to the church the coach hadn’t arrived, but
twenty minutes later a coach pulled up.  On board was a very
perplexed Sunday school outing from a different church.  They
were expecting a trip to London and the Albert Hall and had ended
up at our church gates.  You can guess what had happened.
 Would you believe we had eighteen adults on that coach and
not one of them noticed that they were hammering down a motorway
towards London for over an hour and a half when the original
journey took fifty minutes?  We had to send a police car after
them to stop the coach.  The rest is history.”

Jo grinned and passed the magazine over to Peter.  

“You’d better keep this in a safe place.  The article says
you left the church shortly afterwards; is that true?”

“Yes, but only because I’d finished my time as a curate, not
because of this.  Somehow this fiasco made me more
popular.”

They chatted some more and then the doorbell rang.

“Wedding couple,” Peter explained before leaving the
kitchen.

He suddenly reappeared.  

“A word of warning; Caroline is painting in the attic;
apparently you risk life and limb if you disturb her.”

 

When Peter opened the door his sixth sense told him something
was wrong. He’d interviewed many wedding couples, but somehow the
body language from this pair was all wrong.  They were holding
hands, but more like a mother and child than a couple.  He
showed them in his sitting room and for some reason, unbeknown to
him nipped back and locked his study door.  The couple
introduced themselves as Eva and Juan and said that they wanted to
get married in eight months time.  Peter started taking down
their details, but they were often hesitant in their answers.
 After about ten minutes Eva asked if she could go to the
toilet.  Peter took her into the hall and showed her the
toilet door; once she had gone inside he nipped back into the
kitchen, Jo was washing the floor.  He pointed to the
toilet.

 “Jo, there’s a woman in the toilet I don’t trust; can you
keep an eye on her when she comes out?”

He went back to the sitting room.  When he sat down, Juan
suddenly said,.

“What’s your policy on marrying homosexuals?”

Peter went on to full alert.

“Are you one?”

“Good grief no!”

“Then it’s not relevant to our discussion.”

“Is it true you’re prepared to baptize bastards?”

“Do you have one, or are you one?”

Juan squirmed just as Jo’s voice rang out in the hall.

“I’m sorry that’s Peter’s study. The sitting room door is
here.”

Eva returned and sat down. Peter had had enough and decided to
try a wild guess.

“And which paper are you from?” 

Eva had the grace to look embarrassed, but Juan, if that was his
real name, tried to bluster on.

“What makes you think we’re from a newspaper?” he asked somewhat
belligerently.

“Because the only Eva and Juan I know are the Peron’s of
Argentina.”

Juan said, “Fair enough,” and got up to go.

But Peter wanted some information. “Why?” he asked.

Juan just shrugged.

“Because you are here;” but Eva was more honest, “Bill thought
it may be interesting to try and set you up.”

“Bill Grunley?”

She nodded. Peter opened the door to let them out just as Jasper
was arriving.  As Juan passed Jasper Peter heard him say,
“Nice vicar, but he has a very peculiar wife.”

Peter remembered Jasper’s previous visit and hoped that on this
occasion nothing would go wrong.

However, as Jasper entered Jo came out of the kitchen.

“Nosy bitch was trying to get into…”

But before she could complete her sentence she saw Jasper and
virtually ran back into the kitchen. Jasper eyed Peter.

“Well I suppose this time she has got some clothes on.”

Peter ignored the remark.

“What can I do for you?”

But before Jasper could reply Caroline came downstairs carrying
a large plastic water bottle.  She smiled her ‘stop them dead
in their tracks’ smile and also went into the kitchen.

Jasper again eyed Peter.

“Got rid of the redhead and going for a blond now? Or is that an
addition to your harem?”

Peter decided that he had to end this joke before it got out of
hand.

“That’s my churchwarden’s wife, she’s using my attic to layout a
mural she’s been commission to undertake in Alnwick Cathedral.”

Jasper smiled menacingly.

“Rubbish. The Dean of Alnwick is a good friend of mine and
they’ve commissioned Carola Massey, not some bimbo from
Felburgh.”

Peter had had enough.

“Come into my lounge,” he said and dragged Jasper through the
doorway. Once in the lounge Jasper stared round the room
open-mouthed. The Bible scenes in particular intrigued him and he
ticked them off one by one.

“Wedding at Cana; Moses and the burning bush; Lazarus; Jesus
walks on water; parable of the Good Samaritan; Parable of the lost
sheep,” and so on. Eventually he stopped at the little brown dog.
He glanced at Peter, “is this a genuine… I mean did you…? Is she…”
Eventually he swallowed and shook his head. “I had no idea that
Carola Massey lived in Felburgh.”  Then an awful thought hit
Jasper, “I hope she didn’t hear me call her a bimbo!”

“Don’t worry,” said Peter, “I can assure you she didn’t.”

Jo meanwhile had crept into the hall.  She was very nervous
of Jasper and hoped that Peter wasn’t in trouble again.  She
heard them talking about Caroline’s mural and then all of a sudden
Jasper coughed.

“And what of the little meretricious woman in the hall; she
always seems to be here, what is your relationship with her?”

Peter replied.

“Jo is a good friend of mine and she also happens to assist me
in keeping the house clean.”

“And that’s it?” said Jasper, “seeing as every time I come she
is always here.”

“You’ve only been here twice; that’s hardly a statistical
representation,” responded Peter.

Jasper then seemed to switch tack again; Jo wondered whether
this was part of his repertoire.

“Just why have you got your lounge painted like this?”

Jo then thought they were moving towards the door so she shot
back into the kitchen. So, she thought, Peter classed her as a good
friend. Was this progress?

 

Eventually Jasper ceased his interrogation and sat down.

“I’d better tell you the reason for my visit. Mark you, I am not
sure about this at all, but the Bishop thinks it will be a good
idea, and I think you need an anchor.”

“I’m sorry,” said Peter, “have I missed something?”

Jasper rolled his eyes.

“We, that is mainly the Bishop, are offering you a curate.”

“When from?”

“Two or three week’s time.”

Peter’s suspicions were suddenly aroused.

“That’s a bit sudden isn’t it? When do I get to interview
them?”

Jasper shuffled slightly in his seat.

“Actually you don’t. It’s sort of take it or leave it.”

“Why the haste?”

Jasper kept quiet for a moment then obviously decided to come
clean.

“To be honest the poor chap has got himself in trouble, some
sort of relationship that went wrong; we thought that a move may be
the best answer.”

Peter had a million questions, but needed more information.

“How far in the curacy?”

“Just under a year.”

“Which Parish are they from?”

“Berwick.”

“Berwick in Northumbria?”

“Yes”

“Not this Diocese then.”

“Goodness gracious, no!”

Peter still smelt a rat somewhere; this looked more and more
like the old-boy network working.  Jasper had already
intimated that he was good friend of the Dean of Alnwick and here
was a curate popping up from virtually the next town up the coast.
 However, Peter could not say much about this; after all he’d
probably got the job at Felburgh via the same network.

“Where would they stay?”

Jasper squirmed a little more.

“Well the diocese is trying to rent a house in the harbor area,
but that won’t materialize until the summer so we wondered if… You
have been complaining that this house is too large…”

The light dawned.

“And you think a curate here might cramp my style with the
ladies.”

“Something like that.”

“Is there really a house in the harbor?”

“Possibly, but if not there is somewhere else in the town.”

Peter felt that Jasper was being deliberately vague.

“I want to see the rental contract before I say yes.”

“But you will say yes then?”

Peter thought of his options; and the poor state this curate
must be, not only trying to relate all the theology they’d learned
at college to the real world, but also suddenly thrust from pillar
to post.

“Yes, but I’ll have to ask the churchwardens.”

Jasper gave his menacing smile again.

“I’ve already talked to George and he says it sounds like a good
idea.  He rang me on my mobile as I arrived; apparently Henry
is amenable to the idea as well.”

To Peter this smelt more and more like a stitch up.

“Does this curate have a name?”

“Charlie Parker.”

Peter laughed.

“Does he play the saxophone?”

Jasper gave him a blank look.

“The American, Charlie Parker, who played the jazz saxophone and
is credited with inventing bebop?”

“Never heard of him; really Peter you do carry some irrelevant
information around in your head!”

Jasper then got up to go and Peter showed him out.

Jo appeared from the kitchen like a rabbit out of a box.

“I didn’t get you into trouble again did I?”

Peter smiled inwardly at her concern.

“No everything is OK.  And thanks for your help with that
couple; they were reporters trying to create a story.”

Jo also went to leave, but as she went through the front door
she stopped.

“What does meretricious mean?”

“You don’t want to know,” said Peter, “you don’t want to
know.”

 

Peter then managed an hour to himself before Mark arrived.
 He arrived dead on one o’ clock. He walked in and waved his
arms.

“Can’t dump the paper at sea, it contains some nasty chemicals
and it would be bad for the fish.”

“Bad for the fish?”

“You wouldn’t want to eat a contaminated fish would you?”

Peter took Mark into the kitchen and put a steaming mug of tea
in his hand.

“Thanks for your help on Saturday.”

“That’s OK, Lucy said she would come this week.”

They then chatted over the best approach to the group.
 Eventually Peter said it was time to get started and they
opened up the hatch and walked through to the air-raid shelter.

“I thought we might try following the wires,” said Peter, “they
must lead somewhere.”

“What about counting the money?” replied Mark eagerly.

Peter chuckled.

“Power first, counting after.”

“You’re the boss.”

They went to the desk and studied the wiring.

“We should have done this before,” said Peter as they followed
the power cable from the four-gang rubber socket on the floor.
 It led behind the metal cabinets.  They pulled out the
first one, but to no avail.  Then the second.  Then the
third. Behind the last two was a shallow alcove about two feet deep
and in the floor of the alcove a double hatch that was slightly
open; the power cable passed through the open gap, which was
stuffed airtight with old newspapers.  Screwed to the back of
the alcove was a tarnished brass plaque,  it was simply
engraved with the words H.M.S. Cedd. Mark tapped it.

“That’s the navy for you; they always name everything like a
ship, even shore establishments.”

 

They then opened the hatches, which obligingly clipped back into
catches held in the ceiling of the alcove. The power cable
disappeared down the shaft into blackness. This time there was no
light switch, just a line of metal hoops set in the side of the
shaft and vanishing into the dark below.

After a few moments Peter went and retrieved his torch from the
doorway and shone it down the shaft.

The beam did not penetrate far enough.

“What I don’t understand,” said Peter, “is why there is no water
in the shaft. It must penetrate below the water table?”

“Don’t look at me,” said Mark, “I’m as mystified as you
are.”

They squatted for a few minutes at the top of the shaft
wondering what to do.  Mark stood up and stretched.

“I’ll go and get some really good lanterns from the boatyard.
You start counting and I’ll be back in about fifteen minutes.”

Peter passed him the front door keys.

“Lock it behind you; we don’t want unwelcome visitors.”

Mark left and Peter moved over to the cupboard with the money.
 He started on the shelf with ten pound notes.  They were
bound in bundles of one hundred notes and Peter counted two hundred
and fifty one bundles plus fifteen loose notes.  He sat down,
that’s £251,150 he though.  Then he said aloud, “Good grief!
That’s a quarter of a million!”

Peter was still pondering this when Mark reappeared carrying an
old carpenter’s type tool bag.

“How’s it going?”

“Quarter of a million so far.”

“What!”

Mark sat on the edge of the table.

“That puts a different perspective on the whole affair.  If
Reginald owed this money to someone, or borrowed it from them, then
they are definitely going to want it back.”

Peter said.

“Let’s count the rest.”

“The shaft?”

“It can wait.”

They counted the fivers. They amounted to £40,365. Then they
tackled the twenty-pound notes.  These yielded £75,480. They
also discovered sixteen loose fifty-pound notes. Mar’s eyes
suddenly went wide.

“Hang on!” and looked at the fifty-pound notes again. “These
have all got the same serial number – see” and he thrust one under
Peter’s nose. “This cash must come from the forgery of fifty-pound
notes and now he was turning his hand to Euros.”

 Peter said quietly, “£366,995. A little bit over a third
of a million.”

“If you call thirty odd thousand a little bit,” murmured
Mark.

Peter looked at Mark.

“Do we go on, or do we stop here?”

They pondered this and eventually Mark stood up.

“In for a penny in for a pound, or rather a third of a million
pounds.”

Peter nodded.

“But not one penny for us.”

“Agreed.”

Peter looked at his watch.

“Still time for a quick explore?”

Mark nodded and pulled two large torches with shoulder straps,
and two hard hats out of his bag.  Before Peter had a chance,
Mark nipped over and swung himself into the shaft and started
climbing down.  Peter followed counting the hoops on the way
down.  He reckoned that the hoops were about eight inches
apart and it was forty-seven hoops till they reached the bottom.
 Mark swung his torch onto the power cable; it disappeared
into one of two rusty looking fuse boxes. The lever on the second
fuse box was in the ‘off’ position.

“Shall we?” asked Mark.

“Why not,” said Peter.

Mark pulled the lever up and a string of lights appeared
highlighting a slightly curving tunnel with a pair of narrow-gauge
railway tracks built into the floor. Mark swung his torch in the
other direction; the tunnel obviously went somewhere else, but that
portion was not lit.  Meanwhile, Peter was studying some blue
bags on the tunnel floor.

“These are cash bags,” he said, and opened one. “Good grief it’s
full of pound coins – how much more money will we find lying
around?”

They investigated the bags; there were four bags, three full of
pound coins and one full of two-pound coins.

“Are these forged or real?” asked Mark.

“Real I think, unless they forged coins with different designs
and dates.”

“Curioser and curioser,” muttered Mark.

 

Without speaking they started following the tunnel; it continued
curving for about four hundred yards and then straightened up. It
ran for some considerable distance and then ended abruptly under
another shaft.

Mark climbed up the shaft followed by Peter. When Mark reached
the top he tried to open the hatch, but to no avail. He inspected
it closely and then said.

“Its welded shut. The welds are quite rusty so it must have been
closed off some time ago.”

“And from the inside.”

Mark re-shone his torch, “Yes, from the inside. How odd.”

They climbed down the shaft and retraced their steps. Mark kept
count of how many paces it took. They then entered the unlit part
of the tunnel, it was much shorter: probably less than a hundred
yards. But this end of the tunnel was quite different: it ended in
an underground room. The room was about forty feet long, half as
wide and about ten feet high. The railway track ended about six
feet into the room under an old rusting block and tackle.

Peter shone his torch about.

“You know what this reminds me of? An underground magazine, it’s
very similar in size and shape to those I’ve seen under old World
War Two gun batteries.”

“Possibly,”  replied Mark dubiously.  “But why here
and why hide it?”

Peter remembered his conversation with Gracie.

“I guess because they did something here that they wanted to
keep secret both then and now.”

They walked back to the moneybags, Mark again counting the
paces.

“What shall we do with this lot?” said Mark.

“Leave it here, it’ll be safe; we’ll count it another day.”

By the time they had closed the hatch it was nearly 6pm and Mark
made a swift exit as he’d promised his wife he would be home for
tea.

 

Peter had barely settled down when his doorbell rang.  It
was Eva. Peter invited her in, but she said she was on her way
home.  She took a deep breath.

“I’m sorry about this morning; Jules is my boss and he sort of
dragged me into it.”  She blurted out.

“Not Juan then.”

She shook her head.

“And I’m not Eva, I’m Hannah.” and she held out her hand.

Peter shook it.

“Thanks for coming back.  But if that’s the way your
newspaper works are you happy staying there?”

She shook her head again.

“No, I decided to move on a few weeks ago. Both Jules and Bill
make me squirm, but I haven’t found anywhere yet.  In my line
of business you need a couple of decent articles and at least one
exposé behind you before you can really get started.”

A gem of an idea formed in Peter’s mind, it might be risky he
thought, but it might pay off.

“I can point you towards an exposé,” he said.

She looked doubtful.

“Have a close look at the funeral directors in town; you might
find one and his techniques very interesting.”

“Which one.”

“Manager’s name begins with C.”

“Thanks for the tip, and again I am sorry about this
morning.”

“That’s really OK.”

 

Peter then finally managed to get himself something to eat.
 He was very conscious that he had done very little real work
during the day, but could not settle down to paper work so he went
upstairs and indulged in his second hobby.  About eight-thirty
Mark called on the telephone.

“Hi,” he said, “I’ve been playing with some maps and it is all
beginning to look interesting.”

“In what way?” replied Peter.

“I’ve had a go at placing the tunnel on the map and guess what.
The far end, I think, finishes somewhere in the old factory site
and I’m pretty sure that storage room is directly under the
church.”

Peter digested this.

“Makes some sort of weird sense; you could always hope that the
enemy would try not to bomb a church if it could help it.  But
I bet the good citizens of Felburgh would not be too happy about
having some sort of arsenal beneath their feet on a Sunday
morning!”

“Don’t think it’s the full picture though.  Make whatever
it was in the factory - yes. Store the goods in the small room -
yes. But then what?”

Peter groaned.

“Don’t tell me you think there is another exit, or tunnel, or
shaft, please!”

Mark replied quietly.

“We’ll probably never know, but might be worth another look
sometime. Oh Lucy is coming in. See you Saturday, bye.”

 

As Peter was in his study he checked his e-mail - just one from
Jasper. The curate would now be coming in six weeks time;
apparently they had been given some special leave. Peter sent an
e-mail off to the Diocesan Housing Office asking them where they
were in housing the Revd Parker and asking for a copy of the rental
contract.v He wanted to make sure that Jasper was not stitching him
up too far and had no plans to house Charlie apart from in the
vicarage.

 

The following morning Peter went to St Cedd’s school to
introduce himself. It was a mixed morning and as Peter had feared
he could sign quite well enough for the children to understand him,
but somehow he could not actually relate to them.  Peter was
also horrified at the poor standard of equipment the children were
using.  Most of it was adequate, but clearly well worn; some
of it should have been thrown out years ago.  Peter remembered
his experience with Caroline and asked the head if they used web
cams via the Internet to communicate with other deaf schools. The
reply of ‘chance would be a fine thing’ just reinforced how
under-funded they were.  However, Caroline’s touch was plain
to see; the school did not have the best equipment, but it must
have had the finest wall paintings of any school in Suffolk.
 The head, Miss Huttle, saw him looking at the walls and
praised Caroline to the hilt, apparently her art lessons needed to
be seen to be believed.  Before he left Peter tackled the head
about the school’s funding.  She gritted her teeth.

“The County Council give us more than adequate funding overall,
but it also has to cover building maintenance and teacher salaries.
 For the last two years we have invested in an extra teacher
and tried to make the classrooms less bland and more colorful.
 The extra teacher has helped greatly, but at the cost of not
being able to get the latest equipment.  Its swings and
roundabouts – we chose the roundabout.”

“Right choice?” asked Peter.

“Most definitely, people contact makes a considerable
difference.”

When Peter arrived back at the Vicarage,  Mark was waiting
for him on the doorstep.

“We have a major, major problem,” he said.

Mark took Peter straight to the church crypt and showed him the
floor. Large cracks had appeared in the concrete.

“It must be the vibration from the generator,” Mark explained.
 “The army has done test runs on it, but last Sunday was the
first time it had to run continuously.  It must have run for
over four hours.”

Peter did not comprehend what Mark was actually meaning, he
shrugged.

“Well let’s call the army up and get them to repair the
damage.”

Mark shook his head.  

“If I’m right then there will also be cracks in the ceiling of
the storage room we found yesterday. If we call the army, they
could discover the room below and follow the tunnel to…”

But Mark did not have to finish; Peter had got the idea.

“To the money,” he said.

They stood looking at the cracks.

“How often does the army come?”  Asked Peter.

“Not sure they have their own keys.”

Peter walked over to a clipboard attached to the side of the
generator.

“By the looks of this they come every ninety days. That means
they are due again in…”

Peter worked through the dates in his head.

“In five weeks.

That gives us time to remove the money if we have to.”

“What about the computer and air-conditioning unit?”

“We’ll need to move them too, but I think I’ve found a good home
for them.”

Mark raised an eyebrow.

“St Cedd’s school is in desperate need of good computers and
large monitors.”

Mark nodded .

“Let’s go and look from underneath to make sure.”

They went back to the house, through the hatch, across the
basement, through the joining tunnel, into the air raid shelter,
down the shaft, through the underground tunnel and into the storage
room. Mark shone a torch up to the ceiling; they could not see any
cracks, but it was obvious that large flakes of concrete had fallen
off the ceiling. One brief look at the floor confirmed this.

“How did we miss this before?” said Mark.

“Because we weren’t looking for it,” replied Peter.

They made their way back to the house and went to the kitchen to
make a drink and think. As Peter put the kettle on Caroline
appeared and signed to Peter,

“Have you got any anchovies?”

Peter replied, “Sorry, no.”

“Can I use your computer?”

“Of course.”

She disappeared, heading towards the study. Mark had gone
white.

“What’s she doing here? I thought the front door was
locked?”

 “I’d forgotten; she’s working upstairs in the attic ,”
Peter replied smacking his forehead at the same time.  “She’s
been there since early Tuesday.”

“You mean she was in the house on Tuesday afternoon when we left
the hatch open for hours?”

Peter sat down.

“I just forgot she was here, I haven’t seen her or heard her and
I totally forgot about her.”

Mark shook his head in disbelief.

“Do you think she’s noticed our coming and going?”

“Thankfully, no; she would not have heard us and I don’t believe
she’s come downstairs until now.”

Mark shook his head again.

“Gordon Bennett,” he said.  “If she’d found us with the
money…”

They contemplated this fact in silence. Eventually Mark looked
upwards.

“How long is she here?”

“I have no idea” answered Peter, “Tammy said it could be ten
days or more.”

Mark said, almost in a whisper.

“We have got to shift that money.”

“No need to whisper,” replied Peter, “she can’t hear us. We’ll
just have to use the hatch to the garage to extract the money; the
attic windows look the other way so Caroline will not see us.”

Peter paused.

“It’s not extracting the money, it’s going to be storing it. We
can’t use anywhere in the house as Caroline is here and in any case
Jo cleans the place like a dervish and would notice something odd.
Is there anywhere in the church we could use?”

Mark considered what he knew of the church.

“No. The obvious place would have been the crypt, everywhere
else is too public.”

Peter snapped his fingers.

“Can you fit a door-lock?”

“Yale type?”

“Yes.”

“No trouble.”

Peter smiled.

“There’s under-eave storage in the flat over the garage and if
we fit a lock on the door to it there’s plenty of room.”

Mark relaxed slightly. They chatted some more about the
logistics and agreed to move the money the following day during
school hours; that way Bryan would not disturb them.
 Fortunately Peter knew that Albert went to a bowls club with
Harriet on Thursdays, so he too would be out the way. As Mark was
leaving, Henry arrived with a large carrier bag. “Essential
supplies,” he said.  “We’ve been through sardines with jam and
Marmite with Salmon and have moved on to anchovies with custard,
she must be doing well.”

 

The following day it took the two of them four hours to move the
money and paper up into the under eave storage and to put the
computer and it’s peripherals, the dismantled desk and the
air-conditioning unit into Peter’s Land Rover. It was a very tight
squeeze and the main computer unit had to be strapped in the front
seat. Thankfully they found a MOD symbol on every one of the old
cupboards, so they could stay underground.  They then checked
over the air-raid shelter thoroughly for anything that might have
been left by mistake. They then switched off the old fuse box and
pulled out the cable.  Mark pronounced the area clean and they
retreated to the house.  As Mark prepared to go he whispered
to Peter.

“Those moneybags full of coins; I have a use for one of
them.”

“Safely?”

“Oh yes; the inshore lifeboat is having a boat pull through the
town this weekend and is asking people to toss pound coins into the
boat to help keep it running.” Mark grinned, “guess who’s got the
job of counting the money and banking it, yours truly.  It
should be a piece of cake to shuffle in an extra few coins.”

“Then be my guest.”

Mark went into the flat and came out with a coin-bag hidden in a
plastic carrier bag.

“And Mark,” said Peter, “thanks.”

Mark grinned again.

“Haven’t enjoyed myself so much in years.  Clandestine
money, body disposal, church meetings in pubs, riots at weddings,
not to mention the mafia running round in circles; it all helps to
pass the time.”

Mark climbed onto his motorbike and asked.

“What now? Wait for the army?”

Peter shook his head.

“No. I think it best to use a little inter-service rivalry.
 I’m going to contact an old friend in the Navy; with any luck
they will be so keen to cover their tracks that they won’t ask too
many questions.”

Mark looked dubious, but nodded.

“Whatever we do could be fraught with problems, so give it a
go.”

Peter patted him on the shoulder.

“Mark I will not bring you into this, as far as possible I will
intimate that only I know of the situation, that might be easier
all round.”

Peter then drove over to St Cedd’s and delivered the computer.
 They were ecstatic, especially over the giant monitor and A1
printer.  The only tricky moment was when Miss Huttle asked
Peter where it had all come from, as she wanted to write a
thank-you letter. Peter managed a white lie about a closed down
factory.  This was reasonably true Peter thought, but not the
whole truth; however, the head was satisfied.  The school
declined Peter’s offer of setting up the computer, as one of the
teachers was more than competent.  Peter drove away feeling
immensely satisfied.  Just a mere third of a million to go he
thought, but also made a silent promise that somehow a little bit
of that money would go to the school for better facilities.

 

Peter arrived home at about 4pm and went to his study.  He
had decided to contact his old friend Anthony; they had shared a
house together at university and Anthony had gone into the Navy.
 The problem was how?  He had no idea where Anthony was;
however he knew a woman who would.  Sure enough, Jane was
still in contact with Anthony and his wife Alice.  Once he had
a phone number he phoned Alice, he had not talked to her for about
ten years and even that conversation had been at a wedding
(actually he thought, it had been their wedding!)  Peter
phoned and got Alice straight away; after a few minutes
conversation he asked Alice if he could get in touch with Anthony;
her reply surprised him.

“I’m not sure you can directly, he’s just leaving for the
Mediterranean.  He should have left port by now, but you might
get him on his mobile phone if he’s still within sight of the
coast. Is it urgent?”

“Not sure,” replied Peter, “but I’ll give it a go.”

Peter then dialed Anthony’s mobile phone number. It rang and
rang but there was no answer; Peter was just about to put the
receiver down when a voice answered.

“Petty officer James.”

“I’d like to speak to Anthony,” said Peter.

“Sorry Captain Jamerson is busy, can I take a message?”

Peter thought hard.

“Tell him it’s a matter of national security.”

“Is this a hoax?”

“No hoax, I’ll hang on, you tell the captain.”

Peter waited.  Five minutes later Anthony’s voice came on
the line.

“Captain Jamerson.”  He sounded brusque and stern.

“Hi Anthony, its Peter, Peter from the university rugby
team.”

“Peter?” he replied sounding very surprised.  “Petty
Officer said it was a matter of national security.”

“It might be,” Peter said.  “I need to get a message to the
Admiralty and I don’t know how.”

“Intriguing,” said Anthony, “and the message is?”

“HMS Cedd might be in danger of being discovered.”

“Do you know when she sank?”

Peter smiled at the thought.

“Some time just after World War Two.  But she didn’t sink
she was laid to rest.”

“I’ll pass the message on,” he said.  “But don’t hold your
breath for a reply.  Must go have some tricky maneuvering to
do.”

Peter sat back wondering if he would get a response.

 

Peter got lost in paperwork and thinking about his Diocesan
committee, just after eight he was disturbed by the doorbell.
 Peter opened it to find the tall figure of Anthony on his
doorstep.  Peter was so amazed he just stared.

“I thought you were off steaming to the Med.”

“So did I,” Anthony replied. “But twenty minutes after I phoned
in your message all hell broke loose and I was told to get here as
soon as possible using my ship’s helicopter as far as RAF Wattisham
where there would be a car waiting for me.”

“Come in and bring your driver.”

Anthony made a sign to the car,

“He’s not a driver; he’s my Chief Petty Officer.”

Peter ushered them in.

“Have you eaten?”

“I have at Wattisham,” said Anthony.  “But my CPO had to do
some scrounging in the signals office at Wattisham.”

The CPO said, “No sir, haven’t had the time.”

Peter looked at the CPO, who had a remarkable craggy face; the
sort you see carved into granite statues, “In the kitchen there are
plenty of microwave meals in the freezer; help yourself to them and
anything else you can find.  But one word of warning; there is
a lady in the house; if she appears in the kitchen just ignore her,
she is painting a mural upstairs and her artistic temperament is
such that she’s liable to try and brain you if you interrupt her
train of thought. Oh, and the anchovy and custard mixture in the
‘fridge is hers.”

The CPO didn’t bat an eyelid.

“Aye aye, sir” he replied and disappeared into the kitchen.

Peter took Anthony into the sitting room, as they walked Anthony
nodded in the CPO’s direction.

“Chap will want to investigate your phone lines later, OK?”

Peter realized that this was a request, but almost given as an
order.

“OK.”

They sat down. Anthony leaned forward.

“Is this lady the only other person in the house?”

“Yes, and she is profoundly deaf and totally unaware of the
situation.”

Anthony leaned back in his chair.

“Now,” he said.  “Exactly what is so important for the
Admiralty to pull me off a cruiser headed for possible active
service in the gulf?  Whatever you’ve found, it has certainly
put the wind up the top brass.”

Peter wondered where to start and if he had been wise in
contacting the Navy.

“Under this house is a giant basement that is connected to an
air-raid shelter by a short tunnel. You can get to this basement
both from the house and the garage round the back.  In the air
raid shelter is a vertical shaft that leads to a long tunnel; one
end of this I believe leads to a shaft under a redundant factory
site.  The other end leads to what I think was some sort of
underground ammunition dump.  I believe that this is
vertically directly under my church.”

Peter paused. Anthony didn’t move.

“And?”

“And in the crypt of our church is an army generator.  The
church is the highest building for miles and the army has some
radio equipment in it.  Last Sunday we had a power cut and the
generator ran for four hours.  There are now large cracks in
the crypt floor.  I suspect that if the generator runs again
it will fall through the crypt floor and bingo the whole
underground labyrinth will be open for inspection.”

“This underground complex is HMS Cedd?”

“There’s a plaque on the wall.  One of my parishioners told
me that it was used by your lot during the war, but the embargo on
disclosure is not due to be lifted until 2045.”

Anthony looked intently at Peter.

“This parishioner; have they said anything else?”

“No, and they are very old and feeble; I don’t want you
pestering them.”

“Fair enough. Can I take a look?”

“Not from here, I’ll take you via the garage. Do you want me to
get your CPO?”

“Definitely not. He is here to provide me with secure
communications back to the Admiralty, and that is all.”

 

Peter took Anthony round to the garage. They spent an hour
walking up and down the underground complex.  Anthony asked a
few questions, but nothing Peter could not truthfully answer.
Eventually they walked across to the church, on the way Peter had
his only sticky moment when Anthony asked, “How’s Jane?” 

Peter did not want to particularly follow this line of thought,
but politely answered.

“Fine; she’s working over at Glumburgh.”

“Not together then?”

“No.”

“Shame, I did hope you two would make it.”

Peter decided to change the subject.

“How’s Alice and the kids.”

“Fine.”

Anthony suddenly stopped and turned to Peter.

“Peter, are you happy?”

“By and large, yes.”

“All the time?”

“The vast majority.”

Anthony shook his head.

“I wish I could say the same.”

“Fed up with the Navy?” queried Peter.

“Good grief no. And I’m not fed up with Alice she is marvelous.
 It’s just that I only feel really alive when I am at sea, the
rest… well the rest is just passing the time in a pleasant
manner.”

Peter thought he could see where this was going.

“When do you leave the Navy?”

“Next year, unless I take a shore job.”

“Frightened?”

“Terrified.  But the worst part is that Alice is looking
forward to it like a summer in paradise.”

“Any idea what you will do?”

Anthony shook his head, then said.

“I’m here to do a specific job, but when I’m next here would you
mind if I came and talked with you?”

“Of course not.”

 

Anthony resumed his march to the church and shortly after was
inspecting the cracks in the crypt floor.  Peter may have been
imagining things, but they appeared bigger.

“Time to report in,” said Anthony, and they made their way back
to the house. As they walked back Anthony pursed his lips in
disapproval.

“I’ll say one thing, the Army is leading you up the garden path
somewhere along the line.  They could run their radio
equipment from a generator in a shoe-box.  To have one that
large must mean their supplying something else as well, you could
run a small town from that unit.”

When they arrived there was a large piece of kit sitting in the
middle of the hall, which was plugged into the telephone line, but
the CPO was nowhere to be found. They found him in the kitchen
sitting on a stool and being sketched by Caroline.  Anthony
went to say something, but Caroline smiled at him; he was then
effectively neutralized.  Caroline said, “I’ll be two more
minutes.”

She completed the sketch and then ran upstairs.  The CPO
looked apologetic.

“Sorry Capt’n, but the lady was insistent and in view of what
the gentleman had said I thought it best to humor her.”

Anthony laughed.

“And I bet she dazzled you with that smile!”

He turned to Peter.

“I need to report in, would you care to take a turn around the
outside of the house with my CPO?”

Once again Peter was not sure if this was a request or an
order.

Peter and the CPO walked around the house and stood looking at
the floodlit church.

“Been with Anthony long?” asked Peter.

“Last ten years, best Capt’n I’ve ever served with.  He
takes care.”

“Takes care?”

The CPO turned and faced Peter,.

“Just takes care.  Takes care that the crew are looked
after.  Takes care that the ship is not put into excessive
danger.  Takes care that we have what we need.”

“I believe you are off to the Med.”

“Yes, and that’s a point; the trip was unscheduled, we were
supposed to be having two weeks shore leave.  Capt’n was
called to London and soon as we docked and we were all told to
stay.  When he came back we had our shore leave, and a new set
of white kit.  Dunno what he said, but we were all
grateful.”

Anthony appeared and gave a wave; they went back inside. Anthony
gestured to Peter.

“I don’t want to leave this gear here, indicating the
communications kit, have you any other rooms with a telephone
socket.”

The CPO piped up.

“Don’t necessarily need a socket Capt’n, if the phone wire
passes that is good enough.”

Peter thought and turned to the CPO.

“The front main bedroom on the right, it’s labeled Main Bedroom,
has the wires just outside the window; put your stuff in there.
 If you have to pass the time you can use the home cinema
equipment, but please be kind to it.”

The CPO started to gather up the equipment and Anthony took
Peter outside.

“Now what,” said Peter”

“We wait for a reply.”

“Have you got somewhere to stay.” asked Peter.

Anthony shook his head.

“The CPO will sleep on the floor beside the equipment, and I’ll
hang around for a reply.”

Peter digested this.

“I’m sorry Anthony, but I don’t have a spare bed.  The
settee in the lounge will open out into a bed, but I suspect your
feet will hang over the end.”

Anthony grinned.

“I’m used to standard Navy berths; they don’t plan for people
over two meters.”

They went back in and Peter settled Anthony in the sitting room
and then went to bed.

When Peter got up the following morning at seven o’ clock he
found Anthony eating toast in the kitchen; there was no sign of the
CPO.

“Admiralty rang back at midnight,” he said between mouthfuls,
“we can expect visitors in about an hour’s time.”

“What sort of visitors?”

“Navy heavy engineering crew and a million ready-mixed concrete
lorries.”

“What!”

Anthony finished his toast and looked at Peter.

“I don’t know why the Admiralty are so worried and frankly I
don’t care; but the order is to shore up the generator pronto and
to fill the room below with concrete.”

“But how am I going to explain that to my churchwardens?”

Anthony grinned.

“By the time the crew arrive they should be kitted out
properly.”

“Doesn’t matter how they are kitted out, there will still be
questions!”

The CPO suddenly appeared.

“Call Capt’n.”

Anthony disappeared upstairs.

While Peter waited he considered that this could be a surreal
dream; just how many priests, he asked himself, ended up in this
sort of situation?  Anthony reappeared.

“Estimated time of arrival about half an hour.

“Where’s the crew coming from?” asked Peter.

Anthony smiled and touched the side of his nose.

“That doesn’t matter; the point is they will be arriving.”

Sure enough, half an hour later some lorries arrived; they were
all decked out in Army colors and the crew all wore Army fatigues.
 Peter let them in the crypt and the officer in charge gave a
low whistle when he saw the cracks.  Again Peter was convinced
that they had grown in the night.  The officer turned to
Peter.

“You can leave it to us now, just go about your normal
business.”

Peter thought a moment.

“You may have one problem.”

“Just one?” replied the officer.

“One of my churchwarden’s was a Major in the Army; he might ask
you some questions about regiment and so on.”

The officer nodded.

“Thanks for the tip, but he won’t catch us out.”

Peter could not resist asking one more question.

“Am I about to lose my basement?”

The officer, Peter realized that he had not offered a name or a
rank, smiled.

“Yes and no.  There is no way we can fill the whole thing
with concrete, just this room.

But we will seal the shafts, especially the one in the old
factory, and we will screw down the hatch in your house.”

Peter started to walk away, and then stopped.

“How did you keep the tunnel so dry?  It must be way below
the water table.”

The Officer just smiled.

“We’re the Navy sir.  We are used to keeping water out of
where we don’t want it to be.”

The repairs took a week, and to Peter’s total surprise raised
few questions; it seemed that people believed that the Army had
just come to repair cracks in the crypt.  Nobody asked why
this took a seemingly endless stream of concrete Lorries or four
army Lorries.  Anthony and his CPO left once the work started;
they didn’t say goodbye, they just disappeared.  Except Peter
later found a note attached to his home cinema; it just read
‘thanks for the hospitality,’ but Peter was still pleased to
discover it.

 

Despite the activity around the church for the first week, Peter
then experienced one of those odd times in ministry.  He had
realized before that sometimes you go through patches of frenetic
activity and sometimes you go through patches of the purely
routine.  Peter now entered a period of routine.  There
were no deaths in the congregation, no weddings to take and – best
of all – no visits from Jasper.  However, there was the
harrowing funeral of the electrocuted boy; an experience Peter
would rather not repeat. The meetings at The Fisherman’s Friend
were steadily progressing; numbers had stabilized at around
thirty-four including eight children.  Tracy had proved to be
an abysmal violinist: whatever she played sounded like a cat in
labour.  However, she proved to have a beautiful singing voice
and her, plus three other women had become the unofficial choir.
 But the major transformation had been the room.  For the
second meeting there had been a new carpet composed of green carpet
tiles.  For the third meeting the ceiling had gained back all
its missing tiles, and for the fourth meeting at the end of May the
walls had been painted.  Bronwyn and Taffy shrugged off the
improvements as part of their redecoration scheme, but Peter was
not so sure.  Baptism classes at Mothers and Toddlers were
also going well; there Peter had acquired eight mums and ten
toddlers, though admittedly three of the mums were on a self
declared refresher course.  Caroline left the house after a
stay of ten days, but she asked Peter not to go into the attic just
yet.  Despite the period of relative peace there was one
problem: Cameron and some of the rest of the mafia started a
whispering campaign against Peter.  Peter was not particularly
worried by this, but it had the potential to be a definite
irritant.  The church council also had had another special
meeting; for this one Peter had started with a time of prayer and
then got everybody to say what they think with the clear mandate of
no interruptions.  Then without discussion he sent the members
home to think and pray about what they had heard.  As everyone
was allowed their say Peter arrived home fairly late and decided to
be lazy; the weather forecast was for fine weather, so Peter parked
his Land Rover outside the front of the house rather than putting
it away in the garage as usual.  This simple act broke his
blessed period of routine.










Chapter 11
New Beginnings


The period or routine had allowed Peter to fully re-establish
his usual morning pattern of breakfast – prayer – work.  The
pattern made him feel comfortable and helped him settle into the
day; but on the first Tuesday in June it all went violently askew.
 Peter realized that he was out of digestive biscuits.
 This may not seem like a great deal, but Aquinas was used to
receiving a pair of digestive biscuits in milk for breakfast.
 No biscuits meant an agitated Aquinas.  An agitated
Aquinas meant no peace to pray.  Peter ate his own breakfast
and went out to buy some digestives; as he was approaching his Land
Rover he thought he heard something.  Aquinas certainly did
for he put on an amazing turn of speed and shot round the other
side of the Land Rover, but he did not bark or come back.
 Peter followed and there sitting on the grass was Jo sobbing
her heart out.  Peter was absolutely wrong footed and caught
off guard.  Eventually he knew he had to say something rather
than stand like a stuffed dummy.

“Do you want to talk?”  He received a shake of the head in
reply.  

Peter retreated back into the house; Aquinas stayed next to
Jo.  It was the predicted sunny morning, so Peter poured two
glasses of cloudy lemonade, picked up a book and went outside and
sat at the picnic table on the lawn.  From there he couldn’t
see Jo directly because the Land Rover was in the way, but he could
see her reflection in the study window and he settled down to wait,
pretending to read his book.

 

Eventually Jo got up and went into the house; Peter was not sure
that she had seen him, but ten minutes later she appeared and came
over to sit at the bench next to him.  Peter offered her a
glass of lemonade and she sipped it.

“Sorry about that,” she said.

“No need to apologize,” said Peter.  “I hope I didn’t
disturb you.”  (As he said it he thought what a daft thing to
say, but he was still completely at a loss.)

“It’s the Land Rover” she said.  “It’s a Series One; my dad
had one just like it.”

She stopped and took another sip of the lemonade.

“I’m sorry I can’t drink this, can I have a tea instead, this is
ghastly.”  

Peter laughed and went inside and made her a cup of tea. When he
took it out she looked away.

“I own you an explanation.”

“You don’t owe me anything”, he replied.  “You don’t have
to say anything”.

Jo put two sugars in her tea and stirred it lazily.  They
sat in silence as she drank her tea, then she started talking and
didn’t stop.

 

“I was brought up on a farm and dad had a Land Rover just like
yours, same series, same colour, and same canvas back.  I went
to school in it, got taken to the shops in it and as soon as I
could reach the pedals I drove all over the farm in it.
 Eventually my dad died in it.”

She poured herself another cup of tea as she continued
talking.

“My dad had farmed all his life and I doubt that he ever went
more than twenty miles from the farm in all the time I can
remember, except once when he took mum on holiday to Germany when I
was seven.  My mother came from Freiberg, a little town in
West Germany just north of the Swiss border and East of
France.  She was ten years older than dad and I have no idea
how they met.  They never talked about it; in fact they never
talked about any time before their marriage.  But I had a
wonderful childhood, growing up on the farm and enjoying the
freedom that it brought.  Mother spoke four languages, German
of course, but also French, Italian and English.  She also had
a smattering of Czech and Spanish.  She was proud of her
linguistic skills and was desperate to pass it on to me.  We
used to have what she called cosmopolitan days; Mondays we spoke
nothing but French, Wednesdays nothing but German and once I
reached high school Fridays was Italian. She needn’t have worried;
I loved languages and eventually took A-levels in French, German,
Italian and Latin. I guess I inherited her skill of being able to
switch between languages.  I intended to take a year out and
then go to University to study languages, but that summer I got a
job as translator with a shipping company at Felixstowe.  I
eventually decided to stay there after I met a man named Philip at
a young farmer’s dance.”

 

“Life was fine and by the time I was twenty I was deeply in love
with Philip; I loved my job and was still living on the farm. Then
my mum died: she had a heart attack in the kitchen and dad found
her dead on the floor. The light seemed to go out of his life and
it never came back on; he went into deep depression.  I
thought that it was mum’s death that was causing this and that was
partly true, but there was more to it; much, much more to it.”

 

“Anyway, I had my twenty first birthday and dad laid on a super
bash for me, marquee, band, and outside caterers.  A week
later my life fell apart.  I came home from work and the farm
was silent: this wasn’t too unusual as dad was an arable farmer,
but we did keep a few goats and they had gone.  On the kitchen
table was a note address to me, it contained a hundred pounds in
cash and a postcard of Tower Bridge; on the other side of the
postcard was a short message, ‘Sorry, remember I love you, Dad’.
 I couldn’t find him anywhere and then I noticed that the Land
Rover was missing.  He’d driven to Dunwich heath and blown his
brains out with his shotgun.”

Jo paused for a moment and took a large swig of tea.

“The funeral was two weeks later and when I arrived back at the
farm there was a large van in the yard; it was from a firm of
London Bailiffs.  They said that they had a legal notice to
recover what they could from debts my father owed to a firm of seed
merchants.  I threw a wobbly and told them I had just buried
my father and could they please go away.  The bailiff was
actually quite kind, he took me inside, made me a cup of tea and
waited for Philip to arrive.  Then they left.  I found
out later that they could not have exercised their court order
anyway as the estate was in probate.  Dad owed them
£150,000.  I couldn’t believe that dad was in debt so much,
but as the weeks went by more and more debts came to light.
 Dad owed just about everyone money, £7000 to the fertilizer
company, £1000 to the marquee hire firm, £50,000 to the firm that
sold him a tractor and so on.  I stopped counting at £250,000.
 I couldn’t concentrate at work and my boss, far from being
sympathetic to my plight, started proceedings to have me dismissed
through what he called non-culpable inefficiency.”

 

“Philip turned out to be as much use as a stuffed pony.  He
couldn’t cope with me, and he could not cope with the idea that I
was sole inheritor to a bankrupt farm. Then one evening at a party
some supercilious Pratt made a remark that farming was a dead
industry and ought to be put out of its misery by the
government.  He also made some remark that every farmer that
committed suicide was one less they’d have to pay compensation to
and laughed.  I sandbagged him and apparently tried to claw
his eyes out; I’m glad to say I did put him in hospital.
 Later that evening Philip dumped me: he had ambitions to be a
politician and said I would be a liability.  When I got
indoors there was a letter on the doormat, delivered by hand, and
saying that I had been sacked.  After that I lose track of
time.”

She paused again and looked at Peter as if weighing up whether
or not to go on.

“I’m told that three weeks later another bailiff firm arrived
and they thought the farm was deserted. They didn’t wait for the
nicety of finding anyone and started to move furniture out of the
front room. Apparently I scared the hell out of them. I appeared
from the kitchen swearing at them in four languages and throwing
crockery. The bailiffs ran for their van, locked themselves in and
phoned the police. By the time the police arrived I was standing on
the van’s front bumper and smashing my head against the
windscreen.”

 

“The policewoman who arrived was my Auntie Margaret and she
realized instantly that something was deeply wrong and called out
my GP.  The long and the short of it is that I had had a major
nervous breakdown and I ended up in the local mental hospital.
 I was an in-patient there for well over a year, a regular
outpatient for two years after that and I’ve been back for
counseling from time to time since.  I doubt that I would have
got through it if it wasn’t for my Auntie Margaret and Uncle Sid,
and my friend Anna-Marie.  My aunt and uncle sort of adopted
me.  Uncle Sid sold the farm and paid off the debts, he took
the shipping firm to court for unfair dismissal and won some
compensation. Auntie Margaret visited me in hospital, bought me
clothes, had me for weekends and generally looked after me as if I
were her own. They both loved me back to reality.”

 

 

Jo paused as if considering what to say next, and then
continued:

“Anna-Marie was the only one of my so called friends who came to
see me in the hospital.  She came two or three times a week
and when I was eventually discharged I moved in with her.  She
didn’t know it then, and I doubt that it would have made any
difference, but she was pregnant at the time.  Eight months
later she gave birth to Danielle.”

 Again Jo paused, and this time did not continue but
stirred her tea.

“So Danielle is not your daughter then,” said Peter.

“Not then; she is now.”

“When Danielle was three, Anna-Marie died.  We knew she was
going to die as she had cancer of the liver and they couldn’t do a
transplant.  We’d brought up Danielle together and I promised
Anna that I would look after her.  I was worried that my
medical history would mean that social services would deem me unfit
to look after her, but we hatched a cunning plan.  Anna’s
parents live in French Guyana and she held a French Guyana
Passport.  She got her parents to appoint me as Danielle’s
legal guardian in the Guyana courts and they had the ruling
notified to the Home Office in London. They gave permission for
Danielle to remain in my charge, and in this country, until she is
eighteen.  I doubt that the local social services know I am
not her mum; as guardian I receive the family benefit and it is not
unusual these days for parents and children to have different
surnames.”

“Clever” commented Peter

“That’s not the half of it. Danielle’s Father comes from Eire
and Anna insisted his name be on the birth certificate; so Danielle
has dual nationality.  When she’s eighteen we’ll get her an
Irish passport and the Home Office cannot then ask her to
leave.”

“Very clever” said Peter.  “But it could not have been
easy.”

Jo nodded.

“At the start I thought it was going to be impossible. But it
turned out that in all the trauma of Anna dying we had missed one
vital point: Danielle was going blind. We thought that she was just
clumsy, but in fact her eyesight was deteriorating.”

“So what happened” asked Peter, who had seen Danielle in the
church, obviously able to see.

“I thought something was wrong when every night Danielle would
feel my face with her hands and burst into tears. We had tried to
explain to her that mummy was dying, but there is only so much a
three-year-old can understand.  I took her to my GP who did a
simple eye test and immediately referred us to Moorefield’s eye
hospital in London.  It was very fast, I took her to the GP on
a Monday and by Tuesday afternoon Danielle was seeing an eye
specialist.  He diagnosed Optic Neuritis: it’s an inflammation
of the brain and spinal cord and can, in rare circumstances, follow
measles.  Danielle had had measles two months before Anna
died.  The specialist assured me that we had caught it early
and she would probably recover full sight in a couple of months,
but she had to avoid stress - avoid stress; her mother had just
died!  Then during Mass the following Sunday I had an
inspiration.  Anna was into body piercing in a big way, I had
a few holes in my ears and a couple of discrete tattoos, but Anna
had gone for the full Monty.  I donned one of those clip-on
nose-rings and that night as Anna felt my face I could tell she was
uncertain, but in the end she did cry.  The clip on ring was
excruciatingly painful, so next day I pierced my face in an
identical manner to Anna. That night I wore Anna’s French perfume;
Danielle felt my face and did not cry.  Don’t get me wrong, I
have never tried to fool Danielle by pretending to be Anna and
Danielle knows I am not her biological mother.  Danielle’s
sight returned slowly over the next few months and happily she
eventually made a full recovery.  It was all ten years ago,
but it seems like yesterday.”

 

Jo fell quiet, but Peter was curious, and could not resist
asking a question.

“But you still wear the face jewelry; surely Danielle doesn’t
need it now?”

“No, but I do. I’ve got used to it and don’t feel dressed, or
safe, unless I’m wearing it.  Call it my mask if you like, but
it’s helped me to be me.” She grinned, “If other people don’t like
it that is just tough.”

Peter laughed .

“And is Danielle OK now?”

Jo went quiet for a minute and replied.

“Yes, but I do have a problem. Anna asked me to bring Danielle
up in the church.  For her the Church meant the Catholic
Church and I did take Danielle there until she was nine, but her
friends went to St Nathaniel’s Sunday school and she felt left out.
 She pleaded with me and eventually I let her come here. But
it is on my conscience, do you think I did the right thing?”

Peter thought for a moment.

“If I’m honest, Jo, I think denominations are a blot on the
Christian landscape; we waste so much time talking about our
differences that we forget what we have in common.  We also
forget that being a Christian is about having a relationship with
God not wearing a label.  Anna asked you to bring up Danielle
in the church; I think that if you are giving Danielle the
opportunity to meet God and work out her own faith then you are
fulfilling her wishes”.

Jo nodded, and then suddenly looked at her watch.

“Oh Hell” she exclaimed, “I’m supposed to be taking Danielle to
the dentist in ten minutes.”

“I’ll take you,” Peter responded and and they both walked
briskly to the Land Rover.  Aquinas as usual miraculously
appeared from nowhere and jumped into the back.  Peter and Jo
climbed in.  As Jo put her seatbelt on she paused.

“This isn’t a series one Land Rover!  It’s got seat belts
and three comfortable seats not a bench.”

Peter laughed and drove her to the school.

“In my last parish,” he said.  “ I tended a parishioner who
was dying of Asbestosis.  I visited him for four years and he
was a classic car enthusiast.  The month before he died I took
him to a rally in Chester - he was that keen.  He had six
classic cars and when he died he left me his Jowett Javelin.
 I had no idea what to do with it; it was a beautiful car, but
it was in concourse condition and I could never have maintained it
to that standard.  Another one of the church members owned his
own garage and also loved classic cars; I passed the Jowett onto
him.  He asked me what would be my dream car, I said ‘a Series
One Land Rover with Range Rover comfort and good windscreen
wipers.’  Six months later he turned up with this.  It is
a series one chassis, but strengthened to accommodate modern
running gear.  It has all the safety aids such as ABS and
power steering, and I have no idea how he managed to shoehorn a
diesel turbo engine into the small engine bay, but he did.  I
have a suspicion that the only authentic part is the log-book and
that he really built it entirely with spare parts from the Rover
catalogue; but he was very, very coy about its parentage.”

 

As they arrived at the school Danielle was waiting outside with
that totally bored look that only a thirteen-year-old can
manage.

“Shame about the colour though,” Jo said quietly as they
stopped.

Danielle looked at the Land Rover then looked at her mum, who
had moved over to the middle seat, and climbed in.

“Hi mum, Hi vicar” she said, “Didn’t say you were taking me to
the dentists in a mobile shed.”

When Peter got back to the house he had some lunch and read the
paper; for once the local paper had some items of interest for him.
 A small article on page three announced that the inshore
lifeboat pull had been a great success and collected nearly £1400;
this was over £750 up on last year and everybody involved was very
pleased.  An equally small article buried at the bottom of
page seven informed him that Jim Groves, who used to be a locksmith
in Felburgh, had died in Norwich prison of a brain hemorrhage.
 There would be an enquiry into his death, but as he had a
brain hemorrhage in the past there was no foul play
suspected.  Peter wondered how Muriel would cope with that,
and made a note in his diary to visit her.  Finally, Hannah
had come up trumps: there was a full exposé of Claude’s Funeral
business.  It covered four pages and had photographs of the
cheap coffins and the straps inside. Somehow she had got hold of
the letter from the clergy to the head office, and the gobbledygook
reply. She had also interviewed the head office and Claude; both
were entirely unrepentant.  But the coup de grâce had been the
fact that Claude personally made £45 out of each of his package
funerals; this was because he owned the company that provided the
cheap coffins and had extra generous commission rights.  Peter
sat back and wondered if this would make any difference; probably
only time would tell.

 

When Peter eventually reached his study to try and start work on
next Sunday’s sermon, he stopped dead; Bunty and Harriet were
marching up his drive.  In the short time Peter had been at
Felburgh he was sure of one thing, and that was that Bunty plus
Harriet meant a purpose.  Members of the congregation referred
to the pair as ‘The Harriers’; Peter was not sure if this related
to the Jump-Jet or their technique, but one thing was sure; if both
Bunty and Harriet were together on a task someone was in for a hard
time.  The last time he’d seen them work together was on
Kimberley’s housing benefit; this had initially been refused, but
one visit by them to the housing department had got the ruling
immediately rescinded.  He studied them closely, they might
both be ex-headmistresses he decided, but when together they often
looked like a pair of naughty schoolgirls.  He opened the door
before they rang the bell and let them in; he showed them straight
into the lounge.

“Seeing you two together always makes me nervous,” he said.

Harriet and Bunty both giggled and glanced at each other.
Harriet started.

“You know Kimberley and Sarah?”

“Yes.”

“Of course you do! They both go to the meeting at the pub.
 Did you know she’s still staying with Bronwyn and Taffy?”

“Yes, she talked to me last Saturday.”

Bunty took over.

“Yes, she has entitlement to reduced housing benefit, but can’t
find any suitable accommodation in Felburgh and she doesn’t want to
move to the big city.”

Peter smiled.

“Ipswich is hardly a big city.”

“Well she wouldn’t know anyone there and it would take her away
from her friends here.”

Peter was not sure where this was going.

“So why come and see me?”

Again they giggled like a pair of naughty schoolgirls caught
reading unsuitable magazines.

“We were wondering about your studio flat?”

Peter relaxed.

“Not my gift to give. The house is owned by the Diocese and
managed by the Diocesan Housing Department.”

Bunty smiled.

“We know, we made enquiries.”

Peter’s suspicions were immediately aroused.

“Made enquiries?”

Bunty replied.

“Yes we asked them the procedure for renting it out.  They
were very helpful; they even sent us a rental agreement and agreed
to set any rent at the direct level of Kimberley’s housing
benefit.”

Harriet took up the cudgel.

“They said they would be very happy to rent it out as it would
offset some of the costs of running the vicarage.”

“So they agreed?” asked Peter.

Bunty and Harriet both smiled sweetly at him in unison.

“With one proviso.”

“That I agree?”

“Yes.” They both said.

Peter realized that he was being neatly and effectively stitched
up in the nicest of ways: the housing department would be grateful
for the money, and Kimberley would be grateful for the flat.

“But it’s so small.” He almost bleated.

Harriet laughed.

“We’ve seen the plans.  There is a bedroom big enough for
an adult and a five-foot square room, which is quite big enough for
a nursery; Sarah is still only in a cot.  The lounge/kitchen
is quite big enough; she’s not searching for Buckingham
Palace.”

Peter was actually secretly pleased; he was embarrassed about
the size of the vicarage for a single man and this was all being
done at the instigation of someone else so Jasper could not accuse
him of gaining yet another female acolyte.  Peter smiled at
them.

“I’m quite happy.  Where do I sign?”

Harriet whipped out a contract from her capacious handbag and
handed it to Peter.

“Here and here,” she said.

Peter duly signed. Then turned to Harriet.

“Albert’s got a key to the flat so he can use the toilet.
 You’d better pass that key on.”

Harriet nodded.

“But he doesn’t use it.  What you thought was a cupboard
full of tools off the back of the conservatory is actually an
old-fashioned toilet complete with overhead cistern and cold tap.
 He’s taken to using that.”

Peter remembered what he had stored under the eaves.

“When will she move in?”

Bunty replied.

“Were off to the Diocesan office now so the paperwork will be
complete by tonight.  We were rather hoping that she could
move in Thursday.”

“Fine,” said Peter. “But you’d better warn her about Bryan, I
don’t want his yelling and thumping scaring her to death.”

Harriet smiled at Peter as if he were a seven-year-old schoolboy
who’d asked a daft question. “According to Albert, Bryan only comes
irregularly now.  Bryan started chatting to Albert because
he’s interested in horticulture; apparently he’s taken up cricket;
he plays for the school first team and is one of their fast
bowlers.”

Peter smiled inwardly, as usual Harriet and Bunty had got every
angle covered. They didn’t want to stay for a tea as their mission
now called them to the Diocesan offices. Peter showed them out;
then he rang Mark to arrange for help in shifting the money yet
again.

 

Late in the afternoon the doorbell rang again.  Peter
opened the door and a young lady was standing on his doorstep with
a large carpetbag and a rucksack.  She was about five foot six
with black hair in a plat down to her shoulder blades and with what
you would call a wholesome physic; neither excessively plump nor
able to fit easily in a size 14. Peter gave his usual smile.

 “Hello, can I help.”

“Hi, I’m Charmian Glazier.”

Peter must have looked blank because she added, “Two weeks ago I
was Charmian Parker.”

Peter still was at a loss. So she added, The Reverend Charmian
Parker.”

The Penny dropped and Peter burst into laughter, much to the
displeasure of the young lady.

“Come in,” he said, “and I will explain all.”

Peter took her into the kitchen to talk as he made a drink; he
explained that he’d been told that her name was Charlie Parker and
that the Archdeacon had deliberately placed her here because he
thought that having a male curate around would cramp Peter’s
style.  Charmian thought it was a great joke.  They went
into the lounge and sat down.  Charmian looked around.

“Well it’s different; I bet your kids love it.”

Peter smiled.

“I’m not married; the Mothers and Toddlers group use this
room.”

Now it was Charmian’s turn to laugh.

“I was told that I was being placed with a clergy couple as I
specifically asked to be in a team with a female priest.”

“Let’s start from the beginning,” said Peter.  “How come
you are here in the first place?”

Charmian considered where to start.

“I was initially sponsored by the Diocese of Lindisfarne so a
placement in the North of England is what I more or less expected.
 When the Bishop asked me where I’d like to go I said
anywhere, but if it was a team ministry I would value the presence
of a woman priest in the team.  To be honest, I didn’t want to
be the only women in a group of men.  So I was initially
targeted on a parish near Newcastle, but two months before I left
college there was some sort of problem there and I was moved to
Berwick.  This suited me fine; the churchmanship was high
church and there were three people in the team, one of them being a
woman.  I found Berwick wonderful; the congregations were
friendly and the team very supportive.  Then two months ago
all hell broke loose; one of the team vicars was discovered having
an affair with a churchwarden’s wife.  He resigned and they
left the area, but the fallout continued.  It turned out that
the Team Rector had known of the possibility of the affair and
privately warned the vicar on two occasions, but to no avail.
 Rather than take the matter further, he had buried his head
in the sand hoping it would go away, but it didn’t.  Once this
was disclosed the Team Rector resigned; his wife was the female
priest so she too is destined to move when the rector finds another
post.  So there I was, ten months into my first year and two
months away from my ordination as priest, and the only clergy left
in the team.  The Dean of Alnwick took over the benefice as a
temporary measure and I must admit he was marvelous, but he didn’t
have time to look after me as well.  The Bishop pulled me
straight out and said that he would find me another position, but
due to the time of year it might not be in his Diocese.
 Frankly I was relieved: I felt like the meat in a very
unpleasant sandwich.  One week later he told me I was coming
here to stay with a clergy couple and finish my curacy.”

She paused and Peter pointed at her wedding ring.

“Meanwhile you got married?”

She gave a broad smile.

“Yes, I married Angus fifteen days ago.”

“Is he coming to Felburgh?”

She shook her head.

“He’s an officer on a nuclear submarine.  We just fitted in
the wedding at the end of his shore leave; he’ll be back in around
eight months and I can’t wait!”

“What sort of officer?”

She grinned.

“He doubles up; he is both the ship’s chaplain and doctor.”

Peter thought where to go from here and decided to lay his cards
on the table; this young lady had been pushed round enough.

“On my side of the equation I was offered a curate out of the
blue; I am definitely not the Archdeacon’s flavour of the month,
but he is a good friend of the Dean of Alnwick and I suspect more
than a few strings have been pulled.  Felburgh is not a team
ministry; it’s a singleton post, although I do work closely with
the Rural Dean Jane Sato; she is in the next door group of
parishes.  This is not an easy post - don’t get me wrong, I’m
beginning to like Felburgh – but the church council and I do not
have a harmonious relationship.”

Peter paused wondering where to go next.

“I live alone, so there is no question of you staying here and
the churchmanship of St Nathaniel’s is middle of the road.”

“Can you expand on that?”

“I wear a simple alb for most services. There is a set of
chasubles, but I don’t use them; in any case they were made for
midgets and only come down to my knees. I don’t have a set time for
confessions, but I will listen to them if people request me to do
so privately.”

She considered all this and rocked her head from side to
side.

“So let me see if I’ve got this right: Not a high church.
 Not a clergy couple.  Not staying here.  Not a team
ministry.”

“That about sums it up.”

She paused.

“What’s the most exciting thing going on here at the
moment?”

“I’m holding a modified form of a church service in a pub and
loving every minute of it.”

 

She sat very still. Peter realized that she had been sold up the
river, probably unintentionally, but nevertheless fed totally the
wrong information.  Peter leant back and smiled.

“Notwithstanding all that, I would love to have you as my
curate.  Most of these difficulties can be overcome.  For
instance I could arrange for you to have Jane Sato as a mentor and
possibly have a placement with her later on in your curacy.
 But I feel it only fair to warn you about one more
thing.”

Peter paused to get the right words.

“I tend to be accident prone. If someone is going to fall foul
of Parkinson’s Law, it will be me.  If you are associated with
me, some of the flack may stick to you.”

“What do you mean, ‘accident prone’?”

Peter smiled.

“One of my most recent weddings ended in a punch-up before I got
to the vows and one day when I let the Archdeacon in there were two
nude ladies in my hall.  To be correct only one was nude, but
it was hard to tell the difference.”

Charmian laughed.

“Interesting ministry then?”

“Very interesting.  I could already write a book and I’ve
only been here just on five months.”

Charmian gazed at a picture of Daniel in the lion’s den.

“In reality I’ve got nowhere else to go.  You’re Archdeacon
made it quite plain; I’ve got to make a success of my curacy here
or consider my options.”

“So you’ll stay?”

“Yes.”

Peter then realized what Charmian had said .

“So you’ve met Jasper?”

She shook her head.

“We did it all by e-mail.”

“So he has not realized that you are not Charlie Parker?”

She stared at Peter.

“My e-mail address starts char parker so he wouldn’t have known
I’m Charmian.”

“What does it mean?”

“Joy.”

Peter then asked her again if she wanted to stay.  She
nodded.

“Right,” he said.  “Let’s get you some accommodation and
get you licensed by the Bishop before dear old Jasper finds
out.”

 

Peter then rang Jane, who thought the whole mix up was very
amusing and could only happen to him.  They arranged for
Charmian to stay at Jane’s for a couple of nights and Jane said
that she would tackle the Housing Department first thing in the
morning, and that she would not involve Jasper who in any case was
away at an Archdeacon’s conference. Peter then rang the Bishop;
this was a more delicate communication.  As usual the Bishop
was at work even though most people would have stopped by now.
 Peter explained the situation honestly: the Bishop had been a
great support to him and he was not about to pull the wool over his
eyes.  To Peter’s relief the Bishop laughed uproariously.

“I’d love to license Charmian,”  he chortled.  “But
I’m busy for the next four Sundays with confirmations.”

Peter heard him shuffling diary pages. The he muttered something
under his breath.

“Oh blow it. I’m free for eight o’clock communion this Sunday
morning – that’s my only offer.”

“Done”

Peter went back to Charmian and told her how to get to Jane’s
and that she would be licensed in five days time.  He also
told her to spend the rest of the week wandering around Felburgh
and getting to know the place.  Charmian was obviously
pleased.

“It’ll be good to get back to working in a normal environment,”
she said.

Peter wondered if she had any concept of what ‘normal’ had come
to mean in this particular parish.

 

When Charmian had gone Peter went into his study and prayed for
a while; he had a phone call to make that he had been putting off,
but Charmian’s arrival had forced his hand.  He phoned the
Major.  As had become usual the Major was brusque . Once the
so-called niceties were out the way Peter got down to business,

“George I’d like you to spread the word.  Our curate has
arrived and the Bishop is going to license them at the 8 o’ clock
service.”

“But Jasper is away.”

“The early morning service is all the Bishop can manage and we
need the licensing service before they can start work.”

“Very well.  It will be a change to have more than the
usual motley gathering at 8 o’clock.”

The Major paused, and then continued.

“But of course it will still be a Book of Common Prayer
Service.”

“Of course.”

“Right, I’ll get it all arranged. Anything else?”

“Actually, yes.  I shall be holding Baptismal services next
Sunday and a fortnight later.”

Before Peter could continue the Major interrupted.

“Do I have to remind you Peter that our policy is that babies
are baptized within the format of the morning service unless there
is good reason not to do so?”

“I believe there is a good reason.”

“Which is?”

“This Sunday I’ll be baptizing twenty-seven people; nineteen
adults and eight children. The other Sunday I’ll be baptizing five
adults and eight children.”

There was a pause.

“Did you say twenty-seven one Sunday and thirteen the next?”

“Yes.”

There was another pause; the Major was obviously finding this
difficult to digest.  Eventually he snapped,

“And have they been properly prepared or have you just raked
them in off the street?”

“Each adult has had a series of six baptismal classes or heard
six sermons on the baptismal vows; they all understand what they
are doing,” replied Peter, who was desperately trying to keep his
patience.

“Is some of this the result of your fraternizing with the
riotous pub crowd?”

“Yes.”

“And once you’ve done this mass baptism will you stop?”

“No.”

The Major was silent again, but before he could say something
uncivil Peter butted in.

“I seem to remember there was someone else who was accused of
eating with publicans and sinners.”

“Eating,” replied the major swiftly, “not drinking.”

Peter thought of reminding the Major that in Bible times every
meal was accompanied by wine, but decided against it.  The
Major then asked if he wanted him there.

“It would be nice if you came and supported them, but it is not
necessary.” Peter then could not resist adding, “Unless of course
you think there might be a riot and you are needed to keep
control!”

But the only reply Peter got was a swift goodnight and the
Major’s phone being placed on its cradle.

 

On Wednesday morning Peter visited St Cedd’s school again. This
visit just reinforced to Peter what he was fearful of; namely that
he would be a useless chaplain.  He saw some lessons in
progress, talked to some of the pupils and took an RE lesson; but
he did not manage to actually relate to the children.  The
only good thing about the visit was the computer; the school now
had it up and running.  They were using it, via the Internet;
to allow pupils and teachers to chat to other schools for the
hearing impaired.

“It’s marvelous,” said the teacher in charge, “it’s a state of
the art machine we could never have afforded. It’s already making a
difference.”

On his way home Peter resolved to see the term out, but doubted
that he would stay beyond that.

 

When he arrived home Mark had also just arrived; so they spent
some time moving the money from the under-eaves storage in the
studio flat to the bottom drawers of one of Peter’s filing
cabinets.  Once finished Mark remarked.

“What’s happened to the paper?”

Peter grinned.

“When the Navy was here-.”

“I thought they were the Army,” interrupted Mark.

“Believe me, they were the Navy – but don’t tell that to anyone
else.  When they were here pumping tons of concrete under the
floor of the crypt I packed the paper into three sacks and talked
to the officer in charge.  I was a bit economical with the
truth, but I told him that the paper had been left behind by a now
dead parishioner and it was proving to be an embarrassment to the
relatives.  I then asked if it could be placed in the liquid
concrete.  The officer was very obliging and he had his men
collect it and dump it in the concrete.”

“You are sure they disposed of it?”

“Absolutely, I watched the whole procedure.”

Peter then changed tack.

“I saw the article in the paper about the life-boat collection.
Seems that worked out well.”

Mark nodded.

“But there was one problem.”

“Oh?”

“When I emptied that moneybag out there was a snub-nosed
revolver in the middle of the coins.”

Peter was aghast.

“Where is it now?”

“The bottom of the North Sea.  But it does indicate the
sort of world Reginald was mixing in.”

Without a word Peter got out the three other moneybags and they
emptied them out one by one. The bags holding the pound coins held
nothing else, but the one containing two-pound coins also had a box
of bullets in it.  They put the moneybags back in the cabinet
and stared at the bullets . Mark spoke first, “I’ve got some more
sea trials tomorrow, what me to get rid of them?”

“You can do it without being seen?”

“Easily, old Ted will be below testing the pumps and I’ll be on
deck. Piece of cake.”

Peter handed him the box.

“Be careful; I don’t want you being arrested as a
terrorist.”

Mark stuffed the box in his jacket pocket.

“What are we going to do with the money?”

Peter shrugged his shoulders.

“I’m not sure. The major problem is how to launder it.”

Mark looked quizzically at Peter, so he continued.

“It’s one thing dropping a few coins or notes in the right
place, but to dispose of the bulk of it we’ve got to be able to
write cheques.  Writing cheques means having a bank account
and I can’t just walk into a bank and hand over a third of a
million in cash. They might reasonably ask a few questions.”

“Or think it was dirty money from drugs.”

“It just might be Mark; we will never know,” Peter sighed, 
“But I do know I want to put it to good use.”

“Any ideas so far?”

“Only hazy ones.  I’d like to plough some money into St
Cedd’s school and I’d like to do something about the lack of
affordable housing for young people.”

“And I’d like us to put some of the money into the facilities as
the Seamen’s mission – they could do with a better Internet Café –
and start some sort of sponsorship fund for people who want to take
a year out and work with Christian Missions abroad.”

Peter nodded.

“I’ve been thinking much along the same lines; and I also know a
drug rehabilitation unit run by a Christian Community that could do
with an injection of cash.”

They both sat and thought for a while.  Mark eventuallt
stirred from his dreaming.

“Must go: due at the boatyard in twenty minutes.  Don’t
worry Peter; everything has worked out so far. There’ll be a
solution somehow.”

“I hope so Mark, I hope so,” replied Peter.

 

The following day Charmian reappeared.

“Jane said I ought to look round the church before Sunday and
that I ought to have told you that before I entered the ministry I
was a school teacher.”

“What subject?”

“French and sports.”

“Any special sport?”

“Hockey.”

Peter handed her his set of church keys just as Jo came in
through the front door.  Peter introduced Charmian to Jo and
told her she was the new curate; he also said that she used to
teach French.  Jo immediately spoke to her in French and they
started up a conversation.  Before Peter could interrupt the
phone rang and Peter went into his study to answer it.
 Initially Jo was wary of Charmian: she had become used to
having coffee with Peter alone on a Thursday and did not
particularly want to share him.  The one redeeming feature of
Charmian was that she was sporting a brand-new wedding ring and an
engagement ring the size of a small egg, so she would not be
chasing Peter.  However, as they chatted Jo warmed to
Charmian; she was easy to talk to and obviously had had a rough
ride in her previous parish.  She was also clearly deeply in
love with Angus.  While Peter was out of the way Charmiangave
a furtive look.

“Do you know Peter well?”

“Fairly well” replied Jo cautiously.

“Has he got any quirks?”

“Quirks?”

“My last Team Rector would not fly or go abroad and absolutely
loathed football.”

Jo shook her head.

“If he has any quirk it’s that he won’t say no and takes on far
too much.”

“That’s not a quirk, that’s general weakness in clergy!”

Jo responded smartly.

“I did not say he was weak!”

Charmian was slightly taken aback by the response, and then
realized that there might be more to the relationship between Jo
and Peter than met the eye.

“He did tell me he was accident prone.”

Jo grinned.

“I suppose he is; do you know he lost a whole Sunday school
once?”

Just then Peter re-appeared.

“Diocesan Housing on the phone. They have found you a sea front
flat in the old part of town.  It only has three bedrooms and
you’d have to use one of them for your study.  Do you want to
look at it?  If so you’d better talk to them.”

Charmian nipped into Peter’s study and told the office that
she’d look at it as soon as possible.  When she put the phone
down she heard Jo and Peter moving away into the kitchen, so she
took a few moments to survey Peter’s study.  On the shelves
were several theology books that she had found unreadable at
college and a myriad of Bible commentaries.  On his desk was a
pile of books on transvestism and a report from some committee or
other on transvestites and sexual deviates and the church.
 She was then surprised to find that Peter was the report’s
author.  The floor of his study was something different; there
were various piles of papers and some unpacked boxes.  What
struck her most though was his tatty brown Bible for inscribed on
the flyleaf was ‘To dear Peter from your favourite wife, I hope
that this book gives you the inspiration you need.’  It was
signed but apart from the capital letter J the signature was
unreadable.  She thought for a minute. Peter had said he was
single and whoever J was she was now off the scene.  She
wondered if Jo knew that he had been – or perhaps still was –
married.  Charmian wandered round to the kitchen, Peter and Jo
were both perched on barstools and in deep conversation.  She
made a swift decision.

“I’m seeing the flat this afternoon – I’ll just pop over to the
church for a mooch around it,” and she left them to it.  

They made an odd pair she thought; Peter looked every inch an
other-worldly academic and Jo looked like nothing on earth, what
could they possibly have in common?  But she had already
realized that there was more to Jo than met the eye.  For a
start her French was immaculate, but not the French of someone
who’s learnt it at school: it was the French of a natural born
Frenchwoman to whom the language came naturally and easily.

 

Meanwhile Peter was explaining to Jo about Kimberley and the
studio flat, and the fact that the whole thing had been a set up by
Bunty and Harriet. Jo laughed.

“Have you told the archdeacon that you now have a permanent
female acolyte in your back garden?”

Peter shook his head.

“He’s a member of the Diocese Housing Board; I’ll let him find
out that way. It’ll be safer for me.”

They then talked about Danielle, Jo was worried that she had
started smoking, but hadn’t caught her at it.  Jo was also
concerned because one of Danielle’s classmates had become
pregnant.

“She’s fourteen Peter, fourteen!  And has her whole life
before her, what’s she going to do with a child. And if she’s been
having sex with the boys… ”

“Danielle might be having sex with the boys,” Peter
finished.

Jo put her head in her hands.

“I don’t even want to contemplate it Peter.”

“Have you asked her?”

“About smoking?”

“No, about sex with boys.”

“Isn’t that terribly parental?”

“You are her parent.”

“It’s difficult you know Peter.  I want to try and instill
in Danielle the concept of a stable family life; you know Father,
Mother and a couple of kids.  But the images around her are
all wrong.  Half her class comes from homes where one or more
parents are divorced.  Half of them from homes where the
parents are just living together and the other half – including
Danielle – from single parent homes.”

“That makes three halves,” said Peter.

“You know what I mean,” she said.

Peter suddenly became pensive.

“People might think that I have a hard job, that maybe so, but
it is nothing compared to that of being a parent.  The very
thought of it would terrify me.  It is one thing to make your
own mistakes and having to live with them; it is totally another to
make your mistakes and pass them, or the effects of them, on to the
next generation.”

They were both silent for a time and Jo suddenly sighed a
forlorn long sigh.

“Peter I have enjoyed our chats together over coffee. Thank you
for listening to me as I rabbit on about Danielle.”

Peter was confused.

“Why the past tense?”

“I guess Charmian will be joining us in future.”

Peter had not thought about this at all and realized that, as
usual in such a matter, Jo was streets ahead of him.  He made
a swift, and he thought later extremely selfish, decision.

“I don’t think so.  I’m going to ask Charmian to have
Thursday as her day off.  That way there will always be a
minister on call in the parish.”

Jo muttered, “Thank you,” and disappeared into the loo.

Charmian reappeared about an hour later.

“What a church,” she said, “it’s immaculate, well maintained and
full of radio equipment.”

“But do you think you could work there? There is still time to
pull out.”

“No,” she said, “I think you’re stuck with me.”

 

There was a knock at the door and a heavily pregnant Caroline
was on the doorstep, with her six female assistants behind her.
 She signed to Peter.

“We want to come and take some photographs, and then the attic
is all yours again.  If you want us to cover the paintings up
we’ll happy do so, but I’m also happy to leave them for future
reference.”

“Future reference?”

“Remember York Minster and Peterborough Cathedral? Churches have
a habit of burning down and it’s always nice to have the original
planning painting tucked away somewhere.”

“Then photograph to your heart’s content, but please don’t
over-paint.”

Caroline gave Peter a searing look; “you haven’t been peeping
have you?”

“No, scouts honour.”

Peter stood to one side and Caroline walked in.  Charmian,
who had been watching the whole silent process with interest,
hesitatingly signed to Caroline, “hello.”  Caroline replied
“Hi, I’m Caroline and you are?” But she was far too fast for
Charmian.  Caroline tried again at about half the pace and
with exaggerated correctness in the movements. They had a short and
halting conversation then the group trooped upstairs.  Peter
turned to Charmian.

“So you sign?”

“Badly.  I only started seven months ago when two deaf
children joined the Sunday school. They were a pair of little
devils and I thought they might improve if I could speak, or rather
sign, their language.”

“Did it make any difference?”

“No.”

“You learnt a remarkable amount in seven months.”

She blushed slightly.

“There’s a school for the deaf in Berwick and I used to join
them for assembly every day and try and spend an hour a day in the
beginner’s class. They used to think it was great fun; the five
year olds loved trying to teach me, an adult, to sign things
properly.  But of course to them it’s a natural language and
to me it’s not.  How come you’re so fluent?”

“Dad was deaf.”

“Is that whole group deaf?  I saw them signing to one
another as they went upstairs.”

“Not all, Tammy can hear normally.”

Charmian grinned.

“So that’s seven ladies in the attic, one in the flat out the
back, and one in the kitchen. No wonder Jasper wanted to cramp your
style!”

One hour later Caroline and her band of helpers left.  Jo
was also about to leave, but Peter asked her if she wanted to see
Caroline’s painting and they went upstairs and into the attic. The
mural now dominated the attic end wall.  It portrayed three
crosses on a hillside separated from the viewer by a crowd.
 The crowd was all facing the crosses so you could only see
their backs. You felt like you wanted to try and push yourself into
the crowd to see more, to get close.  The sun was behind the
crosses so they were in stark relief and detail on them was
difficult to see; this contributed to the feeling that you wanted
to get closer.  The overall feeling was that there is
something important going on, but you are on the margins and only
catching a glimpse of what’s happening.  They stood there in
silence for about ten minutes just looking. The Jo said softly to
Peter that he ought to turn round.  Peter did so, and there at
the other end of the attic was another mural. Another crowd, but
this time everyone was facing you and staring beyond you to the
scene on the other wall.  On the first mural the urgency and
importance of the situation was conveyed by body posture; but on
this one there were also the facial expressions. It was all there:
fear, bewilderment, anger, despair, grief, love.  The backdrop
to the crowd was, in the distance, the city of Jerusalem.
 Between the two murals you felt sandwiched.  If you
faced the rear wall you just had to turn round and see what
everyone was looking at.  If you faced the front wall you
could not quite see what was going on, but you had to try and see
through the crowd.  The detail on both paintings was amazing.
 Bits of threadbare clothing on one person, delicate
embroidery on a rich person’s scarf, and so on.  Peter then
noticed the centurion standing by the crosses, you could clearly
see him through the crowd; the uniform was first century, but the
face and posture were that of Anthony’s CPO.  Jo said,
quietly.

“Have you noticed?”

“Noticed what?” Spoken equally quietly by Peter.

“The mural in front has a little boy eating a pack of
sandwiches.”

Peter looked closely, and sure enough on a far hillside sat a
shepherd eating his lunch.

Jo continues.

“But the one on the rear wall has a dog.”

Again Peter looked closely at the other painting and sure enough
there in the bottom left had corner, sitting at the feet of a
crying woman, was Caroline’s contentedly scratching dog.

Peter said, almost in a whisper.

“She’s only painting one wall in the chancel.  The rear
wall must be how she would like it to be.”

“And it’s a ‘thank you’ to you for the use of the room.”
 Jo replied.

They stayed there standing together for some time.  They
would probably both see the murals again many times, but somehow
for them this first look was a once in a lifetime-shared
experience.










Chapter 12
Sunday Sweat and Monday Moil


If the end of May had been a period of blessed routine, the
second week in June proved to be a time of frenetic activity.
 On Sunday Peter decided that it was probably a good wheeze to
have a new curate every Sunday as congregational numbers were up
for all services.  The eight o’ clock communion service turned
out to be one of those sweet moments of life; not only was it
spiritually uplifting; it was also pure pleasure.  Peter
arrived at the church about seven-thirty and the Bishop arrived
soon afterwards.  The eight o’ clock service was a straight
said communion, so there was no need of the organ or the choir.
 The fun started about ten minutes after Peter arrived; the
Major and Henry came over to see the Bishop to check out how he
wanted things organized for the communion and licensing.  The
Bishop was fairly laid back and replied that he’d just preside over
the BCP communion and then license Charmian.  The Major’s
antenna immediately picked up the name.

“Sharmaine? Don’t you mean Charlie?”

“No, Charmian.  Her name is Charmian Glazier; I believe
Charmian is derived from the Greek for joy.”

The major plainly could not believe his ears.

“Jasper told me the curate’s name was Charlie Parker.”

Peter chipped in.

“Her name was Charmian Parker, but she recently married and her
married name is Glazier.”

“But she’s boarding with you!”  

This comment was obviously aimed at Peter, shook his head.

“No, Diocesan Housing has found her a flat on the sea-front; she
moves in next Tuesday and until then is staying at the Revd Sato’s
in Glumburgh.”

If you’d told the major the Martians were coming he might have
been less surprised.

“But she’s a woman!”

“Born that way,” said the Bishop, “is that a problem?”

The major shook his head.

“Not a problem, just a bit of a surprise.”

Peter was actually convinced that he meant what he said and just
then Charmian arrived.  Peter introduced her to the Bishop and
the two churchwardens. Charmian turned to the Major.

“Are you the Major Thrushton, the one who organized the
logistics for the famine relief in central Africa?”

The Major was clearly taken aback.

“Yes, I suppose I was.”

Charmian smiled at the Major, Peter actually thought she was
piling it on a bit, but obviously the Major was lapping it up.

“I had a friend working out there at the time, he said that
you’re smooth operation must have both saved the aid agencies a
fortune and saved many lives through the relief getting through so
swiftly.”

Peter knew that from now on the Major would be putty in her
hands. The actual service got under way on time and Peter noted
that instead of the usual eight old ladies there were some sixty
people in the congregation.  The Bishop presided with ease and
after the Prayer of Thanksgiving he read out Charmian’s license and
prayer for both Peter and Charmian.  Peter then expected the
Bishop to finish the service with a blessing; instead he got the
congregation to sit down and began to speak.

“Now I know that you don’t normally have a sermon at this
service, but being a Bishop I guess I have certain privileges and I
want to say a few words.  First of all, let me say what a joy
it has been to be here; I don’t often get the chance to preside at
an early morning communion and I’d almost forgotten what a joy it
is to do so.  But of course I’m not just here for that, though
if Peter cares to invite me I’ll do it again!  No I am here to
license Charmian to work in this Parish under Peter’s guidance;
actually if you listened to the wording of the license carefully I
have licensed her to work in this Parish and the next-door benefice
of Glumburgh.  This was Peter’s idea, and I think a good idea,
as it will allow Charmian – what a lovely name that is – to work
with Jane and gain further insights into women’s ministry as well
as the overall ministry.  Basically I’ve done my part and the
license is now in effect, but I want to urge you all to do your
part, pray for them and support them.  In my role as Bishop I
see far too many casualties of the ministry and one of the usual
elements in clergy stress is friction between the church and
minister, or in lack of any real support.  Please do not let
that happen here; you have two good people here; support them, pray
for them, care for them and they in return will be able to minister
to you and the community in the love of God.”

The Bishop then said the blessing and sat down. All of a sudden
someone started clapping and the whole church erupted into
applause; whether this was for the Bishop or Charmian, Peter didn’t
know, but it was a lovely gesture.

 

The ten-thirty service was equally well attended.  Peter
had thought that people would not turn out twice, but he was wrong
as the congregation must have been approaching two hundred; a size
that was only normally reached at Easter.  It was not a
communion service and Peter led the service, but Charmian preached.
 They had agreed that she should preach as quickly as possible
as it made it easier for her and introduced her quickly to the
congregation.  As Peter listened he could not help but analyze
her sermon; this he had learnt was a normal clergy occupation and
most priests could not help doing it when they heard others preach.
 Charmian did not preach as Peter preached, he tended to
follow the logical progression; point A leads to point B which
leads to…  Charmian, on the other hand, seemed to tell a story
with a number of strands; it was not until the end of the story
that all the strands fell in place and the intent behind the sermon
was revealed.  Peter was almost immediately convinced that the
church would benefit from this divergence of styles.  After
the service there was the usual coffee and biscuits and Charmian
circulated easily.  Peter also noticed that she talked to the
children, but not as an adult normally would, she squatted down
beside them or sat on the edge of a chair.  Even better, Peter
noted, was that the children talked to her, try as he might Peter
never usually had more than a one-way conversation with a child.
 As they were leaving Peter asked Charmian what she was doing
for lunch, she grinned.

“No problem; a lady called Marjorie has invited me back to
hers.”

Peter was truly amazed.  Since his arrival Marjorie had
been polite and helpful to Peter, but she had kept her distance.
 Come two o’clock Peter was back at the church welcoming the
baptismal party for the afternoon baptism.

 

Peter had the night before given strict instructions. 

“I don’t care how you come dressed.  I don’t care if you
come straight from football.  But I do want you to be sober -
not a drop of alcohol is to pass your lips on Sunday until after
the service; then you can do what you like.  I do not want
people to be sick in the font or over me!”

His words had obviously had effect.  Everyone was obviously
sober and remarkably well dressed.  People poured in the
church; it seemed that everyone who was being baptized, or a
Godparent, had brought their family.  Seeing all the children
passing through the doors he was glad he’d roped in Harriet and Jo
to be available in the north aisle for child care should the need
arise.  Halfway through the run-up Peter stiffened;
Kimberley’s parents walked into the church.  Given the
previous encounter between Kimberley’s father and Damian this could
spell trouble.  However, Kimberley’s father came up to Peter
and apologized once again for his behavior at Kimberley’s aborted
wedding. Peter swallowed nervously.

“Is Kimberley expecting you?” Peter asked.

The father nodded and replied in short staccato sentences.

“We’ve sorted things out.  Couldn’t leave them as they
were.  Sarah is my grandchild.  Damian is working out
better than I expected. T his baptism is a bonus.”

They then went and sat next to Kimberley; her mother almost
immediately picked up Sarah and held her in her arms.  At
about two-fifteen Peter was beginning to wonder where Charmian was
when she arrived with Marjorie, who went and sat at the back of the
church.

“Good lunch?” said Peter.

“Marvelous. She took me to the Grand Hotel, she’s obviously well
known there.  Did you know that she used to be an undercover
journalist and now owns two ladies magazines?”

Peter shook his head.

“No idea. You’d better go and get robed up and I’ll be along and
tell you how we are going to work this.”

As Peter was taking a last look around the congregation, now
well over two hundred he had to smile. They were noisy,boy were
they noisy, but they were all obviously looking forward to the
service.  Peter was also pleased to see a number of his normal
congregation, including the Major, sitting in the church. As he
turned to go someone tapped him on the arm; it was Hannah.

“Thank you for giving me the tip off.”

“Thank you for the exposé.”

Hannah gave a broad smile.

“Don’t worry, I’m not here to caused trouble; since the article
on funerals the paper has made me their religious affairs
correspondent.  Should I sit anywhere in particular?”

Peter pointed to a vacant seat next to Marjorie.

“Try sitting there.”

He then escaped to the vestry.  The baptism itself could
have been a logistics nightmare as nearly all the adults involved
were there in more than one capacity.  For example; Bronwyn
was three times Godmother; Damian was being baptized and a
Godparent, and a girl called Jasmine was having her two children
baptized as well as being baptized herself and being a Godparent.
 It had taken Peter a whole afternoon to write out the
Baptismal Certificates and Godparent cards.  But he had a
cunning plan, especially now that he had Charmian to help him.
 They went through the service and when they got to the actual
baptism section Peter baptized the adults first and then Charmian
baptized the children. Everyone said the vows.  It did however
take a long time; the service lasted almost an hour and three
quarters, but no one seemed to care.  Some children played in
the north aisle; some sat with their parents.  One three year
old sat on the chancel steps and watched everything while messily
munching her way through some sort of chocolate bar.  They
finished with the children’s song ‘God is so good’; it was sung
with enthusiasm and joy. After the service, as Peter was clearing
up, the Major came up to him.

“Unusual service,” he said.

“But wasn’t it great to see so many baptized and have so many
come to support them?”

The Major nodded and replied.

“But do you think the adults will go on to confirmation?”

Peter put down the hymnbooks he was holding.

“To be honest George, I don’t know. Baptism is seen as a
familiar rite of passage, but confirmation to most people remains a
bit of a mystery.  I have booked the Bishop for a confirmation
service in October anyway as some of the teenagers want to be
confirmed; we will have to wait and see what else matures.”

The Major stood still for a moment clearly having difficulty in
finding the words for what he wanted to say, eventually he gave an
harrumph.

“I must say that I thought your work at the pub was a dubious
enterprise; in fact I’m still not so sure that it is wise.
 But I must admit today has made me think that there may be
some merit in it; providing that it does not all end in tears.”

Peter realized that this was as near to a compliment as he was
liable to get from the Major .

“Thank you, and thank you for coming today.”

However, the Major had not finished.

“And this morning, I meant what I said; I have no problem with
Woman Anglican Clergy; but please be careful what you involve her
in; it might not just be your career that gets ruined.”

With that the Major left.  Peter glanced round the church;
nearly everyone had left apart from Kimberley’s family, Marjorie
and Hannah who were deep in conversation, and Dan and David who
were looking at a piece of music together.  Peter went and put
away his chattels and locked the vestry.  When he reappeared
Hannah was waiting for him.

“Can I come to the Fisherman’s Friend Meeting at some time?”

Peter thought.

“Can you wait a few months as I don’t want too much publicity or
it all turning into a novelty item.”

Hannah nodded.  Peter relaxed.

“Did you enjoy the service?”

Hannah nodded again.

“Very much so, it had freshness about it.”  Then she went
on, “and I’m not sure, but I think I’ve just been commissioned to
write an article on funerals for the Élan Mode Magazine.

 

The after baptism bash at the Fisherman’s friend was an amazing
affair.  Taffy, who had elected not to come, had hung bunting
all over the church and Bronwyn had prepared a buffet tea, compete
with a giant cake, in the back room.  People seemed to be
genuinely enjoying themselves and no one seemed to be drinking
excessively, except that is for Charmian.  When Peter had
arrived she already had a gin and tonic in her hands and had got
through three more by the middle of the afternoon.  On the
positive side she was mixing well and seemed to have obtained an
almost instant rapport with Tracy and Kimberley.  As Peter was
surveying this, and wondering whether or not to have a quite word
with Charmian, Taffy whispered in his ear.

“I wouldn’t worry if I were you.”

“Worry about what?”

“Young lass and her drinks.”

Peter looked at Taffy.

“Am I missing something?”

Taffy grinned.

“She’s used to the Navy.  She had a word with me
beforehand.  Only one in four drinks is actually gin and
tonic, the rest are just tonic.  She told me if people buy her
drinks to charge to full amount and put the excess in whatever
charity box I like.  She’s a canny young one that one.”

Peter relaxed. Taffy fixed his cross-eye gaze on Peter.

“Don’t believe in religion,” he said, “but I will say that
you’ve brought one thing to this pub that I didn’t expect to
see.”

“What’s that?”

“Joy. Just look at the young ‘en’s; instead of moping over their
lager their enjoying life.”

Peter chatted to Taffy for a while and then ambled over to where
Damian and Kimberley were sitting with her parents.  He
wondered briefly about Damian’s parents and then sat down.
 Charmian and Damian were in the middle of a lively discussion
about fitness with Damian trying to convince Charmian that the
football kept him fit.

“Might do,” she said, “if you didn’t absorb all those
carbohydrates from the lager you throw down your throat.  Good
hockey player would see you off any day.”

They argued some more and then Damian thumped down his
glass.

“Come on then, put your money where your mouth is, I’ll race you
to the church and back.”

Charmian backed off.

“You’ve got trainers on, I can’t possible run in these.”

Kimberley butted in.

“What size feet?”

“Eight.”

Kimberley left through a door behind the bar and came back with
a pair of trainers.

“I left these behind by accident when I moved; Bronwyn found
them in the washing machine. Try these.”

Peter grinned to himself; Charmian was being neatly set up.
Peter had seen Damian play football one Saturday afternoon, he
seemed tireless.

“I won’t bet, mind,” said Charmian, “but last one back has to
help with the washing up.”

Soon they were standing side by side outside the pub doorway.
Peter clapped his hands and they were off.  Damian shot away
like a scalded rabbit and Charmian chased after him.
 Kimberley followed on Charmian’s mountain bike to ensure fair
play and they all disappeared from view after about two minutes.
 Ten minutes later Charmian ran into view hotly pursued by
Damian, who was obviously loosing ground.  Then when Charmian
was about a hundred yards from the doorway she seemed to stagger,
gave a few bunny hops and slowed considerably.  Damian rapidly
caught up and they reached the pub simultaneously.  Charmian
rubbed her left leg and said, “Cramp.”  The only problem for
Peter is that as she did so she gave him a knowing wink and he had
a great deal of trouble in suppressing his laughter.

 

Sunday evening Peter traveled to the Cathedral at Bury. The
Cathedral was holding a special service for the scouting movement
and some of St Cedd’s pupils were attending.  Peter had
volunteered (been volunteered?) to undertake simultaneous signing
as the service progressed.  He was actually more than happy to
do so, but was amazed at just how much concentration it took.
 By the time he got home he was completely bushed. It had been
a fruitful day, but a long day.

 

Monday morning Peter was just getting ready to see Roger and
Muriel again when he noticed Jasper striding up the drive like a
yacht in a force nine gale.  Peter smiled to himself; at least
this time there were no nude ladies around.  He should not
have smiled so soon.  When Jasper was half way up the drive
Kimberley appeared going in the other direction and pushing her
baby-buggy.  She was taking full advantage of the sunny
weather and had on a skimpy pair of shorts and a small bikini type
top. She obviously said something to Jasper as she passed him, but
Jasper did not break step.  Kimberley moved on and then
stopped to talk to Roger and Muriel who had also appeared.
 Peter opened the front door and let Jasper in.

“We need to talk,” said Jasper.

Peter thought ‘oh no not again’, but said politely.

“Sorry Jasper I’ve got a couple just arriving to see me. They
shouldn’t be here very long, would you like to wait?”

Waiting was obviously not on Jasper’s agenda, but he nodded.

“Where,” he asked.

Peter licked his lips.

“I’ll be using the sitting room and Mothers and Toddlers are due
to use the lounge from ten o’ clock, but you can wait anywhere
else.  But you might like to go and stand in my attic.”

Jasper looked at Peter in total disbelief.

“Stand in your attic!?  Is that what you call
hospitality?”

“You might find it a rewarding experience.”

Jasper eyes fairly bulged.

“Have you lost all your marbles or are you just trying to get
under my skin?  You needn’t try too hard, your most of the way
under anyway!”

Peter did his best to smile.

“I’m serious. Try standing in my attic.”

Jasper threw up his arms in despair,.

“Where’s your attic.  No don’t tell me it must be at the
top of the house, unless in this madhouse it’s in the
basement.”

He then proceeded to climb the stairs.

 

Peter let Roger and Muriel in and took them to the sitting
room.

“Good of you to see us at such short notice Father,” said
Muriel.

Peter had decided not to try and change Muriel’s mode of
address.

“What can I do?”

“You’ve seen the papers?”  Interjected Roger.

“Yes.”

He looked at Muriel, “I am very sorry. It must have come as a
shock.”

Muriel nodded.

“I knew he was getting worse, but no-one realized that the old
wound had opened up in his head until it was too late.”

She paused.

“But in reality I lost Jim some time ago; it’s just the final
part of him that died last week.”

They were silent for a time, and then Roger spoke.

“We were wondering if you would marry us.”

Muriel interrupted.

“And I’m not sure how soon we can get married.”

Peter replied.

“How soon do you think you will be ready to be married?”

They looked at each other and said almost together.

“Next Saturday?”

Peter laughed.

“No can do. The Banns have to be read for three weeks in advance
so four Saturdays away is the earliest I can manage”. 

Peter then spent some time taking details and eventually showed
them out.  The meeting with Roger and Muriel had taken three
quarters of an hour, but Jasper had not reappeared.

 

Jasper did not come down for another half an hour, by which time
Peter had a pot of coffee and some fancy biscuits ready.
 Anything he thought to try and soften Jasper up; they could
not continue as they were.  Jasper came in the sitting room
and sat down. He did not speak but poured himself a cup of coffee
and took a Jammy Dodger.  He nibbled the biscuit for a
while.

“It was the second mural that caught me out.  I looked at
this crowd all looking at me and then I realized they were all
looking beyond me.  I turned round and…”

He stopped and reached for another biscuit.

“You could charge for that,” he said, “just for people to stand
in your attic.”

“I don’t think Carola Massey would be very pleased.  The
main mural is merely a test piece for what she is going to do at
Alnwick.  It’s a privilege to have it, but I can’t exploit
it.”

Jasper reached out for another biscuit.  After he had eaten
that he gave a half-snort.

“By all accounts you are a dark horse.  You’ve got not one
but two genuine Carola Massey murals in your house.  I hear
that you baptized more than two dozen people yesterday and have
another dozen to go next week.  You’ve managed to grab a
female curate right under my nose when I am doing my best to give
you a male curate to cramp your style; and you are running an
innovative type of church in the roughest pub in Felburgh.”

Peter began to wonder; was this a prelude to a peace treaty?

Jasper flicked a crumb off of his cheek.

“On the down side I keep hearing rumours about you I don’t like
and whenever I come here there seems to be nubile young ladies
around.  Just who was that who told me you were in?”

“That’s Kimberley and Sarah, they live above the garage.”

Jasper swiveled his eyes round to meet Peter’s.

“Above your garage?  You have a young lady and her
offspring living above your garage?!”

Peter wanted to take Jasper off the boil quickly.

“I agreed, but I didn’t arrange it.  The Diocesan Housing
Department drew up the contract and Bunty set it all up.”

Jasper cooled down slightly.

“By Bunty you mean Barbara Vearmouth the ex-headmistress.”

“Yes.”

“And was Harriet Splines also involved.”

“Up to her neck.”

Jasper shook his head slightly.

“I’ve come across that pair before; they stitched me up rather
nicely and I ended up as a school governor at St Cedds.”

“St Cedds School for the hearing impaired?”

“Yes. Do you know it?”

“I’ve been on a sort of trial there as their chaplain.”

Jasper could not have been more surprised.

“How?”

“Caroline, that’s Henry’s wife who is Carola Massey the painter,
urged me to try it because I can sign.”

“You can sign?”

“Yes, my father was deaf.”

Jasper rolled his eyes and poured himself another coffee.

“I tried to learn when I became governor there, I might as well
have tried to understand astro-physics.”

Jasper started on yet another biscuit.

“How’s it going?”

“Badly.  I’m not cut out to work with children.”

“So are you going to give it up, or persevere?”

Peter was quiet for a moment.

“Actually I have a plan.  Charmian signs, not very well,
but well enough to be understood.  She will probably improve
with real practice.  She also was a schoolteacher before she
came into the ministry and has that knack of relating to children
that is elusive to me.  I was going to take her along with me
on Wednesday and see what happens, but I won’t force anything on
her; she’s here to learn not to be flogged to death.”

Jasper sat back and dunked the final biscuit in his coffee.
 He finished the biscuit and coffee and put the cup back on
the table.

“Last time I was here I said that I would not support you and
that I thought things were destined to go wrong.  To tell you
the truth I was a bit miffed that the Bishop appointed you while I
was away; I was hoping to get a young curate from the other side of
the diocese placed here as his first appointment.  In
hindsight I may have been considering the needs of St Nathaniel’s
above the needs of the curate.  Don’t get me wrong, I am still
dubious about some aspects of your behaviour, but in the main I
think you’ve made a good start here.  Please, please don’t
ruin it by some stunt like you pulled in your last parish.
 This parish doesn’t need the scandal and neither do you.”

Jasper got up to go. At the bottom of the stairs he looked
upward.

“I came here to tear you off a strip about getting Charmian
placed here.  But to tell you the truth, I would probably have
tried the same trick myself when I was a parish priest.  That
painting puts it all into perspective.”

Peter sensed something deeper in Jasper.

“Do you miss the parish work?” he asked quietly.

Jasper inclined his head slightly.

“Peter, if they ever offer you the post of Archdeacon turn it
down.  You end up being caught in the middle and regarded as
the piranha of the Board of Finance.”

“You could always go back.”

Jasper looked at him as if he had been offered a pot of
gold.

“Not many do that.”

“Perhaps only those for whom parish ministry is God’s true
purpose.”

 

Almost as soon as Jasper left the Mothers and Toddler’s broke up
and Peter had to take the final baptism class for them.  At
least he had Charmian to help him; she’d been with the group all
morning.  When the class was over Charmian and Peter dived
into the kitchen for a cup of coffee and a snack. Charmian intended
to sit in on the afternoon group as well.  As they drank their
tea (Charmian didn’t drink coffee) Peter decided it was time for a
little talk.

“Have you thought about what sort of routine you’re going to try
and establish?”

“Don’t bother,” said Charmian, “I just take things as they
come.”

Peter put his cup down.

“Not here and not while I’m supervising you.  You must have
at least the pattern of a routine otherwise prayer and study gets
marginalized and you become ineffective and prone to burn out.”

Charmian studied Peter; he had suddenly gone into stern parent
mode.

“What sort of routine?”

“You will have to work out your own routine, but the elements I
want you to include are: Firstly, don’t work all day – it is very
easy to do in this job – divide the day into threes; morning
afternoon and evening, and work two of them. I don’t care what you
do with the third; join a hockey team, study croquet, but do
something that is not church.”

Peter paused and then continued.

“Secondly, set time aside in your diary for prayer, study and
sermon preparation; and don’t forget the study.  It’s all too
easy to stop reading around and then you have no fresh things to
say to your congregation.  Thirdly, work out what you would
like to do while you are here, this may take a month or so, this is
the one time in your ministry when you are free to experiment.”

Charmian was about to but in, but Peter ploughed on.

“And finally, I will give you one Sunday a month off any service
duties at St Nathaniel’s.  Go and find somewhere else to
worship, somewhere you are not involved and can worship in peace.
 Try out a few different churches; go to Felixstowe; there are
over twenty churches in the town and they all have something to
offer.”

Peter paused and Charmian jumped in.

“I seriously thought about what I wanted to do in my last
parish. I’d like to try some schools work, I’d like to try some
work with house-groups and I’d like a placement at a hospice.”

Peter nodded.

“All possible. But first, I want to see your routine on paper
next Monday. Oh, and if it’s all right with you, I’d like you to
have Thursdays as your day off, but that is not mandatory.”

Charmian smiled thinking she knew exactly why Peter wanted her
out of the way on Thursdays.

“Fine, I used to have Thursdays off in Berwick and am used to
it.”

They then chatted about the Mothers and Toddlers group and the
party at the Fisherman’s Friend. Eventually Peter grinned.

“Did you really have a cramp?”

Charmian laughed.

“Certainly not, but I thought it would be undiplomatic if I beat
Damian.”

“Would you be happy to join me in the Saturday evening meeting
there?”

“More than happy.  However did you get them started?”

Peter told her about the wedding punch-up and the subsequent
meeting with Damian.  Just then the afternoon Mothers and
Toddlers started arriving.  Peter motioned towards the
lounge.

“This afternoon group, it may contain some mothers of other
faiths; please don’t preach at them, just welcome them.”

Charmian studied Peter.  In her last parish she had almost
been commanded to do the opposite and had found it almost
impossible.  Here it seemed that Peter had an open-arms
policy.

“Never talk about God?”

Peter smiled.

“Don’t worry, they will talk about their faith to you; you just
talk about your faith to them.  Mutual animosity never got
anyone anywhere, but mutual understanding might.”


           

Once Charmian had joined the Mothers and Toddlers, Peter thought
he would have time to go and do some visiting, but he was wrong. A
rather earnest young lady walked into the hall with the last of the
Mothers and came directly up to Peter.  She was clearly
excited about something.

“Are you the Vicar here?”  She exclaimed in a burst.

“Yes. Can I help?”

The girl nodded vigorously.

“I’m Jennifer Smith, I work at the records office and I’m
researching a book on the late Victorian era and I may have found
something very interesting in your churchyard.”

Peter’s blood ran cold.

“Really, what is that?”

“I’ll need to show you.”

Peter followed her round into the churchyard.  As they
walked she prattled on about the book she was researching and some
of the cases she had uncovered.  Once they got to the
churchyard she headed straight as a die towards the hawthorn hedge.
 Peter feared the worst.  Then all of a sudden she
stopped and pointed at an old family grave.  It must have been
from the late Victorian or Edwardian eras for it was slightly
raised and totally surrounded by a set of old iron railings. 
Within the iron railings was a total mayhem of brambles, Ivy and
weeds.

“There,” she said triumphantly. “I think that is the grave of
Emma Anne Stokes, née Jefferson and her bigamous husband Joe
Stokes.”

Peter was both relieved and a little perplexed.

“Married more than one woman did he?”

“Not him, her.  At first I thought that she had bumped off
her first husband, but it seems that he went to sea and she knew
all about it.”

“How do you know?”

“Josiah Grant was sexton here from 1897 to 1914 and he kept
meticulous records until he left for the Great War and never
returned.  The records aren’t in my record office because
Josiah’s widow moved back home to Scunthorpe and she donated his
diaries to the museum there.  They show that Joe Stokes died
in 1910 and a Tomas James Jefferson was buried here in 1912.
 She had him buried next to Joe and died one year later.”

Peter said.

“So you are looking for three grave stones?”

“Four.”

Peter almost wet himself.

“Four?”

“Yes, according to Josiah, when she failed to get a divorce she
tried to have a funeral in the churchyard for her first husband,
Thomas.  But the local vicar smelt a rat because she could not
produce a death certificate.  However, according to the local
stonemason’s records she had had a headstone made for Thomas that
read, ‘Tomas James Jefferson 1865-1901 Much Missed’ the week before
the mock funeral. Wouldn’t it be grand if that is in there?”

And she pointed to the tangle of weeds.

“Wouldn’t it just,” murmured Peter.

“So,” she continued, “I just need your permission to clear the
weeds and I can explore the headstones.”

Peter began to see a way out of this predicament.  What he
needed to do was stop her snooping around the rest of the
graveyard.  If she finds the stone he reasoned, the next thing
is that she’ll think about the coffin.

“Can’t give it,” he said, and as she was about to protest he
continued.

“The churchyard is in two halves and this is the old part.
 This part has been taken over by the County Council and I
have no jurisdiction over it.  You’ll have to apply to
them.”

She looked terribly disappointed; Peter felt that she wanted to
start ripping out the weeds with her bare hands right now. 
Peter continued and in a kind voice said.

“They might ask you if you’ve the relatives’ permission.
 If Tomas was buried in 1912, then a hundred years has not
passed, so not just anyone can work on the grave.”

Jennifer considered this, and looking at her watch said.

“I’ll go to the County Offices now, I know exactly where to go.
 See you soon.”

She marched away towards her car, which was parked in the car
park, and Peter heaved a sigh of relief. He watched her go and then
ambled over to the line of stones by the hawthorn hedge. He walked
from one end of the line until the other and then back again.
 One thing was for certain, dear old Tomas’ headstone was not
there.

 

Peter was still pondering this when he arrived home.  He
decided that he needed to talk to Mark fairly swiftly.  But
all thought about headstones fled from his mind when he arrived
home; Sam was sitting on his doorstep with an ashen grey face and a
look of total doom.

“Sam, are you all right?” Peter asked.

“I need a toilet” he gasped.

Peter opened the front door and Sam rushed in, as he did so he
thrust the noon edition of the evening paper into Peter’s hands.
 Seconds later Peter heard him throwing up.  Peter looked
at the paper; it was folded so that the business section was on one
side and the classified ads on the other. Peter reasoned that Sam
must want him to read something in the business section.
 Halfway down the page was a long article on the fact that
Eco-Mines had gone into receivership.  They had perfected a
land mine that only stayed active for three years; after that, it
released a chemical that neutralized the explosives.  The
problem was that the eco-mine cost 30% more than a non-eco-mine and
the Ministry of Defense had pulled the plug on a major
contract.  Peter continued reading the other articles.

Sam reappeared.

“Read it,” said Sam, who was trembling violently.

“Read what?”

“Eco-Mine!   Eco-Mine!  Apparently Porlock,
Whitby and Scanes had most of our money in this firm. They say our
£300,000 that is with them is now down to £80,000!”

He turned an interesting shade of green and headed back to the
toilet.

Peter sat down on the old pew in the middle of a pool of baby
buggies and pondered the situation. When Sam reappeared again Peter
guided him into his study and sat him in the armchair.  He
carefully placed his brown Bible out of vomit reach. Peter asked
Sam quietly.

“Did you send the letter you read out at the AGM to Porlock,
Whitby and Scanes?”

Sam nodded.

“Did you receive an acknowledgement of that letter?”

“I think so.”

“Can you check?”

“Files in the car,” said Sam heading out of the study door.

A couple of minutes he was back waving a letter.

“Yes, they said they noted our letter and were dealing with
it.”

“And how do you know they say that it is us that have lost the
money?”

Sam reached into his coat pocket and pulled out a crumpled fax
and handed it to Peter.

Peter read it and looked at Sam.

“I think we should involve Henry. I’m not sure, but I think we
gave Porlock, Whitby and Scanes a clear instruction that they have
ignored.”

Sam looked thoroughly miserable, but nodded.

“I’ll resign as treasurer” he moaned.

“It may not come to that,” Peter replied as he called Henry.

“Hi, Henry, how are things?”

“Approaching lift-off I think,” replied Henry, “Caroline has
suddenly stopped eating anchovies and custard and gone back to
normal food.  Midwife says it’s a clear sign baby will soon be
on the way.”

They chatted about this for a minute or so, and then Peter came
to the nub of his call and explained the problem. Henry’s reply was
immediate.

“Have you got the documents there and have you got a fax
machine?”

“No fax machine,” replied Peter, “but I can scan them in my
computer and e-mail them to you.”

“Then please do that,” said Henry, “and I will fire off a
missive to dear old Porlock, Whitby and Scanes.

“Then what?”

“We wait. I’ll be back to you within the hour hopefully.”

“As fast as that?”

Peter could almost hear Henry chuckling.

“There’s nothing like putting the pressure on.  My missive
will go to the chairman demanding an immediate reply and
threatening to ask a court to sequestrate a quarter of a million of
their funds pending legal action.”

“Would they do that?”

“Not in a million years, but usually it is the threat that
brings actions. Send me those documents. Chow.”

Peter duly scanned in the documents and e-mailed them to Henry.
 Sam was by now beginning to regain his normal colour, so
Peter asked him if he wanted a coffee. Sam shook his head. 
Peter had heard of people being sick with worry, but never seen it
quite so plainly.

“Have you got any clients who use Porlock, Whitby and Scanes?”
Peter asked.

“Not that sort of accountant.  I specialize in rural
accountancy; you know farms and village stores plus the occasional
pub.  Really I’m just a glorified book-keeper.”

“What led you into that?” asked Peter, really to keep Sam’s mind
occupied on something other than Porlock, Whitby and Scanes.

Sam glanced at Peter.

“Hunger.”

“Hunger?”

Sam sat back in the armchair and closed his eyes.

“Hunger.  Have you ever been really hungry?  It
consumes your thought, your very being.”

“And you were that hungry once?”

Sam sat dead still, eyes closed, but his hands gripped the arms
of the armchair hard. “Yes.”

 

Peter remained quiet. After a minute or so, Sam began to re-live
his memories.

“When I was at school I was determined to be a nurse or a doctor
or a vet.  So I took biology, chemistry and English at
a-level.  I gained a place at Nottingham to study Human
Biology with the possibility of transferring into medical school
after a year.  During the summer holiday, I got a placement at
the local hospital as an orderly.  There I found out something
about myself that I hadn’t realized before.  I’m squeamish: I
can look at films of operations and read books about them, but put
me in the actual environment and I usually throw up or pass out.
 People told me it would pass with familiarity, but it didn’t
and halfway through my first term at university I dropped out.
 I guess I should have tried to transfer over to another
degree course, but at the time I was so depressed about my
inability to become a doctor, I didn’t consider it.  My father
was furious; he’d spent a fortune getting me to university,
something he never managed, and obviously felt I was throwing away
my future.  He did offer me the chance of working on the farm,
but my older brother already had his feet under the table there and
to be honest I had no interest in growing corn just to cut it all
down and start over again.  So I left home confident that I
would make my way in the world and return home a few years later as
a semi-millionaire.  But in reality I had no idea what I
wanted.”

 

Sam hesitated, relaxed his grip slightly.

“But I couldn’t get a job; or rather I couldn’t keep a job.
 I’d start each job with enthusiasm and then after a few
months pack it in through boredom.  Each job I got was poorer
than the one before; the first one was as a ticket clerk for
British Rail; the last one was as a washer-up in a Soho restaurant
with low pay and daily hire.  Eventually I became one of the
street people; I had a little patch under the Willesden Railway
arches to sleep in and got jobs during the day to keep the wolf
from the door.  In the end I couldn’t even get a casual job
and I could not get any state benefits because I didn’t have a
fixed address. I suppose I should have gone home, but I could not
bear to turn up and disgrace my mother.”

Sam started crying gently, tears rolling down his cheeks; he did
not let go of the chair’s arms.

“I became an expert in soup-kitchens and would wander around
London from free handout to free handout and return to my railway
arch.  Then in some sort of purge the local council cleared
out the railway arches and moved us all on.  I didn’t know it
then, but that council probably saved my life as three months
later, when winter arrived, I started sleeping in a church crypt.
 Really it was a night-time doss for down and outs, but it was
warm and the natives were friendly.  You don’t tend to form
friendships in such places, you are always worried that the next
person will try and steal the little you have, but I bumped into
Wendy one night and we started looking out for one another.
 By that I mean she would look after my bags if I went
scavenging, and I would look after hers when she went begging. She
had Ernest who was just under a year old.  She was painfully
thin, more like a mobile skeleton, and that with the baby meant
that she usually got enough money each day to buy a few bits of
extra food. Then one night I was so hungry I stole her money, all
£4.32 of it, and went to leave the crypt.  To get out I had to
pass whoever was on the door.  That night it was one of the
ministers and as I drew level with him he said, ‘whatever it is
son, don’t do it’.  He later told me that I looked as guilty
as sin.  His words made me stop, and I turned round and went
back to the corner and popped the money back under Ernest’s pillow.
 I didn’t make any grand resolutions, saw no blinding lights,
but that day my life turned. The church ran a scheme where it would
help its crypt dossers to get jobs and I managed to get a job as a
dustman.  Not on the regular collections, but clearing up
filthy alleyways and derelict buildings. I shared my money with
Wendy; it wasn’t out of love, I had no capacity then for love, it
was guilt.  After a while we moved out of the crypt and into a
squat, then later out of that squat and into a better squat. The
work was awful; you have no idea what filth people leave behind,
but I stuck at the job.  After two years I got a piece of
paper from the Council saying that I was regarded as a permanent
employee and under their equal opportunities scheme I was allowed
one day off a week to study without breaking the terms of my
employment.  They would not pay me for that day, but they
would pay college fees and give a small book-grant.  Wendy and
I discussed it at length.  While I had been clearing up
rubbish she had been looking after Ernest and helping out in a
corner shop.  She found a free nursery place for Ernest two
days a week and I studied book-keeping.  It wasn’t my choice,
but I had to have Wednesdays off and it was either book-keeping or
secretarial skills.  The course paid off and after two years
of study I got a book-keeping job with a local garage. Then Wendy
fell pregnant.  By now we were living in a small rented flat
above a take-away; we’d got fed up with squatting and the fear of
bailiffs.  I knew instinctively that we could not manage.
 We were living hand-to-mouth and an extra child, plus the
inability of Wendy to work, would drive us back over the edge.”

Sam suddenly let go the arms of the armchair and hugged
himself.

“We’d kept going to church; we probably weren’t the most regular
worshippers in the world, but we used to go back to the church
where we used to sleep. The Vicar there was always willing to
listen and one Sunday I told him of our predicament.  He asked
me why I wouldn’t go home and I couldn’t give him a good reason.
 The next weekend I spent all our surplus cash on a journey
home.  It’s funny, but when you’ve been away people seem to
age terribly and Mum and Dad seemed much older, but they welcomed
us with open arms.  Even my brother was pleased to see me.
 The farmhouse was large enough to swallow us up and my
brother paid me to sort out his accounts.  I suppose he put a
word in for me with the young farmers and soon I had enough work
for every day of the week.  As soon as Samantha was born I
married Wendy.  I’d asked her before, but she’d always said
no, not until we were certain of our love for one another; I guess
she became certain.”

Sam visibly relaxed arms by his side, eyes now open and looking
out of the window at the departing mums.

“The rest is history. My book-keeping work flourished and I even
started calling myself an accountant, don’t worry I have passed all
the relevant exams now, and Wendy and I stayed together, not out of
mutual necessity but out of love.  Little Sam came five years
ago, just in time for my parents to see their latest grandchild;
they both died the same year.  At least I had time to tell
them what great parents they were.  My brother died too in a
car accident, he never married; he always said that he envied me in
that I’d made my own way through life and found myself a good wife
in the process. To my knowledge he never once went out with a girl
in all his forty-seven years.

Sam stopped speaking, but Peter could see that he was still
gently weeping. Peter waited for him to compose himself .

“And what of Wendy and her parents?”

Sam shook his head.

“Wendy and I have no secrets, and we share everything and depend
greatly on one another, but she never talked about her parents or
mentioned them in any way for years.  Just once, in those
first few months in the crypt she said her parents had disowned her
because of Ernest; then she never referred to them again.  I
did ask once or twice in the early years, but Wendy always shook
her head and walked away.  Then four years ago I spotted an
advert from a group of London solicitors trying to trace a Wendy
Dewdrop; it took her two days to summon up courage, but she
contacted them.  She had terrible trouble confirming her
identity, but she knew enough about her parents to satisfy them in
the end.  They were administering her dad’s estate; he had
left a will leaving everything to a cat’s home, but the signature
had not been properly witnessed.  The will had the same date
as the day Ernest was born. The solicitor’s eventually passed on
the whole estate to her, it was not very large, but it will pay for
all the children to go through university, if they want to, and to
be married.  She called it poetic justice, especially as she
used some of the money to fund Ernest to go to Michigan.  They
also passed to her a load of papers and photographs; she brought
them home and then burned them without even looking at them.
 She said she would talk about it to me someday, but I doubt
it; I think the scars are too deep.”

Sam dried his eyes and blew his nose.

“I’ve never told anyone before.”

Peter understood well the hidden question.

“And I, of course, won’t tell anyone.”  He said softly.

Peter became curious.

“Have you ever told the children of how you met Wendy?”

He grinned.

“Not the grisly details, but the bare bones, we felt we had to
when all the money suddenly arrived.  It was good for Ernest
because he could talk about his early memories, but I suspect the
other two have no real idea of what it was like. I hope they never
find out for themselves.”

Peter and Sam then sat in silence for about ten minutes; their
meditations eventually disturbed by the telephone.  It was
Henry obviously on a mobile phone.

“Good news and bad news.”

“Go on,” said Peter.

“Good news is that they have backtracked on their fax and said
it was a clerical error and that our funds with them were not
invested in Eco-Mine.”

“And the bad?”

“They’re refusing to handle our account anymore if we are going
to be so stropy.  They have transferred all the money into our
current account as of five o’ clock tonight.”

“I thought that you could not do money transfers after
four.”

“If you’re transferring a third of a million you can.  I’ve
checked the bank account on the Internet; the moneys there all
right.”

“Thanks Henry. I think Sam owes you a pint.”

“Tell him I’ll have a pint of Single Malt. Must go now; we are
arriving at the hospital.”  

To say that Sam was relieved would be an understatement.

 

As soon as Sam departed Charmian came out of the lounge.

“That was really interesting,” she said; “babies really are the
universal language.”

She then told him about the afternoon session.  It
apparently started badly with the Mothers and Toddler’s breaking
into two groups with refugees on one side and Felburghites on the
other.  Then after about half an hour one of the refugee’s
toddlers messed himself and the mother had no spare nappies. One of
the non-refugee mums offered her supply and that was the catalyst
for some intermingling.  By the end of the afternoon there was
still wariness, but not as much as at first.  Peter and
Charmian then spent an hour planning the rest of the services for
June and especially the second group baptism the following Sunday.
 By the time Charmian left Peter was feeling weary.

 

Peter’s peace was short lived as the doorbell rang almost as
soon as Charmian had left.  Much to Peter’s surprise Anthony
was back on the doorstep with his CPO sitting in the car.
 Peter invited him in, “Thought that you’d be back on your
ship by now.”

“So did I, but something’s came up.”

“To do with HMS Cedd?”

Anthony shook his head.

“No, with me.”

“Does your CPO want to come in?”

“Probably not, were on our way to Northolt Airport, due to fly
out at Midnight.”

Peter grinned.

“I think he might like to look in my attic.”

“Your attic?”

“Remember the artist? Your CPO has become a centurion.”

Anthony raised an eyebrow and signaled to the CPO who came
over.

“Go and take a quick peek upstairs in the attic and study the
centurion,” said Anthony.

The CPO departed; again he did not raise an eyebrow at such a
strange request.  Anthony sat on the pew in the hall.

“I’ve been offered a Commodore’s post and it’s all due to
you.”

“To me?”

“You called me about HMS Cedd so they thought it expedient to us
me as an interface between you and Navy Special Operations.
 While I was here a problem arose at Felixstowe Port and as I
was on hand I got sent to sort it out.  It proved to be quite
a problem both in Navy and diplomatic terms, but we got it sorted.
 Because of that, they’ve offered me the Commodore Special Ops
post for a tour of five years.”

“Have you accepted?”

Anthony nodded.

“Alice is over the moon; she knows I can be pulled away at a
moment’s notice to anywhere in the world, but if previous
statistics are anything to go by I shall also spend more time at
home.”

Peter had a sudden thought.

“And what about your CPO?”

Anthony grinned.

“He’s proved to be a useful chappie.  I know that he has
many talents, that’s why I brought him here, but on the Felixstowe
job he proved invaluable both for his talents and for watching my
back.  He’s been offered a five year tour as well and will be
my man Friday.”

“Is he happy at that?”

“Too true.  His ticket was up in two months time and now he
has another five years and a special extra pay allowance as well.
 His wife is also relieved, she thought he might have trouble
in civilian life; his real expertise is torpedoes and there’s not
much call for that in the high street.”

Anthony shifted slightly.

“Can I use your loo?”

“Of course, you know where it is.”

The CPO came downstairs while Anthony was otherwise engaged.

“Good psychological trick that,” he said, “to make one painting
make you look at the other.”

“What did you think of the centurion?”

He seemed to grow about two inches.

“Never been painted before. It feels good.”

“In about six months time have a look in Alnwick Cathedral,
that’s where the real mural will end up.”

The CPO smiled.

“So,” he said, “we’ll both end up on the wall there too.”

Peter changed the subject.

“I hear your moving billets.”

He nodded.

“Chance in a million; an exciting job with an officer I
trust.”

“He trusts you as well you know.”

He slowly smiled.

“I know; they wanted him to choose an officer to go with him,
but he fought for me.  I’ve ended up carrying a warrant,
something I thought I would never do.”

Anthony appeared .

“Time to go”

The CPO replied.

“We haven’t checked the dog yet.”

Anthony nodded.

“Go and get the gear.”

The CPO shot out and returned with a portable Geiger counter and
they proceeded to check Aquinas with it.

“Dog’s been lying on the hatch,” said Anthony, “if there’s any
problem…”

“All clear,” Said the CPO.

Peter opened his mouth to ask a question, but before he could
speak Anthony said in that request/command manner of his, “Don’t
ask.”

So Peter didn’t

“Right; we’ll go,” said Anthony, “Thanks for the call – it’s
changed my life.”

As they drove away Peter smiled to himself; Anthony had called
to say goodbye, but also to check out something else.  Peter
now had an Inkling why HMS Cedd had been kept so secret.

 

Peter then decided to relax and put the phone over to the
answering machine; he paused and turned the machine off again.
 Henry had said he was arriving at the hospital and just in
case he was needed… Peter then had a quick meal and went upstairs
with the intention of watching a film; halfway up the CPO’s words
hit him, ‘we’ll both end up on the wall there too’.  He must
have been referring to himself and Peter!  Peter continued up
into the attic and looked at the rear wall picture surmising that
as it had the most faces that was where he would find his; but
after over half an hours searching proving fruitless he moved to
the painting of the crosses.  He studied it minutely, each
face that could be seen, but again to no avail.  He decided
that the CPO was wrong and was just about to step away from the
painting when his eye caught a little child playing at his father’s
feet. The father was too absorbed to watch the child and he was
playing in the sand. A shiver ran down Peter’s’ spine as he looked
at his own face; albeit his face of a few decades ago, it was
definitely him.

 

As Peter settled down to bed for the night he smiled ruefully.
 He had lectured Charmian that very morning about routine and
relaxation.  Monday was his pastoral visiting day and he had
visited no one.  He’d somehow worked most of the day, and he
had not spent his usual time in reading and study.  However,
he did not feel that the day had been fruitless; after all, it is
not every day that you see yourself as you were years ago and know
that that is how people will see you for many years to come.










Chapter 13
Suffering and Anguish


The following morning Peter was walking Aquinas as usual when he
noticed that there were two bicycles leaning against the church
porch.  As he approached he could hear organ music coming from
inside. As he got to the porch door he stopped, the music was a
Scott Joplin rag; Peter paused while he searched his mind for the
title, it was Maple Leaf Rag.  Peter looked at the bicycles,
one he recognized as Dan’s old small wheeled folding bicycle, the
other was a smart mountain bike with front and rear suspension plus
the biggest cycle lock Peter had ever seen.  Peter crept into
the back of the church taking care not to make a noise.  By
the time he was sitting down David had moved to the grand piano and
he rattled off the piece again at what Peter thought was a hell of
a pace.  Dan borrowed the music and played the same piece
again on the organ, again at a searing pace.  David laughed,
“OK,” he said, “You’ve convinced me. The organ can be just as
fast.”

David then went and joined Dan at the organ again and they
played the piece together as a twosome, David playing the normal
tune and Dan operating the stops and adding various twiddly bits.
They were clearly enjoying themselves.  When they had finished
that piece Dan pulled out another piece of music and placed it on
the organ desk.  He started to play and Peter instantly
recognized the Radetzky March, a wedding favourite. 
 Dan, as usual, played magnificently; this was not an easy
piece and Peter had heard in mangled too many times for comfort,
but Dan made it look easy.  Dan reset the stops and moved
over. “Don’t worry about the stops, “he said, “just follow the
music, and don’t forget the keys are not touch sensitive they are
either on or off.”

David tried the piece; he was awful. David moved back to the
piano and tried there, he was still awful. Surprisingly they both
laughed and David put the music in his backpack and made for the
back of the church; he laconically waved as he passed Peter.
 Peter went up to talk to Dan.

“Budding organist?” He said.

Dan looked surprised to see Peter.

“He had a word with me last Sunday after the baptism service and
said he would like to try the organ.”

Dan looked a bit sheepish and continued.

“I’ve known him for about four years, and he came to me for
piano lessons for a couple and was one of the best pupils I ever
had.  He has that knack of being able to interpret the feel of
the notes on a score, not just play them rigidly.”

“But he stopped coming?”

“I think his parents could not afford it any more, especially as
they were supporting him through the last year of sixth form.
  At the time I did offer to teach him for free, but they
said he should concentrate on his studies.”

“But he’s obviously kept it up.”

Dan smiled,.

“He got the music teacher at the school to teach him in the
lunch time in return for playing at assemblies and school
concerts.”

“Will he make a good organist?”

“Hard to say, he’s got to make the shift from a touch sensitive
instrument to one where the keys are on or off.  He’s also got
to learn that if you hold a key down the note is sustained.
 But I reckon that if he really wants to do it he can.”

Dan suddenly raised his eyebrows.

“You don’t mind do you?”

Peter laughed.

“Of course not.  But teach him a few modern hymns in the
process, he plays for me on Saturday evenings at The Fisherman’s
Friend.”

Dan raised his eyebrows.

“I wondered why he was there on Sunday.”

They talked for a little while longer and then Peter took
Aquinas home for his morning Digestives and milk.

 

Peter arrived home shortly after Jo arrived for her Tuesday
cleaning, so they talked a little while Peter fed Aquinas and then
Peter went into his study.  This was his day for study and
sermon preparation, but like yesterday things did not quite go
according to plan.  Almost as soon as Peter had opened his
Bible the doorbell rang.  Peter opened the door and two men
immediately pushed their way in.  They pushed Peter back until
he was standing against the hall wall and one of them stood each
side of him. They were the sort of men that Peter thought only
existed in the minds of crime-writers.  They had hard looking
faces and mean dispositions.  Peter had no doubt that they
could tear him limb from limb and not shed a tear in the process.
The taller of the two growledat Peter.

“We want a word with you.  We want our money.”

Peter managed to stutter.

“Money? What money?” But he had no doubts in his mind what they
meant.

The shorter placed his face a couple of inches away from Peter
.

“The money we lent your predecessor.  He sort of didn’t pay
us back, so now we’ve come to collect.”

Before Peter could gasp anything out Jo appeared from the
kitchen.

“Is everything all right Peter?”

The short man spun round and said menacingly.

“Get lost missy if you want to retain your looks,” and then
added, “such as they are.”

To Peter’s relief she scuttled back into the kitchen. The tall
one called out after her.

“And don’t be silly enough to go phoning anyone, we can always
come back.”

He looked at Peter.

“Don’t pin your hopes on her, we’ve cut the phone line and our
colleagues outside.  Now, the money.”

Peter could smell peppermint on his breath; he’d also noticed a
knuckle-duster on his left hand, but again before he could say
anything the kitchen door opened, but this time it was not Jo but
Aquinas. Now Aquinas was already a big dog by Old English Sheepdog
standards, but standing in the doorway with his hackles up and
teeth bared he looked even bigger.  The short one jerked.

“Call your dog off.”

“Only if you back off,” in a voice he hoped showed at least a
little authority.

Aquinas made the decision for them; he slowly started to walk
forward one pace at a time, growling deeply in his throat.  To
Peter’s utter surprise the short one wet himself.  Both men
stepped back slightly; Aquinas kept coming.

“Stay,” said Peter.

Aquinas ignored him. The two men moved off to the side of Peter
farthest from the dog.

“Stay, “said Peter.

Aquinas still ignored him and kept advancing.  The two men
retreated to the front door.  Aquinas moved round in front of
Peter and between him and the men.  He stopped advancing, but
he didn’t stop his deep throat growling.  The short man was
clearly terrified; however the tall one was made of sterner stuff
and waved his knuckle-dusted left hand.

“If he comes any closer I’ll knock his teeth out.”

“Stay,” said Peter.  Aquinas probably ignored him again,
but he had already taken up the defensive position between his
master and the men and he didn’t advance on them anymore.

“Tell me about this money,” said Peter, who could now see Jo
standing in the kitchen and waving her mobile phone.

“We want it,” said the tall one.

“How much is it, £100?”

The tall man laughed.

“We’d ‘ardly go to this trouble for £100, try a couple one
hundred thousand.”

Jo came out of the kitchen and stood with her back to the open
door.

“I’ve seen you before,” she said to the tall one, “just after
Revd. Graye disappeared; you were hanging about in the churchyard.
 What did you do to him?”

“Didn’t do nothing, “said the small one, “it was him who ran out
on us.”

“Well if he did he probably took whatever money you’re talking
about with him.”

The tall one took a step towards Jo; Aquinas’ response was
instant – he barked.  In the confines of the hallway the
explosive sound was actually painful to the ears.  The tall
man stopped, and stepped back against the front door.

“Why come here when the Revd. Graye owes you the money?” Peter
asked.

“‘Cause we borrowed it in the first place and rumour has it that
your church is very wealthy.”

“If it is wealthy it is not because of a donation from him,”
said Peter, “the church was already wealthy when he arrived.”

The tall one smirked, “Yeah you would say that.”

“I’ll show you the accounts if you like,” said Peter.

Just then the doorbell rang, Aquinas barked again and the short
one made a bolt for the kitchen door. He didn’t make it any further
than halfway; Aquinas sank his teeth into the man’s thigh and he
screamed.  There was suddenly hammering on the front door and
the tall man slipped the knuckle-duster in his pocket and opened
the door.  Two policemen were there. Peter shouted “He’s got a
knuckle-duster in his left coat pocket!” Before turning to Aquinas,
“Leave,” he said, trying to drag the dog off, “leave!”  After
a few tugs and a bit of shouting Aquinas let go.  He licked
his lips as if appreciating the taste and turned to face the tall
man.  He growled.  The short man was lying face down on
the ground and holding his right thigh, blood oozed out onto the
floor.  Peter went to speak to the police, but one of the
policemen spoke first.

“Hello Fred, up to your old tricks? Who’s your pal laying on the
floor?”

“That’s for me to know and you to find out.”

“Knuckle-duster please,” said the policeman.  Fred handed
it over. “Now, would someone mind telling me just what’s been going
on here?”

Jo spoke first.  “These two barged their way in, threatened
Peter and told me to get lost.  They keep rabbitting on about
money they lent to Revd. Graye and wanting it back.  They were
trying to intimidate Peter into paying them out of church
funds.”

The policeman smiled.

“Demanding money with menaces; dear dear Fred, whatever
next?”

“It’s our word against theirs, it’ll never stick.”

The policeman smiled and patted his radio, “it might,” he said,
“I heard every word.”

Jo blushed and took the mobile phone out of the pocket of her
slacks; it had been upside down with the microphone exposed.

The policeman looked at Aquinas.

“Mind you that dog nearly blew my eardrums in.”

 

The police took Fred away; they already had someone else in the
car. The short, and still nameless, man left in an ambulance.
 Only one policeman stayed behind to take provisional
statements from Peter and Jo.  Peter asked him if he thought
there was enough to actually charge the men

“Oh we’ll charge them all right, but I doubt they’ll be
prosecuted.  To be honest it will boil down to your word
against theirs as they will probably find some way of getting the
telephone transmission declared inadmissible; we’ve met them before
and they have very good lawyers.”

“So they could be back,” said Jo.

“I doubt it,” replied the policeman.  “Well certainly not
Fred, he’s wanted on another charge, one I doubt he will slip out
of. And the other bloke won’t want to face your dog again, and I
must say having seen his thigh, neither would I.”

The policemen left just before one o’ clock and Peter began to
shake slightly.

“Thanks Jo,” he said, “I’m glad you were here, but I hope it
won’t worry you about working here in the future.”

“Of course not,” replied Jo who then went silent until she said,
“Peter, have you any idea what they were on about?”

Peter could not lie to Jo, in fact he probably couldn’t lie to
anyone, and he could see no way of being economical with the truth
that did not cross into telling untruths.  Fortunately for him
a reprieve came in the form of the doorbell ringing.  Jo
opened the door. It was Lucy and Mark, who walked in with Lucy
saying,

“Peter’s phone seems to be out of commission, so we dropped by
to say that Caroline has had a pair of twins.”

“Twins!”  said Jo.  “Didn’t know she was expecting
twins.”

“Neither did she.  The hospital said it occasionally
happens that they miss second other baby.”

“How’s Henry?”

“Ecstatic, though he’s still not sure if Caroline is pulling his
leg about calling them Thelma and Louise.”

Lucy then saw Peter and stopped dead.

“Peter, you look like you have seen a ghost.”

 “We’ve just had a visit from a couple of London thugs who
tried to intimidate Peter.”  Jo replied.

“I think he could do with a cup of tea” said Lucy and virtually
dragging Jo out the door saying, “you can tell me all about it in
the kitchen.”

Mark surveyed Peter, he was ashen white and obviously in a mild
state of shock.

“You OK?”

Peter nodded.

“I didn’t tell them about the money and Aquinas took a fair
chunk out of one of them. But I nearly showed the money to
Jo.  Would it be easier if we involved them?” And he inclined
his head towards the kitchen.

Mark shook his head.

“Not until we are sure the thugs won’t return.”

Peter whispered.

“I also had a visit from your records clerk; she’s searching for
the grave of Tomas Jefferson’s family.  She hasn’t found that
headstone yet, but it appears to have disappeared.”

“Sorry,” said Mark.  “I should have told you. I had second
thoughts about leaving the headstone there when I noticed people
walking up and down the line of headstones reading them.”

“So where is it now?”

Mark smiled, “Down beside Norma’s coffin. When I filled the
grave in I slipped it in the hole.”

“You almost gave me a heart attack!” Peter said, but he was
mightily relieved that Jennifer Smith would not be able to find
it.

 

Lucy and Jo reappeared and they all discussed the thugs, but
much to Peter’s relief Jo did not re-ask the question she asked
before.  They all finally departed around half past two. 
Peter then tried to settle down to some sermon preparation, but he
could not concentrate; he tried to pray, but with the same result.
  In the end, Peter decided to visit Caroline in the
hospital.  As he drove to the hospital he passed Claude’s
funeral parlour.  Hannah’s exposure seemed to have made
absolutely no difference; the advert for the special package was
still in the window and Peter had heard absolutely no comments
about it.  Short of blowing the place up Peter had no
immediate solutions come to mind.

 

Once at the hospital Peter soon found Caroline, Henry and the
twins. Caroline looked tired, but jubilant.  Henry just looked
intoxicated with paternal joy with that have-a-cigar look all over
his face.  To Peter the twins looked like a couple of wrinkled
beetroots with arms and legs, but obviously Caroline and Henry saw
them through different eyes.  Peter gave the usual
congratulations, but he was actually quite pleased for them.

“Thought of any names yet?” asked Peter.

“Rebekah Seonaid and Loranah Mysie”  Henry replied.

Peter smiled inwardly, Henry and Caroline had just set a
spelling test for every teacher the pair were likely to have. “Any
special reason?”

“My mother was a Mysie and Caroline’s mother was a Seonaid”
replied Henry. 

“And we just liked the other two names,” added Caroline.

Peter did not stay with them long, but he was genuinely happy
for them; but now he was in no doubt.  Henry’s nicely ordered
world was about to come to an end.

 

Peter then drove back to the common car park which overlooked
the sea and where he had had talked with Tom.  The money was
beginning to worry him and so was Cameron’s whispering campaign. If
Peter was honest, he was also worried about the next special
council meeting tomorrow night; they were going to have to get down
to some discussion and Peter was worried that views were still too
divergent for rapprochement to take place.

 

He was also surprised at himself: since his own failed love
affair, now of many years ago, he had considered himself unlikely
to have a personal relationship with a woman again.  But Jo
was beginning to unsettle his equilibrium.  If he was honest
with himself he wanted Charmian out of the way on Thursdays so that
he could have coffee alone with her.  She had also stirred up
emotions in him that had lain dormant for many years, some of which
were painful as they also brought with them memories of earlier,
and happier, times.  He had been unable to pray in his study,
but here looking at the ocean and the vast Suffolk sky, he opened
his heart again to God.  He was there for some time.

 

Peter took a diversion on the way home to deliver the copies of
Henry’s correspondence of yesterday (was it only yesterday?) to
Sam.  Peter knocked at the door and Wendy opened it, she gave
Peter a curious look and let him in.  Peter handed Sam the
faxes from Porlock, Whitby and Scanes; Wendy then invited him to
stay for dinner, there was obviously something in Wendy’s manner
that made Peter accept.  Peter sat down to lunch with Sam,
Wendy and Little Sam; Samantha was apparently out with friends.
 It was a very pleasant meal and Peter enjoyed it very much.
 When it was over Wendy smiled at her husband.

“Time to collect Samantha, why don’t you take Sam with you?”

Little Sam was obviously pleased at the prospect and Sam picked
him up and walked to the door, he turned to Peter and thanked him
for yesterday.  Wendy gathered up some of the dinner plates
into a pile and then, as Sam shut the front door, put them back
down again.  She scrutinized Peter.

“Sam tells he he talked to you yesterday.”

Peter nodded.

“I hope you don’t think less of him because of our past.”

“Of course not.  We all have past; it’s just that some are
more diverse than others.”

She idly stirred the cold gravy on the top plate; Peter waited.
 Wendy had asked him to stay for a reason – the same reason
that had made her ask Sam to take Little Sam with him.  After
a minute or so she spoke very quietly.

“He probably didn’t tell you everything.”

Peter stayed silent. She kept poking the old food around the
plate and then stopped and put the fork down in a manner that
indicated a decision.

“I don’t like to think of how we met,” she said, “I can usually
put it out of my mind and say to myself that it’s just a fragment
of history, but life is not like that.”

She suddenly gave Peter a piercing look.

“Do you think that history repeats itself and in that repetition
God is testing us?”

“I don’t view God as a malevolent being that takes pleasure in
trying us out.” Peter said carefully.   “For me God is
the one who stands beside me through the hard times as well as the
good times.  It’s just that we tend to depend on him more in
the hard times.”

“Sam thinks that Samantha has been out with friends this
evening, and she will be with her friends when he picks her up, but
she’s been somewhere before.  She’s been to the doctor for a
check-up.”

“Why the secrecy,” said Peter, but he knew the answer before
Wendy spoke.

“Because she’s pregnant.”  Then she added, “Do you think
that is terrible?”

Peter felt for her.

“No it’s not terrible.  It would probably have been better
if she’d waited until later in her life and when she had a stable,
and preferably married, relationship; but it is not terrible.
 In any case,” he added, “I’m not part of the youth culture
and do not experience the pressures they are under.”  He
paused for a moment. “And we all make mistakes when we are young.
 It’s part of being young.  I don’t think any of us can
say that we didn’t.”

Wendy didn’t reply but stood up and walked over to an old
armchair and slumped down.

“Are you worried about Sam’s reaction?”

“I think I know what it will be, but I was sure of my dad’s
reaction and I was wrong.”

 

Peter waited. Wendy started sorting through the magazine rack
and talked to nowhere in particular.

“I became pregnant when I was fifteen; up to then I’d had a
normal childhood.  My parents were just there for me.
 When I was eleven I was hit by a car and broke both legs.
 I was young and healed easily, but I missed half my first
term at secondary school.  Dad was adamant that I then went
into private education at a local girl’s school.  Within a few
months I had caught up, but dad kept me there.  I just didn’t
think about it.  Other girl’s parents got divorced or were
remote, but my parents were always there.  Then one weekend we
went down to Brighton for a wedding, I think it was one of mum’s
second cousins, but I’m not sure.  After the wedding there was
the usual reception and I got drunk, not so drunk that I passed
out, but drunk enough to lose my inhibitions.  I ended up
having intercourse with some lad or other; do you know I don’t even
remember his name?  As you’ve probably guessed I fell
pregnant.  When I’d missed two periods I told mum.  She
went ballistic, called me a trollop, amongst other things, and
generally slagged me off.  I had been looking for comfort and
advice and ended up being berated for over an hour till Dad came
home.  He was worse.  He slapped me, called me a cheap
harlot and told me I was the scum of the earth.  I fled to my
bedroom, but Dad stayed outside shouting through the door.  We
lived in a bungalow so I climbed out the window and went to a
friend, desperately hoping that they would calm down.  I went
home two days later; they had calmed down, but were obviously
furious with me.  Dad gave me an ultimatum: I had to have an
abortion and tell no one. He even offered to pay for it.  I’ll
always remember mum’s words, she said, ‘we don’t want any bastards
in this house; we’re above that sort of thing.’”

 

She finished the magazine rack and started re-arranging books in
the bookcase.

“To tell you the truth I was undecided what to do. I hadn’t
planned to be pregnant, had no feelings whatsoever for the father
and the thought of childbirth terrified me.  But my parents
were trying to force their decision on me and did not give me any
real time to think.  In the end, after two weeks of snide
remarks, I became defiant and said I would have the child.
 When I told Mum and Dad I thought they would explode but Dad
just said, ‘so be it.’  The following day when I got home from
school they were both waiting for me.   Dad placed his
will under my nose; under it everything was left to me.  He
then produced another will, in this one everything was left to the
local cat’s home.  He sort of snarled, ‘you have that child
and you cease to be a daughter of ours.’  I said that it was
probably too late for an abortion, he said he would pay for me to
go away and have the child as long as it was adopted.  I tried
living at home for another month, but the atmosphere was pure
poison.  My pregnancy started to show and I came home from
school on my sixteenth birthday to find a suitcase on the doorstep
and the locks changed.  The suitcase had a nametag on it: it
just said ‘scum’.  They never said goodbye; they never spoke
to me again.  I did ring up twice and Mum answered the phone,
but as soon as I spoke she put the receiver down.  Once I rang
dad’s office, but his secretary said she was sorry but she had
orders not to put me through.”

 

“The suitcase contained nearly all my casual clothes, some
cosmetics and jewelry, but no money. I took the suitcase to the
local pawnbroker and sold almost everything.  I kept one
change of clothes, the cosmetics and my Bible; I scrounged an old
mini-rucksack from the pawnbroker and a small transistor radio.
 On my sixteenth birthday I caught a train to London with my
little rucksack, £35 and no future.  When I arrived in London
I had no idea what to do so I just sat on a bench in Paddington
station.  After a while a lady porter came and approached me
and asked if I was all right. I burst into tears and she waved to
someone or other.  That someone was the Salvation Army in the
form of a young female officer.  She took me away to a room
somewhere and listened to me.  She tried to call my parents,
but they told her they didn’t have a daughter anymore.  I
eventually ended up in a children’s home run by the Salvation Army;
there were eight of us there, all young, all pregnant and all
homeless.  I stayed there until I had Ernest.  Without
them I don’t know what would have happened to me, you hear such
terrible stories, and later I saw a lot of them were true. 
They kept me safe from harm and stood beside me while I had
Ernest.”

She suddenly looked directly at Peter.

“Just like you said just now, standing beside in the hard
times.”

 

“After I had Ernest they offered me a place in a home for young
mum’s and tried to help me put my life together.  I often
wonder what would have happened to me if I’d stayed there, but they
had rules and regulations.  Looking back they were not
particularly onerous, you know: no drugs, no drink, in by eleven at
night, but I found them burdensome at the time and walked away from
them; goodness knows what possessed me; they kept me warm, fed me,
loved me and supported me; but I walked away.  You said we all
make mistakes when we are young, I guess some mistakes are more
incomprehensible than others.  Getting pregnant was a mistake;
leaving that home was a total and utter foul up.  As Sam told
you, I ended up in a church crypt with a bunch of dossers.  By
then I’d refused help from the Church Army, some Methodist group or
other, and the Catholic Church.  I suppose I had taken my
father’s words to heart; he said I was the scum of the earth so I
lived like the scum of the earth.”

She paused for a moment as if choosing her words.

“If you live with the dregs of society as a young girl there is
only one way to stay safe and that is to have a man look out for
you.  I soon found out that there was a quick and easy way of
getting a man, you slept with them.  In some ways I was living
out my dad’s statement; only scum would live like that.  Then
I met Sam one night in the dosser’s crypt and things began to
change.  For one thing he started looking out for me without
the necessity of sleeping with me.  I think when we first met
he was so depressed he didn’t have the energy anyway.  Then,
just when I was beginning to trust him I saw him steal my money.
 It was Earnest’s food money, but I didn’t cry out, I was too
devastated. I watched him cross the crypt and hesitate at the door,
I now know why, and he came back and replaced the

money.”

 

She left the bookcase and started tidying the knick-knacks on
the mantelpiece.  

“I think you know most of the rest.  To tell the truth I
have no idea why I stayed with Sam.  I didn’t love him and I
wasn’t sure that I really trusted him.   We sort of had a
relationship of mutual need.  I needed to know that I wasn’t
scum and he needed someone to tell him he wasn’t a total failure.
 As we moved from squat to squat our dependency on each other
decreased and my ability to love grew.  By the time we moved
up here I knew I loved Sam, but I guess I wanted to be certain that
he loved me. The birth of Samantha proved that to me.”

She moved over to sort out the magazine rack again.

“Sam’s parents were wonderful; they accepted both of us with
open arms.  I’m glad they managed to see Little Sam before
they died.”

 

She got up and came back to the dinner table.

“And now life has come full circle and it’s Samantha who’s
pregnant.”

She fell silent.

“When did she tell you?”  Peter asked gently.

“She hasn’t yet.  But she looked furtive one day last week
when I dropped her at school and she rushed over to a litter bin
and buried something in it when she thought I was out of sight.
 When she’d gone I retrieved it; it was a pregnancy test and
it was positive.”

“It might not be hers.”

Wendy looked at Peter as if he were totally naïve.

“And the books on pre-natal care she’s carrying around in her
back-pack?  I checked her library ticket; she’s got three
books out, one on the French Revolution and two on pre-natal
care.”

“You’ve got to talk to Sam, and you’ve got to talk to
Samantha.”  Replied Peter.  “Remember what it was like
for you? How long did it take you to talk to your parents?”

“Two weeks. Two weeks of listening to every conversation and
wondering if I could bring the subject round to babies.” She
paused, “Your right, I don’t want her to go through that.”

Just then the front door open and Wendy shot a worried glance at
Peter.

 “Don’t worry, not a word,” he said.

 

After some polite conversation with Samantha, Peter left to go
home.  Once home he played back his ansaphone: only one
message; could he phone the police station and talk to the duty
sergeant.  Peter dialed the number and was duly put through.
 The sergeant must have been brought up somewhere between
Cardiff and Llanelli because he had a thick Welsh accent.
 

“We thought you’d like to know that Fred has been shipped off to
Bristol, he’s jumped bail there and is due to face armed robbery
charges.  Local boys there say they’ve got him cold, CCTV and
all that.  The chappie your dog bit is called Bill Rodd.
 He’s wanted in Newcastle for credit card fraud and handling
stolen goods; he’ll be on his way tomorrow and most likely will not
get his £200 before he’s in jail.”

“Thanks for letting me know. Are you going to press charges from
this morning?”

There was a pause.

“No. Sorry and all that, but we don’t think it is worth our
while.  Both of them have bigger charges to face and frankly
we could do without the paperwork.” Then he added quickly, “but of
course if… ”

Peter cut him short.

“No, that’s OK. I just don’t want them to come back.” He paused.
 “What about the other guy, the one in the car?”

“Now he’s really interesting. He won’t say a word and the others
won’t even admit they know him.  But if our computer system is
right we think he’s wanted on a host of drug charges by the Serious
Crime Squad.  They’re sending one of their guys to look him
over.  All in all it was a good day’s work.”

Peter thanked him for letting him know and put the phone down.
If the truth was known he was relieved, he hadn’t fancied answering
questions in court about the money.  The Phone rang again
almost immediately; this time it was Wendy.  After some swift
preliminaries she said.

“While Sam was putting Little Sam to bed I asked Samantha if she
wanted to tell me anything.”

“And?”

“And it’s not her, you were right, it’s a young girl two years
below.  They are in the photography club together and Samantha
has been helping her.”

“Do her parents know?”

“Apparently, and most of the rest of the school, but not
me!”

“Relieved?” asked Peter.

“You don’t know how much. You could also call it a learning
exercise.”

Peter heard some noise in the background, and Wendy
continued.

“Thanks for listening to me.  Samantha’s gone next door to
baby-sit, when Sam comes down I’m going to share this evening with
him.”

“Including your unfounded suspicions about Samantha?”

“Especially that.”

 

Peter put the phone down after about another minute and looked
at his watch.  He had intended to drop in on Charmian and see
how she was getting on moving in to the flat, but it was too late
now.  In any case Bronwyn and Taffy had said they would help
her so he knew she’d cope.  He had offered her time off to get
sorted, but she’d said she’d had enough time off and would be back
at work tomorrow.  Peter again smiled ruefully.  For two
days in a row he had not kept to his routine and had been occupied
morning, afternoon and night.  He hoped that this would not
continue.

 

The following morning Peter jerked awake at 5:30am. It was one
of those swift transitions from deep sleep to total vigilance that
is a throw back from our caveman heritage.   Peter lay
there awake, heart pounding and with all his senses on complete
alert.  He could not figure out what had woke him up; the
house seemed silent.  He got up and crept out onto the
landing.  As usual Aquinas was asleep in the middle of the
hall floor.  Well not completely asleep for as Peter crept
onto the landing there was the steady slow thump of his tail on the
hall floor.  If Aquinas wasn’t leaping about Peter felt there
was probably nothing to worry about and went back to bed.  As
he lay down something aural disturbed him. He listened, and at the
limit of his hearing could hear Sarah crying.  He smiled,
Kimberley was very good and Sarah rarely cried at night for any
length of time. But Sarah did not stop crying, in fact to Peter she
sounded in great distress.  Peter put his head out of the
window to hear better; Sarah was bawling her head off.  Peter
felt disturbed and decided to wait five minutes before he did
anything, but two minutes later he could endure it no more.
 He pulled on a pair of trousers and a jumper and made his way
to the studio flat, grabbing his mobile phone instinctively as he
passed its charger.  Once at the flat door Peter could clearly
hear Sarah, she was crying and sobbing at the same time.
 Peter hammered on the door, and shouted, but he got no
response.  This put Peter in a quandary: he did have a key to
the flat, but should he use it?  Sarah’s crying made up his
mind; he put the key in the lock and entered.  Kimberley was
lying on the floor wearing an old tee shirt and not moving.
 At first Peter thought she was dead, but then noticed that
she was breathing.  He touched her gently, and then shook her,
but she was out cold.  By the look of it she had fallen over
and banged her head on the way down; there was a terrible red mark
above her left eye.  Peter simultaneously phoned for an
ambulance and picked up Sarah. Sarah was screaming so loud that he
had to shout in his mobile to make him understood.  Peter then
judged that Sarah needed feeding, but he had absolutely no idea how
to go about preparing her milk, so he phoned Charmian.  When
she answered the phone she was obviously coming out of a deep
sleep.

“Lo,” she said.  “Charmian Parker.”

“Charmian, it’s me, Peter, I need your help.”

“Peter?  Peter?  It’s only six in the morning!”

“Kimberley has knocked herself out and I have an ambulance
coming, but Sarah needs feeding.”

“So what’s the problem?”

“I don’t know how to do it.”

Charmian made some sort of scoffing noise.

“Men. I sometimes wonder why God ever bothered to create them.
Be there in twenty minutes.”

“Please make it five.”

 

In fact she turned up before ten minutes was up, and beat the
ambulance.  By the time she arrived Peter had put Kimberley
into the prone position and covered her with a duvet.  She was
still lifeless.  Once Charmian had Sarah, Peter thought about
phoning Damian, but he could not recollect his phone number.
 He then had an inspiration and picked up Kimberley’s mobile
phone; sure enough Damian’s phone number was the first in the
directory.  The phone rang for some time, and then Damian
said, somewhat sleepily.

“Hello sexy, can’t leave me alone, heh?”

“Hello Damian,” said Peter smiling to himself despite the
situation, “its Peter here.”

“Peter?  But you’re on Kimberley’s phone number.”

“You’d better get down here quick; Kimberley’s fallen over and
knocked herself out.  An ambulance is on the way.”

“Is that Sarah crying?”

“Yes, but that is in hand.”

The phone went dead. Two minutes later Sarah stopped crying and
the ambulance arrived.  The paramedics took one look at
Kimberley and scooped her straight onto a stretcher.  As they
were loading her into the ambulance, Damian arrived just in time
for Peter to shove him in the back with Kimberley. He then returned
to the flat; Charmian was sitting on Kimberley’s bed feeding
Sarah.

“Is she all right?” he asked.

“Fine,” she said.  “Just hungry and frightened. What
happened?”

“Don’t know. I was woken by Sarah’s screams.  Kimberley was
out cold when I arrived.”

Charmian said softly, “I hope she’s all right, head injuries can
be funny things.”

They sat quietly for a while until Sarah was asleep.
 Charmian put her in her cot and gently closed the nursery
door. “Now what?”  She asked.

Peter replied, “I guess we phone Kimberley’s mum.  We can’t
look after Sarah.”

Charmian shook her head. “They’re abroad. I talked to them at
the post-baptism party, they’re having a fortnight in the south of
Spain, one of those last minute cheap deals.  They were very
excited about it.”

Pate and Charmian looked at each other and said almost
simultaneously.

“Bronwyn!”

Again Peter did not know her phone number, but Charmian had
programmed the number into her mobile so she gave Bronwyn a ring.
 She opened with, “Hi Bronwyn, lovely morning. Charmian
here.”

Peter could not hear the reply, but Charmian said, “Now what
makes you think I want something just because it’s early in the
morning?”

Another pause as Bronwyn replied and Charmian said, “Kimberley’s
in trouble. We think she fell over in the night and knocked herself
out. Yes, baby Sarah’s OK, but we need someone to look after her.
Fancy fulfilling some of your God-parent duties?”

Charmian then turned the phone off and grinned at Peter, “She’s
on her way.”

Peter gave Charmian his keys.

“Sorry for the early call. Help yourself to some breakfast.
 I’ll nip down to the hospital.  I should be back by
eleven in time to take you to St Chadd’s.  If you get time
please take Aquinas for a turn round the block, or ask Jo, Aquinas
is quite happy with her.”

 

Peter drove to the hospital and went to the Accident and
Emergency department.  He inquired about Kimberley and the
receptionist asked if he was a relative.

“I’m her Father,”  He replied.

“Oh, if you’re her father that’s OK.  She’s in the far
cubicle on the right hand side.”

Peter found Damian in the cubicle and Kimberley lying in the
bed, groggy, confused and only semi-conscious.

“How’s things?” asked Peter.

Damian glanced at her.

“They’re keeping her in for observation.  She started to
come round in the ambulance. They’ve X-rayed her skull and it’s not
broken, but the doctor reckons that she must have had a hell of a
thump on the head. She’s not making any sense at the moment.”

Kimberley was muttering something like, ‘Oh shit my head, oh
shit my head.’

Damian looked at Peter, his eyes full of worry

“She will be all right won’t she Peter? I should never have let
them live alone.”

Peter put his hand on Damian’s shoulder.

“She’s in good hands and it was her choice to live alone with
Sarah.”

Peter sat with then for about half an hour. Kimberley had still
not regained total consciousness by the time he left.

 

Charmian waited for Bronwyn who arrived about an hour after the
phone call.  The time before she arrived had been interesting
for Charmian.  Over the past few years she had been
concentrating on her studies and her relationship with Angus,
children had not figured in the equation.  But as she sat in
the little flat, with Sarah sleeping next door she began to wonder
when and if she would end up sitting next to her own child.
 Bronwyn’s arrival allowed her to push such thoughts to the
back of her mind and concentrate on the day.  Bronwyn was
marvelous; she arrived with a small overnight bag and a carrier bag
full of baby food.

“Won’t take her back to the pub to sleep,” she said, “far too
much noise for her there.  Mark you, if I don’t take her back
and show her to Taffy I’ll get an earful; you’d really think that
he was the grandfather, not the god-grandfather, once removed.”

Charmian laughed.

“Thanks for your help yesterday.  I didn’t reckon on the
flat being in such a state when I took it over; it looked so clean
when I saw round it.”

The chatted for a while and as soon as Sarah stirred Bronwyn
whisked her away.  Charmian decided to take Peter at his word
and let herself in his kitchen to search for food.  As she was
still searching through the cupboards Jo arrived.  She was
more than a little disconcerted to find Charmian poking about in
the kitchen.  Charmian quickly explained the morning emergency
to Jo, before frowning.

“But I thought you worked Tuesdays and Thursdays?”

“I do, but yesterday was a write off and Peter wanted the lounge
cleaned for the special council meeting; apparently he’s holding it
here instead of in the church.”

Charmian stopped hunting through the cupboards.

“Is that it? A box of Corn-flakes, some milk, a few slices of
bread and some marmalade?”

Jo laughed.

“That’s about it. Peter never seems to stock more than the bare
essentials.”

“No butter?”

“Not that I’ve ever seen.”

Charmian poured herself a bowl of Corn flakes.

“Good grief.  What does he eat?”

Jo opened the freezer door; as usual the freezer was nearly full
with one-person meals and some components for the occasional
stir-fry.

“He gets through five microwave meals a week, don’t forget I
empty the kitchen bin, and I think one stir fry a month.”

Charmian stopped shoveling food into her mouth.

“Jolly lonely existence.”

Jo hesitated.

“I don’t think he’s lonely as such, but I do think he is
alone.”

Charmian wasn’t in the mood for philosophy.

“Why was yesterday a write of?”

Jo explained about the thugs and how Aquinas had changed the
situation.

“Doesn’t seem dull around here,” remarked Charmian.

Jo replied, as Charmian put the crockery in the dishwasher.

“Not since Peter’s been here; he seems to attract activity.”

Charmian waved at Aquinas who had been watching her every
move.

“Peter wondered if one of us could walk him, he’s gone to the
hospital.”

Jo smiled inwardly, what Charmian meant was ‘would you please
walk the dog’; if she had asked directly she would probably have
obliged, and in any case Jo actually enjoyed walking Aquinas, but
an oblique command just would not do.

“Toss you for the privilege,”

“I really should go home and change,” said Charmian, “I haven’t
got that much time until Peter returns.”

“I really should clean the lounge,” replied Jo.  “I only
popped in, and I don’t normally work here on a Wednesday.”

They looked at each other, realized they were heading for an
impasse and laughed.

, “OK I get the message,” said Charmian.  “I’ll walk him
back to my place so I can change.”

Peter arrived home and shot upstairs to change, but halfway
through he realized that he had not had any breakfast and that his
only remaining clerical shirt needed re-ironing.  He rushed
downstairs and plugged in the iron and while it was warming up got
himself a bowl of Corn Flakes.  He was just eating his second
mouthful when Jo walked into the kitchen.  Jo was obviously
amused to find Peter, clad only in his underpants and socks,
standing in the kitchen scoffing breakfast.

“Morning Peter,” she said, “is this breakfast alfresco?”

Peter stopped eating and froze with the spoon poised halfway
between bowl and mouth. He managed to say;

“Jo!”

Jo passed Peter and grabbed a duster from a cupboard and walked
out.  As soon as she was out of sight Peter dashed upstairs.
 Jo stood in the lounge grinning to herself and then went back
into the kitchen; on the work-top were the shirt and iron.  Jo
put the dusters away, paused for a second, and then proceeded to
iron his shirt.  When it was as immaculate as she could manage
she hung it on the banister knob and went home shutting the door
firmly as she left.  Peter heard her leave and relaxed; he had
totally forgotten he’d asked her to pop in and clean the lounge.
 He made his way back downstairs and found his shirt on the
banister knob.  It had been ironed in a manner he could never
manage; there were knife sharp creases longitudinally down the arms
and the collar was perfectly flat.  Peter surveyed it and
muttered under his breath, ‘some men would marry for a shirt like
that.’

 

The rest of Peter’s morning at St Cedds was a total success as
far as he was concerned. As he suspected Charmian was far better
with the children than he was despite her slow use of sign
language.  In fact, the fact that she could not sign properly
and frequently made mistakes seemed to endear her more to the
children.  Peter had a quiet word with the Miss Huttle, who in
fact seemed quite relieved that Peter was suggesting Charmian for
chaplain.  This made Peter highly suspicious and it prompted a
rise in self-doubt.

“Am I that bad?”

Miss Huttle had the grace to blush.

“No,” she said, “in fact you’re not that bad, it’s just that
there has been some concern with the parents about your
appointment.”

“Why?”

“You must know.”

“No, I don’t know.”

“Do I have to spell it out?”

“Yes.”

She paused, obviously trying to choose the correct words to
convey her message without being too undiplomatic. Eventually she
grasped the nettle.

“Some of the parents have heard rumours that you left your
previous parish because you were over-familiar with some of the
children.”

She might have well have hit Peter with a baseball bat, he was
totally gobsmacked.  He rapidly composed himself; it would not
do any good to lose his temper as the head was obviously in a
difficult position. Eventually he wrote down the name and phone
number of his previous Archdeacon and gave it to her.

“Ring him.  He will assure you that that rumour is
unfounded.”

She looked very uncomfortable.

“I already have,” she answered, “and he did.  But when I
told the parents that, they just said, ‘He would say that wouldn’t
he..”

Peter wrote down two more names and numbers.

“Try these.  The first is the Sunday school leader, and the
second is the Head of the local primary school.”

Miss Huttle put the piece of paper in her pocket.

“I will Peter, and I have no doubt that they will confirm what
you say, but the problem is that mud sticks and whatever I tell the
parents now they will always have that doubt.”

Peter was at a loss what to do next.  Miss Huttle looked
away.

“I’m sorry Peter, but the only way that people might not believe
the rumour is if someone admitted to starting it maliciously.
 Even that could not be guaranteed to totally quash parents’
fears, they can often be totally irrational.”

Peter managed to say, ‘Thanks for being honest with me,’ and
walked out to the car park; he’d decided that that was probably the
best place to wait.  Charmian came to say goodbye to Miss
Huttle ten minutes later and was totally surprised to be asked to
be chaplain.

“I thought Peter was the chaplain.”

Miss Huttle shook her head.

“We’d rather have you.”

Charmian smelt a rat.

“Why?”

“Peter is not acceptable to some of the parents.”

“What!” said Charmian, “Why is he not acceptable?”

Miss Huttle sat down.

“Because some of the parents feel that he gets over-familiar
with children. I know it is total rubbish; I’ve phoned his previous
Bishop, Archdeacon, Rural Dean and Curate. All said more or less
the same thing; Peter is fine with children, but tends to be
accident-prone.  Apparently once he managed to lose an entire
Sunday school and on a separate occasion dropped a mouse during the
middle of a sermon.”

Charmian was appalled.

“And just because of some unfounded rumours, and despite of the
facts, a good man gets pilloried.”

“I’m afraid that that is the society we live in.”

Charmian opened her mouth to say something, but Miss Huttle cut
in.

“Please don’t say anything hasty.  I know you’re mad, but
please don’t make the children suffer because someone’s set off a
rumour about Peter.”  She took a deep breath.  “We have a
governor’s meeting tonight and I’d like to do two things, firstly
recommend you for chaplain, and secondly get the governor’s to
issue a letter of support for Peter.”

 Charmian and Miss Huttle then chatted about her joining in
with some signing lessons, and she left for the car park.

 

When Charmian arrived at the Land-Rover Peter was slumped over
the steering wheel with his head in his hands.  Charmian
climbed in the passenger seat. She almost whispered.

“Peter I am so sorry.”

He straightened up, she was not sure if he had been crying or
not.

“It’s every male priest’s worst nightmare,” he said. “The
problem is there is no way of redressing the situation, Miss Huttle
is right; mud sticks.  You can almost hear the gossips, ‘no
smoke without fire you know.’”

He went to start the car, and then said, “would you mind
driving, I can’t concentrate.”

As they swapped places Charmian privately resolved to try and
track down the perpetrator of the rumours.  As they drove back
in silence Peter suddenly sat upright.

“Would you do me a favour and tell Bunty?”

Charmian was perplexed.

“Why?”

“Because the Mothers and Toddlers meetings are in my house; if
the rumour is spreading at St Cedds it won’t be long before it
reaches some of the mums.  Bunty may want to take the meeting
elsewhere.”

Charmian could almost hear the pain in his voice, and a dreadful
thought crossed her mind, supposing the rumours were true?

Peter must have read her mind.

“I think I know what is going through your mind; it would be
going through mine if I were you.  But no, I may be a pratt on
occasions, but I am not a pedophile.  Since I began my
ministry, I have taken great care never to be alone with any child.
 I always take baptism classes with another adult present,
never give lifts home and never, but never, have lone children in
the house.  In fact, in my last parish I was accused of being
over-sensitive and paranoiac on the subject.”

As they drew up at his house Charmian bit her bottom lip.

“Will you cancel this evenings meeting?”

Peter shook his head.

“Life must go on.”

 

Once Charmian had left, Peter went and knelt in his prayer room
for half an hour, he didn’t actually say anything, but just knelt
in God’s presence. Then he took Aquinas for a walk, as he knew he
would not be able to concentrate on much else.  He walked to
the Creek, along the sea front to the harbour and back towards the
church.  This route took him past two significant places: The
first one was The Captains Table Café.  Lucy and Jo were
having their usual Wednesday coffee together in the Captains Table
when they saw Peter walking by; he looked so alone that both their
hearts went out to him.  Lucy watched him walk by.

“He really looks lonely and as if all the cares of the world are
on his shoulder.”

For a while Jo didn’t say anything, and then replied slowly.

“He’s just vulnerable. He needs someone to stand beside him
through thick and thin.”

“Would you,” asked Lucy, “stand beside him through thick and
thin?”

“Not the point,” said Jo.  “It’s not just someone being
beside him, he’s got to want to have them beside him.  I
sometimes get the feeling that he’s been single so long that not
being single would be a step beyond his comprehension.”

Lucy studied Jo closely.

“And are you any different?”

Jo leaned back in her chair. 

“You don’t know how lucky you are Lucy; you’ve found a man who
loves you and you love him.”  She nodded at Peter.
 “Whoever he stands with, it’s got to be in mutual love.”

Lucy asked gently.

“Do you wish it was you?”

“Cinderella’s only getting their princes in fairy tales.”

“But he is your prince?”

Jo shook her head.

“Only in my dreams.  Remember I am alone with him on and
off every morning for two days a week; in all the weeks I have
cleaned for him he has not made one advance towards me or one
remark that would even hint at a relationship.  The only time
his eyes sparkle is when he mentions Jane and if what you say is
right he stands little chance there.”

Lucy nodded.

“It’s right enough. I spotted Jane and her paramour again last
weekend on the quayside in the harbour hand-in-hand.”

Lucy sat and looked out of the window; at the angle she was
sitting she could see Peter walking away and the reflection of Jo
opposite; misery was written on both their faces.

 

The second place Peter had to pass was The Fisherman’s friend,
or to be more exact the bottom of the lawn behind the pub.  As
Peter slouched by, lost in his thoughts, he suddenly heard, “Don’t
let the bastards get you down.”

He looked up and there was Taffy hanging out a line of
nappies.

“Sorry?” Peter said.

Taffy grinned his lopsided grin.

“You look like you’ve lost a tenner and found a farthing.”

Peter shook his head.

“No Taffy, I think I’ve just lost my reputation.”

Taffy opened the back gate, “come and have a drink.”

Peter had been contemplating phoning the Bishop or Jasper to
have a tête-à-tête, but he ended up pouring his heart out to an
agnostic ex-boxer instead.  Taffy was just at the right place
at the wrong time and Peter confided in him.  Peter finished
with his head in his hands.

“If the rumours won’t go away I’ll probably have to move. Nobody
trusts a vicar over whom there are child sex abuse questions.”

Taffy didn’t respond; he just sat at the kitchen table with his
huge fist wrapped around a pint pot as Peter sipped at a cup of
coffee. Eventually he gave Peter a hard stare.

“Let me get this straight, man to man, there is absolutely no
truth in these rumours?”

Peter shook his head.

“It’s not the truth that matters; it’s the rumours.  If
they’re strong enough to give a school head doubts then the truth
doesn’t matter.  But for what it’s worth; no there is
absolutely no truth in them.”

Taffy banged his glass on the table.

“Then let them go to hell.  If you leave the rumour will
grow and follow you; you’ve just got to face them out.”

 “Easier said than done.”  Peter replied glumly.

Taffy winked at Peter.

“Far be it for me to preach at a vicar, but I guess dying on a
cross was easier said than done.”

Peter finished his coffee.

“Thanks Taff, sorry to burden you.”

Taffy gave a lopsided smile

“‘Swots friends are for. One day I’ll do it to you.”

Just then Bronwyn appeared at the back door with Sarah.
 Simultaneously Peter and Taffy asked after Kimberly. 
Bronwyn sat down, to Peter she looked to have aged ten years since
Sunday.

“Not good.  She didn’t regain full consciousness and just
after dinner she had a fit.  They’ve given her a brain scan
and say they can’t see anything wrong.”

“So where is she now?” Peter asked.

“Glumburgh ward, they’ve sedated her and say that they’ll let
her sleep for twenty-four hours before trying to bring her round
again.”

She then looked at Peter with red-rimmed eyes.

“They’ve asked Damian to contact her parents and get them back
here, pronto.”

“Probably just routine,” said Taffy.

“I hope so, I hope so, but there was something in the doctors
voice I didn’t like; a sort of resignation to failure.”

Peter continued his journey home and then drove to the hospital.
 He found Damian slumped by Kimberley’s bed.  As Peter
entered he looked up.

“Peter she won’t die, will she?  I mean she’s not yet
twenty.”

“Death has nothing to do with how old you are, just your
physical shape.”  Peter replied gently.  “Kimberley’s
young and fit, she’ll have a good chance of pulling
through.” 

As he said this he thought ‘what a hypocrite I am’ for in his
pocket he had slipped a little vial of holy oil, just in case he
had to administer the last rites. Peter sent Damian away to get
some food and sat alone with Kimberley for about forty-five minutes
and then Damian returned. Peter left him holding Kimberley’s hand
and taking gently to her, but the ides were not good.










Chapter 14
Glimmers of Hope


Peter arrived back at his house just in time for the first
arrival for the evening meeting.  It was Bunty, she
immediately cornered Peter in the hall.

“Thanks for telling me about St Cedds.  I’ve already
started a counter-rumour.”

“Counter-rumour?” said Peter.

Bunty smiled.

“I don’t think that there is even any success in directly trying
to refute a rumour; you just run into ‘there’s no smoke without
fire’ region.  However, if you start a counter-rumour, for
example ‘there’s a malicious parishioner out to get you,’ then both
rumours spread, one a’gin you and one supporting you. The result,
hopefully, is that people have to make up their own mind on the
evidence they see, not the evidence that someone says possibly
might exist.”

Peter was not sure about the moral legitimacy of this, and this
must have shown on his face as Bunty punched him on the arm.

“Come on Peter; why should the devil have all the good
gossip?”

Peter smiled despite his misgivings.

“Just how do you go about starting a rumour?”

“That’s a piece of cake,” said Bunty.  “I just went
shopping in the supermarket; there are a couple of young mums
working there who could gossip for England!  A couple of
supermarket aisle conversations and bingo the rumour is on its
way.”

Other people started to arrive and Peter ushered them into the
lounge.  Charmian was last to arrive and asked quietly if he
was OK.  He nodded.

“A friend of mine helped me put it in perspective.”

They went into the lounge.  Peter wanted the meeting here
for one reason only: the council members had to sit round the
periphery of the room and not in rows, hence when they said
anything against someone else’s idea, they had to face them and
could not hide by only looking at the chairman.  There was
some general conversation about the wall paintings and then Peter
got down to business and opened the meeting with prayer. 
Peter then looked around the group.

“Well, we’ve prayed about it, and done some preliminary
talking.  Now we have a scheduled council meeting in just over
three weeks, and by then I’d like to be in a position to recommend
something to the church; so who wants to go first?”

No one moved and then just as the Major was about to speak
Marjorie stood up.

“I’d like to say something.”

This came as a total surprise, in all the precious council
meetings Marjorie had not joined in the debate at all, but had just
sat in the corner listening.

“Go ahead,” said Peter.

Marjorie pulled out a small reporter’s notebook.

“The problem is,” she said, “that we all get too familiar with
the norm and stop seeing things as other people see them.  Do
you remember how we used to struggle with poor lighting for years,
even though we had the money to improve it, until a visitor
remarked how dim everything was?  We’d just got used to it and
didn’t think about it.  I was worried that we were doing the
same to Felburgh; we get used to the fact that all the fish ‘n’
chip shops shut on Mondays and never question the reason why.
 Bearing this in mind I asked a young reporter called Hannah
to give me her impressions of Felburgh.  She stayed here for
two weeks while she worked on the exposé on Claude’s funeral
parlour.”

“Didn’t make much difference,” said Cameron.

Marjorie looked up from her pad and straight at Cameron.

“Reporters just expose the truth darling; if the grand old
British public decides to go on being ripped off, at least you can
say they are making an informed decision.  Exposés rarely
change matters instantly; it’s the reaction to them that
matters.”

She looked back at her pad.

“I asked Hannah to list four good things about the town and four
areas where she saw there could be problems.  She actually
gave me a list of six areas for improvement and six good
points.”

Marjorie looked up from her pad and the talked to the
group. 

“The six good points were: almost total lack of street crime;
good primary school; excellent cottage hospital; vast range of
coffee shops; friendly parking and our vicar.” Marjorie paused and
then continued.  “I questioned her on the last point, not
because I don’t agree with her, but because I was curious as to
what made her add it to the list.  She said she had never been
to a baptismal service where so many were baptized and where
everyone obviously enjoyed the experience.  She also thought
the Mothers and Toddlers groups showed that the church cared, but
it was a pity they were held in the vicarage and not in the church
itself.  She also said that he had had the right to be mad
with her, but in effect he was kind to her and had a Christian
forgiving spirit.”

Marjorie glanced at her pad.

“And the bad points were: absolutely nowhere for older teenagers
to meet except down at the pub, she admitted that there was a small
sports centre, but pointed out that in the evenings it was almost
entirely taken over by indoor bowls and badminton.  Secondly,
there is an almost total lack of affordable housing for first time
buyers; I did mention the new housing estate and she said that the
so-called two-bedroom starter homes cost 40% more than the national
average due primarily to their location in Felburgh, but wages are
not 40% higher.  Thirdly, there was no village hall or
community centre and no-body seemed bothered about it.
 Fourthly, the fact that all the shops close on a Wednesday
afternoon - she asked me to name another seaside resort where this
happened and I couldn’t.  Fifthly, the lack of employment in
the town itself: she estimates that over 70% of the male working
population work outside Felburgh.  In some respects she said
that we should be viewed as an economic dormitory town to
Felixstowe.  And sixthly;”  Marjorie paused as if
choosing her words carefully.  “Sixthly the church in general
is too aloof from the town with the actual building looking more
like an advert for Homes and Gardens and with the congregation
largely drawn from those in the old town.  I obviously asked
her to unpack that a little more and she said that if you ignore
the work by the vicar and a few old ladies then the church puts
absolutely nothing into the community and then stands back and
wonders why the community is not interested in it.”

Marjorie put her little pad away. 

“And just what are we supposed to do about Wednesday
afternoons?” said Cameron.

Marjorie shot back.

“We can’t tackle it all, but we should think about what we can
do and not about what we can’t do.”

For the first time Peter realized that there was real animosity
between Cameron and Marjorie.

“Children, children,” he said.

There followed a lively discussion, which seemed to slowly drift
towards the concept of a community and sports centre with some
affordable housing on the old factory site.  One of the major
problems they could see was the fact that they might build
affordable housing now, but in a few years’ prices would rise and
it would cease to be affordable to the first time buyer.  It
was actually Cameron who proposed a radical solution.

“I read an idea recently,” he said.  “Where what happens is
that the first time buyer only buys a percentage of the house, say
50% or as much as they can afford, and the builder owns the rest.
 When they eventually sell the house the individual gets 50%
of the sale and the house goes back on the market. But here’s the
trick; next time ‘round the purchaser may only take 30% of the
house because prices have risen, but they still get a place on the
property ladder and somewhere to live in the town.”

The major stirred.

“But that would mean an increasing investment from the
builder.”

“Nothing’s perfect,” said Cameron, “but it’s an idea we could
work with.”

They talked until just before ten o’ clock when they drifted
away.  As he left, the Major said ruefully.

“Looks like I won’t be getting my funds for Africa.”

Peter touched his arm.

“Don’t worry too much about that, there are other funds to be
tapped.”

The Major looked surprised, but didn’t ask any questions.
 When they had all gone, except for Charmian the phone rang;
it was Bronwyn with the message that Kimberley had slipped into a
deep coma.  Peter was unsure what to do, he wanted to go to
the hospital, but he could not leave his dog all night. Charmian
could see his dilemma.

“I’ll look after Aquinas, and you go.”

“Will you take him to yours?”

“Good grief no!  I had him there for twenty minutes this
morning and I’ve been picking dog hairs off my velvet curtains ever
since!  I’ll sleep here.”

Peter showed her the pull out settee in the sitting room and
gave her his spare set of keys.  He then drove to the
hospital.  When he arrived the picture was much the same as
before, except that as he arrived on the ward a young doctor was
leaving Kimberley’s room, as he passed Peter he gave an almost
imperceptible shake of the head.  Peter sat with them for
about half an hour, but then had to fulfill a call of nature. He
went to the toilets at the end of the ward, but they were closed
for cleaning, so he walked to the next set of toilets.  On his
way back he realized that he was passing the hospital chapel, so he
went in and sat down.  In reality he was in deep despair.
 The chapel was dark and there was just a spotlight
highlighting a plain cross on the end wall.  It all just
boiled out of him and he almost shouted at the cross.

“Look God I’ve been worried all day about my reputation.  I
don’t care about my reputation, but I do care about Kimberley.
 Don’t just observe, do something!  For the sake of Sarah
do something!”  Peter then broke down in tears.  After
another fifteen minutes he composed himself and left. Peter didn’t
know it, but he was not alone in the chapel; tucked away in a dark
corner was Jasper who was wrestling with an entirely different
problem.  When Peter got back to Kimberley’s room he found
Damian outside looking dazed. Peter thought the worst.

“What’s happened?”

Damian looked at Peter, but his eyes were unfocussed.

“I’m not sure. This nurse turned up, I’ve not seen her before,
but she was somehow,” he sought for the words, “somehow different.
 She came in and looked at Kimberley and then shot out.
 She came back five minutes later with a man in a suit; he
looked at Kimberley and said, ‘we’ve got to take her now’. They
removed her drips and pushed her away on her bed.  The nurse
told me to stay here.”

Peter took Damian to the day room and got him a cup of coffee
from the machine.  They waited for a long forty-five minutes
when the nurse in question walked in to the day room and sat down
next to Damian.  She was immaculate; the creases on her
uniform were so sharp that she looked like a fashion model.
 Her name badge said she was ‘Pandita Jones Nursing Manager
(Matron)’; the problem for Peter was that she looked as young to
him as Kimberley.

“Where’s Kimberley?” Damian asked anxiously.

“She’s in the operating theatre.”

She might as well have shot Damian.  Pandita gave Damian a
reassuring smile.

“The gentleman who came in to see her is Mr. Patel our
consultant neurosurgeon.  He is of the opinion that the best
thing for Kimberley is to have a small trepanning operation.”

“What’s that?” asked Damian.

Pandita shifted slightly to face Damian alone.

“It means that they will bore a hole in her skull to release the
pressure that is building up underneath.”

“Does she need it? I mean no one has mentioned it before.”

Pandita spoke softly, “It’s probably her only hope.”

Damian buried his head in his hands.

“Where do we go?” Peter inquired.

“Stay here. The operation will last a couple of hours at least
and then she will have to go to intensive care.  We have two
intensive care wards, one at each end of the hospital and I have no
idea which one will have a bed free, so why not try and get some
sleep here and I’ll wake you when there is some news.”

Pandita moved across to the paneled wall of the day room and
folded out a bed, complete with mattress. “I’m afraid there is only
one bed so you will have to toss for it.”

“That’s all right, “said Peter, “I’m used to sleeping on the
floor, it’s better for my back.”

Pandita fixed Peter with a medical stare.

“Don’t go saying that to our orthopaedic surgeon will you?”

Damian and disappeared towards the toilet leaving Peter alone
with the Matron.

“Just curious,” he said, “but is it usual for your consultant
neurosurgeon to visit patients in the middle of the night?”

Pandita giggled.

“No. But when I saw Kimberley I realized that something was
going on in her head that shouldn’t be, it’s a sort of nursing
sixth sense.  I went out into the corridor to page the duty
doctor and ran into Mr. Patel.  Our corridor is the ‘dry’
route from his office to the car park and it is raining.  As
soon as I saw him I asked him to look at Kimberley and he agreed
with me.”

Peter persisted.

“Does he always do what nurses ask?”

She grinned.

“Probably, he has a great respect for the nursing profession.
But I knew he would do it for me, after all he is my
brother-in-law.”

“So now he’s doing an unscheduled operation?”

Pandita shook her head.

“No his registrar is doing the operation.  He’s just
finished a ten-hour stint and says that he is too tired to
undertake safe surgery.”  She paused and said very quietly,
and with some concern, “in fact he is trying to find an intensive
care bed. When Kimberley went into surgery there were no beds
available.”

 

Peter raised his eyebrows and Pandita continued, making sure
that Damian was not returning.

“It really is Kimberley’s only hope.  Without the operation
to relieve pressure she will almost certainly die.”  She
paused again.  “To tell the truth we are not certain. We think
there is a build-up of pressure inside the skull, but we don’t
know.  Both the MMI and scanner are down for their scheduled
service and the latest skull x-ray is indistinct.”

Peter considered what she was really trying to say.

“What you mean is that she is dying anyway and she might as well
die on the operating table as here, and that there is some chance
the operation might be the right course of action?”

Pandita nodded and said quietly.

“We are doing our best you know, but we can’t always win.
Medical science has only progressed so far and resurrection is not
in our normal portfolio of care.”

Peter nodded, his eyes filling with tears, “I know,” he said, “I
know.”

 

Damian returned and Pandita left.  Damian flopped on the
bed and Peter turned out the lights before lying on the floor.
 He was sure he wouldn’t sleep, but the next thing he knew was
the lights going on and Pandita standing in the doorway with three
cups of coffee.  Damian swung himself upright and rubbed his
eyes with his hands.  They both gratefully received the cup of
coffee.  Damian looked at Pandita; he did not have to speak.
 Peter glanced at his watch, and then looked again; it was
nearly seven o’ clock. They had slept for six hours.  Pandita
smiled and Peter’s hopes rose.

“She’s out of the operating theatre and in intensive care.
 She did OK and the surgical registrar is very pleased with
her.”

“Six hours?”  Queried Peter.

Pandita looked a bit sheepish.

“The operation took just over two hours, but there was no point
in waking you until she was stable and in intensive care.  In
any case the anesthetist is bringing her out of sedation slowly.
 We don’t want her to have any sudden shocks.”

“Which intensive care ward is she on.”  Asked Damian.

“She’s not. She’s in the St Cedd wing.”

Peter thought for a moment and said, “Isn’t that the cancer
treatment wing?”

Damian said almost instantly, “Cancer?”

Pandita put her hand on his arm.

“Kimberley has not got cancer, it’s just that St Cedd wing has
two intensive care beds of its own and one of them was free.”

Damian relaxed.  Pandita sat beside Damian.

“When you see Kimberley she will be different from here.
 For a start she will be connected to a lot of equipment, when
a patient is in intensive care we monitor just about everything.
 She will also be heavily bandaged around the head; we had to
shave off her hair around the surgical intrusion.”

She looked Damian in the eyes.

“All this is quite normal.  You’re job, as she comes
‘round, is to reassure her that she is in a safe place. Remember
she will know nothing of coming here or the operation.  You
can expect her to be dazed and confused.  She might have some
memory loss, but her memory will probably come back over a day or
two.  You must help her, but not push her.”

Damian nodded bleakly.

“Will she be all right?”

“No promises.  She is very ill.  But the surgeon
thinks she’ll be OK and he’s not usually wrong.”

Damian closed his eyes as if in meditation and then sprang to
his feet saying he was going to stick his head under a tap. 
Peter looked at Pandita.

“How ill is she?”

“They had to resuscitate her twice in the operating theatre and
she had an inter-cranial bleed.  God willing she should be OK
now, but she will not run a marathon for a long time.”

Damian returned and Peter took him to the St Cedd wing; however
the nurses would not let them in as the anesthetist and Medical
Registrar were still with her. They were told to come back in half
an hour, so Peter took Damian to the all-night restaurant and
bought him breakfast.  Damian turned his nose up at the
breakfast, Peter pushed the plate back under his nose.

“You’re not eating for you, you’re eating for her.  If you
are going to sit with her all day then you need some sustenance.
 You will not do her any good by passing out in front of
her.”

Damian tucked in and cleared the plate in no time. They returned
to the St Cedd wing and the intensive care staff nurse stopped them
just outside the ward.

“Only one,” she said firmly, “only one at a time, otherwise you
might get in our way if there’s an emergency.”

Damian slipped into the ward.

Peter looked at the nurse.

“How is she?”

“Stable, and if the monitors are to be believed slowly coming
out of unconsciousness.  Ask me again in four hours. The first
four hours are usually critical in a case like this.”

Peter left to drive home after stopping again at the chapel,
this time to say a somewhat quieter prayer.

 

Jo let herself in the Vicarage as usual and was somewhat
nonplussed to find, once again, Charmian tucking in the breakfast.
 She looked like death warmed up.  Charmian quickly
explained that Peter had gone to the hospital and not returned.

“Bad night?” queried Jo.

“Bloody awful!  First of all when I tried to sleep and left
Aquinas in the hall he howled.  So for peace and quiet I let
him into the room to sleep.  He promptly went to sleep on the
rug and snored.  Have you ever tried to get to sleep beside a
snoring sheep dog?  In the end I put him back in the hall and
shut the door; he must have lain on the other side with his nose by
the crack under the door, so I got the snoring routine again!
 I only got some peace when I put the rug against the crack in
the door.”

Jo grinned.

“I think I’d better take him for a walk this morning.”

She grabbed his lead and took him out leaving Charmian alone.
 Charmian finished her breakfast and picked up Peter’s bunch
of keys.  She tossed them from hand to hand.  She was in
a dilemma: she trusted Peter, but she owed it to the church, and to
the children of the church, to be sure.  She hated herself for
this, but she went from room to room examining the house; she did
not know what she was looking for, but just in case…   When
she reached the first floor she went into the main bedroom and had
much the same experience as Jo had done; firstly thinking the worst
and then realizing it was only motor-sport and home cinema.
 She worked her way around the rooms until she came to
‘Minty’s Room’ where she found the door locked.  She paused,
jangled the keys and then eventually tried them one by one until
one fitted.  She opened up the door and then stood transfixed.
 She was probably subconsciously looking for pornography and
this room certainly did not contain that.  Its contents,
although unusual in a bachelor’s house, were definitely not
connected with pornography in any way.  She closed the door
and re-locked it.  She then went upstairs and walked into the
attic.  She was immediately confronted by a crowd of people
staring at her, she involuntarily stepped back and looked round,
only to see the rest of the crowd in front of her.  She
suddenly felt as if the walls were closing in on her and she
panicked, running from the room and down the stairs.  When she
reached the bottom, she sat down and leant against the wall just as
Jo came through the front door.  Jo walked in and saw a
deathly white Charmian sitting down and leaning against the wall
and trembling.

“Are you all right?”  Jo asked.

“Give me a minute.”

But Charmian didn’t stop trembling so Jo sat down beside
her.

“I went in the attic,” Charmian gasped.

“Mmm, been in there, good isn’t it” said Jo

Charmian looked at her as if she were mad.

“It’s the crowd effect.  I can’t stand crowds, never could.
I’m OK in an ordered environment or if I can hold on tightly to
Angus, but crowds give me the heebie-jeebies.  I once locked
myself in the loo for two hours in Harrods because I could not
cope.”  She took a deep breath.  “I walked into the attic
and it was the sudden surprise, from an empty house into….”

And she burst into tears. Jo reached out and put her arm around
her. Charmian shifted her weight from the wall to Jo and buried her
head into Jo’s shoulder.  They were still sitting there like
that ten minutes later when Peter walked in.

On seeing Jo and Charmian in each other’s arms on the stairs
Peter feared the worst.

“Kimberley?” he said.

Jo shook her head.

“Something else.”

Peter went to ask ‘what’ but a glance from Jo convinced him to
leave them alone.  He picked his way past them and climbed the
stairs.  Jo held Charmian for a few more minutes and then at
some unseen command they both straightened up.

“It’s not only the crowd scene is it?”  Said Jo softly.

Charmian looked at Jo. 

“Everyone has been so nice to me and it seems selfish, but I
miss Angus.”

“When will you see him next?”

Tears filled Charmian’s eyes again,.

“January.”

“Do you write?”

“I write,” said Charmian, “once a week, but whether or not he
will even get them is unknown.  He writes to me too, but it is
even more unlikely that I’ll get his letters.  Last time he
was away I got one batch of letters after six months.”

She blew her nose hard into a paper hankie.

“When Angus got permission to marry me I was visited by a seedy
man who said that the navy wasn’t being mean, it’s just that the
submarine’s whereabouts must be kept secret.  But I miss him
Jo, this time, I really miss him.”

They sat quietly for a few moments and then Charmian closed her
eyes.

“Sorry Jo. I go on about my husband when… when…”

Jo touched her arm.

“When I haven’t got one?”

Charmian nodded.

“I didn’t mean to… ”

But Jo put her fingers to her lips.

“I’ve never had a husband Charmian and the last boyfriend I had
was nearly twenty years ago.”

Jo could see the puzzled look in Charmian’s eyes.

“I’m legally Danielle’s guardian.  We like to think of each
other as mother and daughter, and to all intents we probably are,
but she is not biologically mine.”

Charmian pondered on .

“Does Peter know?”

“Yes.”

But for the first time Jo wondered if Peter was reluctant about
her because of Danielle.  Charmian could almost see the
uncertainty on her face.

“It is difficult for him you know.  You are a parishioner
of his.  Just supposing he made a move on a parishioner who
did not want his attention?  You can almost see the tabloid
headlines, ‘Vicar gropes for more members.’  I have a friend
who fancied one of his church members; it was like a build-up of
steam, in the end he had to say something.  Just be patient.
 Sometime or other he will come up with an ambiguous statement
and hope you get the message, if you want to”

“What makes you so sure he fancies me anyway, he doesn’t show
it?” moaned Jo.

Charmian laughed.

“Because I have Thursdays off and I suspect the only reason he
asked me to take that particular day off is so that he can have his
coffee time tête-à-têtes with you.  Practically speaking there
are other, better, days.”

Charmian stood up.

“And speaking of Thursdays and days off, I’m going home.”

She gave Jo a hug and left.

 

Peter came downstairs about half an hour later and went into the
kitchen.  Jo was nowhere in sight, but he still made two cups
of coffee.  When he had poured them out he went into the hall
and yelled, “coffees up!”

Jo appeared from the attic and came downstairs carrying a
polishing mop, she placed the mop in the broom cupboard and climbed
on her barstool.  Peter handed her a coffee.

“Thanks for cleaning the lounge yesterday, and thanks for being
with Charmian.”  He said appreciatively.

“That’s OK, Charmian’s all right you know she’s just missing
Angus.  It must be hard having a husband who disappears off of
the face of the earth for months at a time.”

Rather than talk about his colleague Peter changed the
subject.

“How’s Danielle?”

Jo rolled her eyes.

“I tried talking to her about relationships with boys, and the
only reaction I got was her saying that she wouldn’t go out with
any boys in her class because they are all too juvenile.  In
any case I am seriously out of favour.”

“Why?”

Jo grinned.

“The school has offered Danielle two weeks at a language college
because she wants to take her ‘A’ level French early next October.
 The Language College is in Paris and the school asked if
there were any parents who spoke French who were willing to
go.”

“And you speak French like a native.”

“I don’t know about the native bit, but I speak French.
 The school was a little reluctant to take up my offer at
first, but no other parents offered and I heard this morning that I
am off to France with my daughter on Monday.  That means I
shan’t be here for two weeks.  Sorry about that, but it’s a
chance I didn’t want to miss.”

Peter chuckled.

“I bet Danielle is furious.  Her chance to be footloose and
fancy free in Paris and you are there to cramp her style!”

“Furious is an understatement, but we have come to a compromise.
 When she joined the school she was encouraged to take up a
musical instrument and she chose the clarinet.  At the
beginning of this school year she begged me to let her change to
the saxophone, her best friend Louise plays the saxophone.  I
don’t know if she is any good on it or not, but she enjoys it.
 Directly following our time in France there is some sort of
schools music jamboree at the Albert Hall in London.  Somehow,
don’t ask me how, she and Louise have wangled places in the joint
schools swing band.  They get fourteen days in London,
practicing every day mind, and playing in the hall on the last two
nights, courtesy of some music trust.  Our compromise is that
I go to France with her, but she goes to London alone.”

“That means she misses four weeks schooling.”

“Yes, but it’s her last chance to do so, her GCSEs start next
term so it will be nose to the grindstone.”

 “Are you going to hear her play?”

“Try and stop me, as a parent I get a free ticket, actually
through some mix up I got two free tickets.”

Jo stopped and thought, should she take the risk?  She
decided nothing ventured, nothing gained, “Would you like to
come?”

Peter in turn considered his options.

“Well swing music is not exactly my cup of tea, but yes I would
like to.”

“Great,” said Jo, “I don’t have to go by train.”

They chatted for a few more minutes and then Peter had to leave
because someone was at the front door.

 

That someone was Mark.  After the usual preliminaries about
the weather Mark ushered Peter into his study and closed the
door.

“Do you fancy taking a risk?” He said.

Peter had heard this line before.

“What sort of risk?”

“There’s this guy down at the boatyard who wants to sell his
fancy yacht; the thing is, he wants to sell it for cash and only
cash.  So we pay him cash for the yacht, then sell it on for a
cheque, and bingo we have laundered some of our bank-notes.”

“How much cash?”

“£110,000.”

Peter was amazed.

“That must be some yacht.”

“It is.  We have maintained it for the last five years; at
£110,000 it is a bargain.”

Peter was again cautious.

“Is it definitely his to sell?”

“Oh yes. I remember when he bought it as he had us inspect it
for him and we were involved in checking the inventory.”

“Are you sure he hasn’t sold it in the meantime?”

“As sure as I can be.”

Peter was still uncertain.

“Why cash?”

“Ah,” said Mark, “I thought you’d ask that.”

“Well?”

“He wants to raise money without passing it through a bank
account.  He’s lost an awful lot of money and been declared
bankrupt.  If he passes the money through his bank the
receiver will seize it to pay for his debts.”

Peter shook his head.

“You mean he wants to escape with a nest-egg while his creditors
lose out.”

“No, he wants to give the money to his wife so that she can buy
the company off of the receiver.”

“Why can’t he just buy the company?”

“Because under European legislation he’s barred from being a
director and the receiver won’t sell it to him.”

Peter thought, it all sounded dodgy.

“What’s the company?”

“Eco-mine.  Apparently the Ministry of Defense pulled the
plug on a major contract and the company’s finances couldn’t take
the strain.”

“But if his wife buys the company she won’t be able to sell the
product any more than he could.”

“They don’t want to sell anything; they just want to safeguard
the technology.  If they don’t buy it then the receiver will
sell it to the highest bidder, and that will probably be another
armaments company that doesn’t want to use the technology, but sit
on it so that no-one else can use it or perfect it.”

Peter sat back and thought, then he turned round and unlocked
the filing cabinet and handed over to Mark £110,000 in mixed
notes.  Mark pulled out an old carrier bag from his pocket and
placed the money in it.

“How long do you think it will take you to sell the
yacht?”  Peter asked.

Mark laughed.

“About two days.  I have a buyer lined up, but they are
using a finance company and of course they won’t pay cash.”

Peter locked the filing cabinet carefully.

“Can you meet me downtown tomorrow, we’d better open a joint
bank account.”

Mark nodded, “and call it by a nondescript name.”

Peter smiled.

“Let’s call it The St Cedd Fund.  Wherever I go in Felburgh
I seem to come across dear old St Cedd, so we might as well name it
after him.”

Mark looked thoughtful for a moment and then sat down.

“We need two signatures on a cheque?”

Peter nodded.

“Then we need more than two people just in case one of us gets
run over by a bus.”

Again Peter nodded

“But who?”  He said.

Mark looked Peter in the eyes.

“I thought about Lucy and Jo, but I don’t think that would work
and I don’t want to involve them unless we have to because of your
visitors the other day.  But I do have a name; it’s someone I
would trust and I wouldn’t mind getting involved.”

“Who?”

“Tom – Lord Felburgh.”

Peter considered this.

“That’s OK with me . Will you approach him?”

Mark nodded and stood up and started for the door.  Then he
stopped and turned back to Peter.

“Peter I’m not a gossip or a slanderer, but watch your back.
 Cameron’s trying to get his knife into you. He may be
sweetness and light at the council meetings, but he’s speaking
vehemently against your ideas any chance he gets.”

Peter digested.

“What is it between Marjorie and him?”

“I don’t know, but it runs deep.  Cameron moved here to
take over the bank five years ago and almost blew a fuse when he
came to church and found Marjorie in the congregation.  But at
least he’s open about his animosity with Marjorie; he’s much more
cunning about his opposition to you.”

Peter patted him on the shoulder and thanked him for the
warning.

 

Mark opened the study door and left.  Five minutes later Jo
popped her head round the door to say goodbye and added, “See you
in a fortnight.”

Peter sat down in his old armchair, it was totally ridiculous,
but he was glad Jo had invited him to hear Danielle in London.
 He chided himself that he was acting like a moonstruck
schoolboy when the phone rang.  It was Bronwyn.
 Kimberley had partially regained consciousness; she could
hold a slurred conversation, but had not yet realized she was in
hospital.  Peter said a prayer of thanks and then sat at his
desk; it was Thursday and he had still not started his sermon for
Sunday.

 

Mark went straight to The Reject Farm and found Tom drinking a
cup of tea in the sunshine outside his office hut. Mark sat down
beside him.

“Tom,” he said, “can I tell you a story?”

Tom looked dubious.

“Is it clean, legal, honest and truthful?”

“It’s clean and I’ll tell it honestly and truthfully, I’ll leave
it up to you to think about the legality.”

Mark then told Tom the story of Revd. Reginald Graye and the
basement, from start to finish; he left nothing out.  When
Mark had finished, Tom sat back in his garden chair looked somewhat
amazed.

“Let me see if I’ve got this right.  Over the last few
months you and the vicar have disposed of a dead body, moved a
third of a million pounds round and round the vicarage and
discovered an old naval set-up.  In the meantime Peter has
been accosted by a pair of criminal hard-men and you have some
records clerk nosing about in the graveyard.”

“That about sums it up.”

Tom picked up a mug of tea and took a swig.

“So why tell me now?”

“We want to start laundering the money and need to open a bank
account.  We decided that we needed a third person we could
trust just in case one of us popped our clogs.”

Tom laughed.

“You mean you would trust me with £300,000!”

Mark said earnestly.

“I’d trust you with my life.”

“You just have.  Fraudulent embezzlement and forgery must
be worth at least twelve years.”  Tom said laughing.

He then leant forward.

“OK I’m in. How are you intending to launder the money?”

Mark explained about the yacht. Tom frowned.

“Sounds reasonable. If you like I’ll launder another £200,000
for you.”

Now it was Mark’s turn to be surprised.

“How on earth can you do that?”

“I’m just about to purchase a bigger warehouse in Felixstowe
dock; it would do my image no harm if I paid in cash.”

Mark looked around the old junkyard; the concept of Tom buying a
warehouse for such a sum seemed surreal.  Tom could see Mark’s
bewilderment and leant back in his chair.

“A few years ago I went to a classic car rally and there was a
stall there with a young lady selling spares.  She also had an
RSPB collection tin on her stall so I got talking to her, call it
the bird-watchers international fraternity.  She was moaning
that she could not get enough spares; I said that I had spares
aplenty and we sort of formed a loose partnership.  In case
you haven’t realized the bottom has dropped out of the scrap metal
market, but the spares market is quite lucrative.  I had a
1930s Riley Kestrel in here the other day, some poor soul had spent
years restoring it and then parked it in a barn, which promptly
burnt down. It was a total wreck with the ash frame burnt to a
cinder and the aluminum panels totally melted, but the epicyclical
gearbox was OK; that one component is worth its weight in
gold.  Anyway four years ago Susie started advertising her
classic car spares on the Internet and her firm went bang; she’s
now getting orders from all over the country and all over the
world.  She did not have enough capital to expand her business
so I bought in.  Basically we have run out of warehouse space.
The business has a turnover now of a couple of million pounds a
year, that’s turnover not profit, but the secret is to have a good
stock of parts, people who order via the Internet expect instant
dispatch.  If they want a supercharger for a  Bentley
blower, they want it now.  So we’re buying a second
warehouse.”

Mark had some trouble digesting this. Tom smiled.

“I know what you are thinking, ‘if this guy is part owner of a
million pound business what is he doing sitting here?’”

Mark said.

“It did cross my mind.”

“I prefer this end of the business.  Susie has the business
head and the marketing skills and the business acumen; I provide
the hardware, well at least some of it, she now has nearly two
thousand scrap yards offering her parts.”

Mark asked.

“And you have £200,000 to spare?”

“Goodness gracious no, we’ve attacked the bank manager and
borrowed the money, the bank manager just happens to have paid the
money into my business account as I have agreed to fund the
warehouse and Susie has agreed to fund the spares that will go
inside it.”

“If this company goes under you stand to lose it all, isn’t that
one hell of a risk?”

Tom shook his head.

“Possibly, but the business is generating so much money that we
plan to pay off the loan in one year.  If the company goes
under it’s my scrap-yard I lose.”

Mark looked round amazed.

“This is worth £200,000?”

“Apparently, according to the latest valuation.”

Mark decided to return to the original reason for his visit.

“Peter and I want to go to the bank tomorrow to set up the
account, is that OK with you?”

Tom’s face creased up.

“No. I’m going bird watching with a friend.  I can come
now.”

Mark phoned Peter, who somewhat reluctantly agreed.  Then
two minutes later Peter phoned back, he had made an appointment
with the bank clerk who opened non-personal accounts for 4:30pm and
suggested they meet as soon as possible in The Captain’s Table to
finalize what they were going to say. Both Tom and Mark agreed.

 

When Tom and Peter arrived at the Captain’s table Peter was
already installed in a window seat with Aquinas sitting under the
table, as they crossed the café Tom waved at Marjorie and Charmian
who were sitting at a table on the far side of the floor.  As
soon as they sat down Peter said that he was glad that Tom had
joined them and they finalized the details of the St Cedd Fund.
 When they had worked that out, Tom explained that he could
almost instantly launder another £200,000.  Peter was
amazed.

“You mean you intend to walk into the solicitors, sign the
documents and hand over £200,000 in cash. Won’t they think that a
little odd?”

Tom grinned from ear to ear.

“To tell you the truth they already I am a little odd.
 When we first bought a part share of the warehouse we
currently use I had the money in the wrong bank account, I don’t
have a chequebook for it and I had forgotten to do a bank transfer,
so I just used cash.  It was only £10,000 but the solicitor
was so surprised that I couldn’t help playing the same trick when
we bought the rest of the warehouse.  It’s sort of become my
image with them.”

Peter laughed.

“Come back with us then and I’ll give you the cash.”

“Not today,” said Tom, “Monday, that’s when I sign the
contract.”

They all shook hands and got up to leave for the bank.

Across the restaurant Marjorie said to Charmian.

“I wonder what those three are plotting.”

“Plotting?” Said Charmian, “What makes you think they are
plotting?”

Marjorie smiled.

“Call it the old reporter’s nose.  Their body language says
that they are plotting something.  Can you give me a good
reason for the Vicar, the Verger and the Lord of the Manor to be in
cahoots?”

Charmian laughed.

“I’m sure there’s a good reason, don’t you trust your
vicar?”

Marjorie was quiet for a minute.

“Yes I trust him, at first I was not so sure, but I did a little
digging.”

Charmian was surprised.

“Digging?”

Marjorie smiled again.

“It’s that reporter’s nose.  There was something not quite
right in the way he arrived.  I had this feeling that the
bishop was doing a favour for a friend and giving us a vicar in the
process.  Then when he had his licensing service none of his
old parishioners would say why he left, they just closed ranks.
 I did ask the Bishop a direct question, but he gave me a
sideways diplomatic answer.”

Marjorie watched the three men leave.

“I did a little research, I didn’t want St Nathaniel’s to have
another lame duck minister.  I found out that he did have
something to hide.”

Charmian’s heart sank.

“To do with children?”

Marjorie waved her hand.

“Not the way you think.  It is unusual, but harmless.
 If you look back over his career, and believe me I have, you
find that he really does his best, it’s just that he seems to
attract disaster. Would you believe that he once lost an entire
Sunday school?”

Charmian was relieved.

“So now you think he’s all right.”

“Actually,” murmured Marjorie, “I think he is a bit of all
right.”

Charmian thought she had misheard.

“Pardon?”

Marjorie smiled again showing her even white teeth.

“I think he is drop dead gorgeous and have done so since the
first time I set eyes on him.”

Charmian was utterly flabbergasted.

“But Peter thinks that you want to hold him at arms distance
because you are wary of him.”

“I’m not wary of him, I’m protecting him; a friendship with me
could bring him nothing but grief and possibly ruin his
career.”

“I don’t understand,” said Charmian, “how could being friends
with you spell disaster for him?”

Marjorie studied the cafés menu intently.

“Because I couldn’t keep it at an acquaintance level, I would
have to try and take it further.”

Charmian was still perplexed.

“Are you married?”

Marjorie roared with laughter.

“No dear I’m not married; it’s just that I started life as a
man.”

Charmian was completely wrong-footed and at a total loss as to
how to reply.

Marjorie took one look at her.

“If we’re going to be friends then you need to know.”

“How?”  Charmian managed to mumble.

 

Marjorie poured herself and Charmian another cup of coffee.

“I wasn’t born with two heads or anything like that, in fact I
had a fairly normal childhood; that is if you can call normal
having a father who runs through women like other men run through
underpants.  Even as an adolescent it never occurred to me
that there was something wrong, except that I somehow didn’t want
to go out with women.  I didn’t mind hanging around with them,
and even shopping with them, but not going out with them.  For
a time I wondered if I was gay, but decided I wasn’t.  When I
left college, I joined a regional newspaper in Manchester as a cub
reporter and for a time I forgot all else except journalism.
 I loved it, and I was good at it; somehow I seemed to be able
to sniff out a story.  Then during the silly season, that’s
the summer when all politicians and right thinking people go on
holiday, my editor came up with an idea.  On the team there
was also a female reporter called Rachel who was roughly the same
age as me.  It was a standing joke that people thought we were
brother and sister.  The editor’s idea was that we swap roles
for a month; but not just roles, also our lifestyles.  I would
live Rachel’s life and she would live mine.  In the
brainstorming session some bright spark suggested that we also
cross-dress.  Before I knew it I was commissioned to be a girl
for a month.  The following week I went to a local film studio
and the make-up team showed me how to dress as a woman, walk in
high heels, and supplied a long hair wig and false boobs.  The
photography team was on hand to record the transformation; I still
have the pictures.  I’ll never forget walking into work on the
Monday morning, all the office cheered as I hobbled in; I felt like
a million dollars.  The month soon passed and I walked out of
the office as a woman on the Friday; on Monday I was due to
re-enter as a man.  As I took the woman’s clothes off that
Friday, I cried like a baby.  I had had a fabulous time and
for the first time in my life I had felt alive, now it was all
ending.  As I was sobbing my heart out my father came in with
one of his floosies.  Some people think that he was just a
drunken old womanizing sot, but he was no fool, after all he had
made a fortune on the stock market.  He realized something was
wrong and talked to me; my bed was littered with bits and pieces of
female attire so it didn’t take him much time to figure out what
was wrong.  He didn’t understand, but he did pay for me to see
a London Consultant in gender orientation.  The consultant was
brutal; he told me to go away and be a man, but added that if in a
year’s time I still wanted to see him I could.  In that year’s
time, Rachel and I won three newspaper awards for our gender swap
routine, but she pledged never to do it again, she had hated every
minute of it.  A year later I went back to the
consultant.  I was convinced that I’d be happier as a woman.
 He explained that it was not an instant process.  First
I had to live as a woman, then if I endured that he would supply
estrogen to me and I would start to physically change; surgery he
said was optional.  Nine months later, on the day I took my
first estrogen tablet, my father died of a heart attack while
making love to his sixth wife.  He’d made a fortune; according
to his stockbroker, he always bought low and sold high; on the
other hand his will declared that he had seventeen children, seven
legitimate and ten illegitimate.  He left us all equal amounts
of his money, but he also left me his shares in a small computing
company saying that I was his favourite daughter.”

Marjorie stopped for a moment and drank some coffee, it was
clear to Charmian that her father’s last words meant a lot to
her.

“One of his illegitimate children threatened to contest the will
over that statement saying that if he could not tell men from women
then he was not sane . Fortunately he never did, I think the
thought of the legal costs put him off.  To cut a long story
short two years later I underwent gender re-orientation surgery in
Egypt.  The London consultant said it was optional, but it
wasn’t for me, I had the full works.”

Marjorie paused  and toyed with a sachet of sugar.

“Having had it I now understand why the consultant tried to put
me off, the process of physical metamorphosis is not for the faint
hearted.  Whilst out in Egypt I had my name changed from
Malcolm to Marjorie and returned a woman.  On return I found
that my father’s shares in a small computing company had become
shares in a large computing company, the portable computer boom had
started.  I sold the shares and started a women’s magazine.
 A few years later I added another title, and then when I felt
I was getting stale started to take a back seat.  Initially I
lived in London, then I bought a weekend cottage in Felburgh; not
too soon after that I bought a weekday flat in London and moved
here.”

 

Marjorie leaned back.

“So that’s the story of my life.  Now you see why I could
be poison to Peter.  In any case I am content to cherish from
afar, I’ve learned to live like that.”

“Who else knows?”  Asked Charmian.

Marjorie shook her head.

“I regret to say no-one. Initially I thought that I would
establish myself and then ‘come out’ as they say.  But I am
too much a coward.  Every day I enjoy being a woman and I
don’t want that ruined by people staring at me as some sort of
freak.  On the other hand I think Bunty knows.  During
the brief period my father lived with my second stepmother we lived
in Glumburgh and I attended the primary school here for a year, I
must have been eight or nine.  One day I mentioned how one of
my schools had its kitchen invaded by rats, I later realized that
that incident was while I was here and I think Bunty has put two
and two together.”

“Why tell me?”  Asked Charmian.  “You must have other
friends whom you have not told.”

“Because you have only just met me; how do you tell someone who
has known you for years that you are not what they think you are
and that all the time you have known them you are living a
charade?”

Charmian replied forcibly.

“It is not a charade, physiologically you were born one sex, but
psychologically the other.  Just because you corrected the
anomaly does not make you live a charade, you live as you were
meant to be.”

Marjorie gave a slow smile.

“That’s the other reason I told you, I thought you would
understand.”

She sighed.

“There is a third reason.  All those years ago my London
consultant said that I must have one friend who knows the truth
besides my GP.  I guess the rationale for that is in case I
have an accident and get shipped off to hospital.  When I
first arrived here I told Catherine, Roger’s third wife, but she
died of cancer some time ago.  Then I confided in Norma, but
she died recently.  Now I am telling you.”

Charmian chuckled.

“But I will probably only be here for two years.”

Marjorie smiled sweetly.

“That’s what we all say when we first arrive.”

They sat in silence and Charmian polished off the last
éclair.

“Do you know that Peter chairs some Anglican committee or other
on gender issues facing the church.”

Marjorie nodded.

“Yes, I found that out when I looked into his past.  I
actually retrieved one of his committee papers to General Synod via
the Internet.  He speaks sense on the subject and the paper
was remarkably devoid of prejudice.”

 

Charmian reached for the remaining cake and looked at Marjorie
who shook her head, as she picked it up.

“Do you mind if I ask, what’s between you and Cameron?”

Marjorie took time to answer.

“When I first returned as a woman and started my magazine I ran
a series of articles on being prudent.  You know how to choose
the best plumber and so on.  One of the articles was on
financial investment.   In the course of my research I
came across Cameron who at that time was a high-flying investment
advisor.  But my reporter’s nose twitched and I exposed a
cartel of insider dealing.  Cameron lost his job and was lucky
not to go to jail, he was just too slippery for the authorities.
 I know that people in glass-houses should not throw stones,
but Cameron has undergone a metamorphosis too.  When I knew
him back then he spoke with an Oxford accent; his father was South
African, but I don’t think Cameron’s ever been there in his
life.”

“You don’t like him?”

“I think he is an unscrupulous toad.  Two years ago when
the post of treasurer came up Cameron was the obvious front runner,
but I wouldn’t trust him with a piggy bank.  I threatened to
expose his past if he didn’t pull out.”

“Wasn’t that risky,” said Charmian, “just suppose he tried to
dig up your past.”

“I took a gamble, Cameron has only ever known me as a woman; but
I was prepared to take the risk anyway rather than see the church
funds drained away by him.”

Charmian was surprised at the vehemence in Marjorie’s voice and
decided to change the subject.

“Well,” she said, “Now tell me about you and God.”

Marjorie laughed, “I wondered when you would get round to
that.”

 

About the time Marjorie started talking to Charmian about her
reliance on God, Peter Mark and Tom emerged from the bank. They had
dealt with a rather dull bank clerk who advised them to open what
he called a club account, ‘specially designed for clubs and
societies you know, earns a good rate of interest.’

So now they were all members of the St Cedd Benevolent Society.
Tom was the Chairman, Peter the treasurer and Mark the Secretary;
at least as far as the bank account was concerned.  There had
been one incident that made them all laugh; to open the account
they had to deposit £25 in cash.  Between them, by emptying
out all their pockets they raised £24.99.  The bank clerk had
sighed and given them 1p out of his pocket.

“Call it your first donation,” he said.

“When it has multiplied you can give it to the lifeboat appeal.
 Little did he know that his 1p had all ready been returned,
with interest.  Now, once some of the money was laundered,
they were in business.

 

When Peter got home he phoned Bronwyn, she had become the
clearing-house for information on Kimberley.  Apparently
Kimberley was now conscious and partly lucid, but still in
intensive care.  Bronwyn said that one sign of hope was that
the doctors had told Damian that he now had to visit during normal
visiting hours as she was off of their critical list.  Peter
was relieved, but still prayed that she would return to full health
as the story of Muriel and Jim was still in his mind.
 Finally, he got down to writing his weekend sermons.
 The subject had been chosen for him by circumstances;
suffering.










Chapter 15
Admitting to Failure


By Sunday lunchtime Peter was a reasonably contented man.
 The meeting the previous evening at The Fisherman’s Friend
had gone well.  He had been needlessly worried that it might
be a little flat after the mass baptism the previous week and
Kimberley’s accident, but all went well.  David, with Tracy’s
assistance, had even taught them two new songs and Kimberley’s
accident had raised some interesting after service discussions on
death and dying.  The St Nathaniel’s services also went well.
Charmian had led the main morning service and she seemed to have
made an instant rapport with the congregation; that, with Dan’s
ever increasing additions to his list, had helped the service flow
freely and naturally. Peter was also looking forward to the
afternoon’s Formula One Grand Prix: it was due to be the European
Grand Prix, which this year was from Brands Hatch.  It was
rare treat to have two Grand Prixs in Britain and Brands Hatch was
Peter’s favourite circuit.  He had been looking forward to
this for some time and he had everything planned.  He would
eat his lunch watching the warm up and be totally settled for the
actual start of the race.  It was scheduled to start at 1pm
and at 12.45 the telephone rang. Peter let it go on the ansaphone,
but like most vicars he listened to the incoming message with half
an ear; it was Jo.  Peter picked up the cordless telephone
handset by his side and turned down the sound on the TV. Jo sounded
anxious and hesitant.

“Sorry to disturb you Peter, but I wondered if you had a copy of
Shakespeare’s Macbeth we could borrow?  Danielle is studying
it at school and we couldn’t get a copy from the library.”

Peter instincts told him that this question was not the real
reason for her call. He was certain that Jo already knew he had an
almost complete collection of Shakespeare DVDs, but he also knew
that Jo would not disturb him during a Grand Prix unless she
thought it was urgent.  Also, with Jo and Danielle due to
leave for France tomorrow, he couldn’t believe that any homework
was that urgent.  But he played the game for a few
minutes.

“Yes I have two versions, but they are both on DVD”, (he knew Jo
did not have a DVD player and he thought she had once said she did
not have a Video recorder either.) “Perhaps Danielle would like to
come over later and watch it.”

“Could her friend Louise come too?”

“Of course”.

Then a pause.

“I don’t suppose we could come over now?”

There was a pleading in her voice he had never heard, and he
realized that whatever the problem was she didn’t want Danielle,
who was probably sitting beside her listening to every word, to
know.

“Yes” he found himself saying, “come over; tell the girls I’ll
put some popcorn in the microwave.”

Peter double-checked that the hard-drive was recording and then
made the popcorn.  Within fifteen minutes the three of them
arrived.  Peter showed Danielle and Louise into the room with
all the home cinema equipment.  Both of them were suitably
impressed, this gave Peter a horrid thought.

“Sit down here” he said, indicating the sofa, “But before you
watch the film I have a favour to ask.”

Both Danielle and Louise looked at him.

“Please can you not tell anyone, and I mean anyone, about all
this” and he waved his arm around vaguely.

“Fell off the back of a lorry did it vicar” laughed Louise while
Danielle just looked at him as if he were mad.

“I relax in here and one of the pleasures is that I watch what I
want when I want.” He paused not sure if the girls would
understand.  “In my last parish I made the mistake of telling
everyone in a church service that I had a home cinema.  The
net effect was that several of the congregation brought me their
favourite films expecting me to enjoy them, and even worse
expecting me to discuss the finer points of the film with them
later.  I did watch a few and it was excruciating, I lost my
relaxation time and hated every minute of watching films I didn’t
want to see.  I must confess I don’t want to be in that
position again.”

“Why didn’t you buy a film review book and blag your way out of
it?” said Louise.

“I did in the end,” said Peter, “and then it was on my
conscience that I hadn’t told people the whole truth.”

Jo chipped in.

“How would you feel if I made you watch all the Humphrey Bogart
films I enjoy?”

 Peter tucked that bit of information away.

“Oh yuck” from Louise

“Torture, absolute torture” from Danielle, who then turned to
Peter.

“We won’t tell.”

“Thanks.”

Peter then showed them the two different remotes, gave them the
popcorn and some fizzy drinks, pulled the curtains, and left them
to it.

 

Jo and Peter went into the kitchen and Jo made a cup of tea.
 This was a bad sign; Peter knew by now that when Jo reverted
to tea it meant she needed a liquid comfort blanket.  They
took the tea and sat outside on the picnic bench under the
sunshade.  They talked for a few minutes about Jo’s
preparations to go abroad and various other inconsequential
subjects.  Peter gradually realized that Jo was having
difficulty getting round to the point of her visit, so he said
softly.

“OK Jo, what’s this all about? I don’t really think you came
here to let the girls see Macbeth.”

Jo looked down at her tea for a minute or so. The she looked up
and made full eye contact with him.

“Peter” she started, “There are some terrible rumours about you
going round the town.”

Pause.

“They say that you had to leave your last parish because of
trouble in the Sunday School.”

 Pause.

“Please tell me it wasn’t little boys?”

If it had been anyone else Peter would have hit the roof, but Jo
was winning a place in his heart and for that he held his
peace.

After a stony silence Jo pleaded.

“Peter please; I go away with Danielle tomorrow for two
weeks!”

He could tell that she was close to tears, and feared the
worst.

“What do you believe?” He asked.

She blurted out.

“I think it’s all malicious and untrue”

He was quiet for a moment, he could tell now that it had cost a
lot for her to come and broach the subject.  He also knew that
men had let here down in the past, and he didn’t want to perpetuate
this pattern, especially if there was any hope f them building up a
trusting relationship.

“I’ll tell you” he said, “but please don’t tell anyone else, let
them believe what they want to believe.”

Peter hesitated; wondering where to start, then he began.

“It all started when I saw a burning bush – wait a moment I’ll
get it.”

And with that he went round the back of the house, reappearing a
few moments later with a large cardboard box and a small gas
canister. Out of the box he pulled a metal bush, about 18” in
diameter, complete with green metal leaves and thorns.  It sat
on a little metal box.  Peter opened a flap in the box and
screwed in the gas canister.  He then placed the bush on the
ground some way away from them and turned it on.  The thorns
turned out to be gas jets, which burned with a yellow flame. The
whole effect was quite startling; it did indeed look like a burning
bush.

“I saw this at an outdoor craft exhibition,” Peter said.
 “This was on a Saturday, and the following day I was due to
give a talk to the Sunday School on Moses.  This looked like
manna from heaven.  You’ve probably realized by now that I
struggle with children’s talks.  You have to make them
relevant to the children, and speak in a language they understand.
They say a picture is worth a thousand words and I thought this
little gadget would be a great hit.  Sunday came and I took my
burning bush with me.  I was very careful.  I took a
metal plate to go underneath it, and made sure that the children
could not touch it by placing the whole affair on the projector
stand. It was a great hit.  The kid’s thought it was
marvelous. I left it burning throughout the whole of my talk and
then it did its party trick and all hell let loose.”

He paused.

“It was manufactured in Germany and the instructions were in
German and Japanese with no diagrams.  I don’t read either
language, but I reckoned that it was simple to operate.  I was
wrong - oh was I wrong.  The on/off switch has two positions;
the first position is for the burning bush effect, that’s what I
tested in my garden and that’s what I thought I was showing the
children; the second position is for the burning bush effect and
its party trick.  When I turned on the bush for the Sunday
School, I accidentally set the switch to position two.  Just
drink your tea and wait.”

So they sat in the sunshine, looking at the bush and Jo wondered
just what was going to happen. Suddenly there was a pop and a ball
of flame rose from within the bush, roaring and burning until it
reached a height of about four feet where it dispersed.

“There’s a hidden tank space in the base.” Peter explained.
 “When you put the switch hard over it bleeds gas into this
tank and when it reaches full pressure a pop valve operates and
releases all the gas at once into the middle of the bush.  The
result is the fireball.  If the Sunday School were impressed
with the bush they were amazed at the fireball.  The trouble
is it set the roof alight.  That Sunday School was held in a
multi-purpose church cum hall on the far edge of my parish; it was
old and had a suspended ceiling.  I had placed the bush on a
projector stand and the fireball went up and straight into the
ceiling void.”

Peter paused for a minute. 

“The whole building burnt down.  We got everybody out
safely and managed to rescue some equipment, but the local fire
brigade was dealing with a warehouse fire and it was fifteen
minutes before the fire brigade arrived from the next town.
 By then the building was just one large torch.”

By now Jo was looking at Peter and grinning, she could see the
picture in her mind’s eye.

“I bet the papers had a field day,” she said.

“There was worse to come. The Church cum hall was old and needed
replacing, but the church could not afford it.  I had joked
with the Church Council that we ought to employ the Diocesan
Arsonist and rebuild using the insurance money.  Someone
reported this to the police and I was charged with arson. Even
worse the insurance company refused to pay out because the burning
bush did not comply with European Safety requirements for indoor
use.”

“Did it go to court?” asked Jo.

“Only a Magistrate’s Court.  The Magistrate said that he
could not believe that anyone would be so stupid as to commit arson
in the full view of the whole Sunday School and threw the case
out.  He also said that he could not believe that anyone would
be so stupid as to in effect light an open fire in the middle of
the church in the first place!”

Jo was smiling from ear to ear and obviously having difficulty
in not laughing.

“But your right about the papers, they loved it. We had ‘Holy
Smoke’, ‘Great balls of fire’, ‘Look out Vicar your handbags on
fire’, and my favourite ‘Vicar’s preaching sets church alight’.

Jo managed to suppress laughing.

“How come you’ve still got the bush?”

Peter chuckled.

“It’s not the original bush.  Once the church’s insurance
company failed to pay out I tried to claim using my own insurance;
they said they would only replace what I had personally lost.
 They have a total replacement ethos; so they bought me the
only thing I had lost in the fire - the burning bush!  At
least this one had instructions in English.”

By now Jo was laughing uncontrollably. Peter saw the funny side
of it too and joined in.

Just as they were gaining control of themselves the bush emitted
another fireball and they burst out laughing again.

 “Is that why you left?”  Jo Asked.

“The church council asked me to leave; they said that I had
managed to both destroy the building and the church’s reputation.
 I couldn’t but agree.  My Bishop was sympathetic, but
said he was unable to place me in his diocese as I had become
notorious.  However he talked with other Bishops and this
Diocesan Bishop offered me Felburgh.  He said it had the great
advantage that it had become a straightforward Bishop’s appointment
due to its problems, so I would not have to be interviewed by the
PCC and would therefore not have to face any awkward questions. I’m
just surprised that it’s taken so long for the news to reach
here.”

“Are you glad you came”

“Yes, but it’s been even better since I’ve got to know you.”
Peter replied quietly

Just then the girls appeared and the bush, on cue, let off
another fireball.

After Jo and the girls left Peter decided to go to the hospital
before watching the recorded Grand Prix. When he arrived Kimberley
was sitting up in bed, fully conscious and holding Sarah in her
arms.

“How are you?” He asked.

“Sore - if I keep my head still I am OK, but if I move it the
walls move too!”

Damian took Sarah from Kimberley’s arms and said to Peter.

“I’ll just take Sarah back to Bronwyn, she’s downstairs with
Taffy in the coffee bar.”

“Who’s minding the Pub?” asked Peter.

Damian grinned.

“Jeremy and Tracy; talk about letting the prisoners run the
jail.”

Damian departed and Kimberley settled back very slowly into the
pillows. Peter thought that she was going to go to sleep, but she
looked at him.

“Father, do you believe in angels?”

“Why do you ask?”

“The first night in hospital that I really remember I woke up to
find this person next to me praying and holding my hand.  He
was very kind and told me that God cared about me and had
surrounded me with his special friends.  I must have fallen
asleep and when I woke up he was gone.”

“What did he look like?”

“I don’t remember much, but he was bald and had very bushy
eyebrows that met in the middle. I think his eyes were brown.”

Peter almost laughed.

“He may be an angel Kimberley, but that is a perfect description
of my Archdeacon, Jasper.”

“What’s an Archdeacon?”

“Think of him as halfway between a priest and a bishop.”

Kimberley smiled and then drifted off to sleep. Peter crept out
of the room in search of the coffee shop.   On the way
there he pondered on Jasper’s visit to Kimberley; just what had he
been doing there?  As far as Peter knew they had met once,
briefly, on his driveway.  In any case how did he know she was
ill? Damian, Bronwyn and Taffy were all in the coffee shop when
Peter arrived.  Damian appeared about to leave, but Peter laid
a hand on his arm.

“It’s OK, she’s asleep.”

So Damian sat down again.

“How is she really?”

Damian gave a sigh of relief.

“She is really on the mend . Mr. Patel has been back and given
her a clean bill of health and said that in his opinion she will
make a full recovery.  But he gave me a little lecture.”

Bronwyn continued for him.

“She is not, under any circumstances, to live alone until the
wound in her skull has fully healed; that’s somewhere between three
and six months.  She is not to be pushed to try and remember
what happened.  Her memory stops two days before the accident
and Mr. Patel is adamant that no-one makes an issue of this; the
memory may, or may not, come back and in the grand scale of things
it doesn’t matter.  Finally, rest is the great healer and she
must not attempt to look after Sarah alone, it would be too tiring
for her and could set back her full recovery by months.”

Everyone considered this and eventually Damian gave Peter a
pleading look.

“Peter, can I still marry Kimberley on the common license?”

Peter did a quick calculation.

“Yes. They are valid for three months, so you could get married
using it up to the first week in July, but is Kimberley in any
state to get married?”

Damian nodded.

“We’re both dead sure.”

Peter changed the subject.

“Where is Kimberley going to live on leaving here?  The
studio flat is too small for two adults and above the pub is too
noisy.”

“No problem,” said Taffy, “She’s going home.  This has
shaken her parents up somewhat and they are both eager to have her
and Sarah back home.  Bronwyn’s going to lend a hand during
the days when her mother works in the charity shop.”

Damian suddenly said to Peter.

“Has she really seen an angel, or is she hallucinating?”

“Neither,” said Peter, “Her angel turns out to be Jasper, a
colleague of mine; they’ve met before, but she won’t remember
that.”

“By the way,” said Damian, “thanks for staying with me on that
night.”

“All part of the service,” Peter replied, “I just hope that we
never have to repeat the experience.”

 

Peter left the hospital and on his way home popped in to see
Henry and Caroline.  Mother, twins and Father were all doing
well, although father was looking a little tired.  Once home
Peter finally got to watch his grand prix, but it was a close run
thing.  With three re-starts and two periods behind the safety
car it had only just fitted onto the allotted recording period.
 But it was an excellent grand prix enhanced by a sudden
downpour ten laps before the end.  However, the recording gave
Peter his second experience of the day of discovering the oddest
people in the weirdest of places.  First there was Jasper in
Kimberley’s hospital room, and now there on the screen was Marjorie
standing in the pit lane talking to one of the jet-setting females
who was currently some driver’s girl-friend.  The shot was
brief, and in the background, but on playing the recording a couple
of times Peter was in no doubt, it was Marjorie.

 

Cum Monday morning Peter was to his surprise feeling more
content than ever, especially as Charmian had fitted in so well so
quickly.  Peter had asked Charmian to report in every Monday
morning even though they would probably meet at other times during
the week.  This Monday Charmian settled down into his old
leather armchair while Peter finished entering names into his diary
for visiting.  The list seemed to keep growing Sunday by
Sunday. Charmian suddenly held out her hand.

“Why don’t you give some of the list to me?”

Peter smiled in his best fatherly manner.

“You’re not supposed to be an extra pair of hands, you’re
supposed to be here for training.”

“Does that mean I have to sit by and watch you work morning noon
and night?  Peter I am quite capable of pastoral visiting,
besides which if I don’t practice now how will I know what to do
when I leave here?”

Peter was somewhat taken aback.

“This week has been an exception because of Kimberley’s
accident.”

“And how often are their exceptions?”

Peter began to feel that somehow the boot was on the other foot;
he was supposed to be monitoring Charmian’s work, not vice versa.
Peter opened his mouth to speak, but Charmian got in first.

“Peter, we’ve got to work as a team if I am to benefit from your
greater experience.  I will not benefit if you crumble under
the workload.”

Peter decided to change tack.

“I asked you to think about what you wanted to do.  Any
ideas?”

Charmian smiled a sort of wicked smile.

“For a start I would like to take over half of your pastoral
visiting - I hardly did any in my previous parish and I do need the
experience.  I would like to organize the afternoon baptism
for the Mothers and Toddlers, and try and build bridges with the
local primary school.”

Peter thought about this.

“Yes and no.  Yes I’ll pass on some visiting, but beware
you will probably soon be generating your own.  Yes you can
take the afternoon baptism off of my hands, but I want to be
involved and I want to baptize Justin.  No, you can’t start
building bridges with the school just yet.  You are to be
ordained priest next month and I do want you to have time to
prepare for that.  Next September you can start building your
bridges.”

Peter sensed there was something else and he asked gently.

“And?”

Charmian looked a bit embarrassed.

“Please don’t take offence, but once I am priested I would like
to take over the 8 o’ clock communions.  If I am honest I
would also like to re-introduce a sung evensong one Sunday a
month.”

“Is that all?” asked Peter somewhat bewildered.

“I might be pushing my luck, but I would also like to try a
monthly evening service aimed at young people.”

Peter looked at her eager enthusiasm and did not want to dampen
her spirits, but he also felt he had to inject a slice of
reality.

“My problem, Charmian, is that what you start I might have to
continue when you finally leave.  I agree that the 8 o’ clock
is not one of my better offerings, and that there is a need for
young people’s work, but sung evensong?”

“It’s my spirituality Peter, and I dare say there are some
others in the town who feel the same; are we to deny them their
spiritual heritage?”

Peter sat back in his chair; so far this morning he had lost
every argument.

“What do you want to do with the 8 o’ clock?”

“Nothing special, it’s a straight Prayer Book Service. I would
like to introduce a short homily, and I would like to wear a
chasuble.” She went on quickly before Peter could interject, “I’ve
tried them on, and they fit me perfectly.”

Peter smiled.

“There’s a balance here between what the church expects of a
communion service and how a priest is comfortable leading it.
 I have been thinking about this since you arrived and told me
that in reality you are high church.  I want it discussed at
the church council meeting, but I believe that you must be allowed
to conduct Eucharist in your own style as long as it does not
offend the church.  Seeing that the chasubles are the church’s
I can’t see why they should object to you wearing them when you
preside at communion and that goes for both morning services.
 But if you want to introduce anything else we must discuss it
first. Agreed?”

“Agreed.”

“And before we start any evening services, I want to see your
arrangements, particularly for the youth services.”

Charmian nodded.

“Would you be happy to see the youth service as an ecumenical
one?  All the youngsters go to the same school and it seems
silly to make them split up and go to youth services in different
churches.”

Peter started to open his mouth and Charmian got in fast.

“And of course the experience of ecumenical working will enhance
my curacy here.”

Peter laughed.

“OK, OK, but keep me informed.”

They then set about dividing the pastoral list into two and
Peter handed over the names and addresses of all the baptism
candidates and their various Godparents.  When Charmian had
gone Peter said to a recumbent Aquinas, “I have a feeling that I am
going to have to prepare more for our Monday meetings or that young
lady is going to run rings around me.”

 

During the rest of the week everything seemed to settle down.
Mark saw Peter on Tuesday and told him that he had sold the yacht,
not for £100,000, but for £150,000.  Peter had tried to insist
that Mark keep the extra money, but Mark had laughed.

“And how do I explain to Lucy an additional £50,000 in our bank
account?  No, stick it with the rest and we’ll decide what to
do with it later.”

On Thursday Tom placed £200,000 in the bank account, so now they
had some £350,000 in the bank and a mere £70,000 in Peter’s filling
cabinet.  On Saturday Kimberley left the hospital and went to
her parents.  Damian arrived and cleared the flat, and said
that he had informed both the Social Services and the Diocesan
Housing Department of her change of circumstances.  On Sunday
Charmian’s baptism arrangement worked like clockwork.  This
proved to be a less exuberant service than the previous mass
baptism, but it still involved ten adults and ten children and all
the attendant Godparents.  Like the previous baptism they had
all decided to hold a joint party, but this time it was held at the
golf club. Both Roger and Muriel were on hand to oversee the
operation, and Peter thought that for the first time since he had
seen them together they looked like a real couple.  The next
week went even easier, that is until Thursday when Jasper made one
of his unannounced visits.  For once there was not a female in
the house, or on the driveway.  Peter settled him in the
lounge, at his request, and made a pot of tea, adding a plateful of
biscuits to the tray.  Once he had a cup of tea in his hand
and a biscuit near his mouth Jasper got round to the reason for his
visit.

“Peter, I thought that I owed it to you to tell you something
before it is formally declared.”

He paused and Peter wondered why Jasper thought he owed him
anything.  Jasper continued after two custard creams.

“I am resigning as Archdeacon and taking up a straight forward
parish priest’s appointment in Berwick.”

Peter was quite surprised.

“When?” He asked, but he really meant ‘why?’

Jasper polished off a jammy dodger and replied.

“Not for three months.”

He ate another biscuit.

“I suppose you are wondering why?”

He paused for a slurp of tea.

“Over the last year I’ve come to realize that I do not make a
very good Archdeacon.  It’s not that I can’t do the job or
cope with the administration; it’s just that my heart is not in it.
 I suddenly realized that I had no passion for the job.
 But what does one do?  You carry on hoping things will
change, but they don’t.  Then you invited me to stand in your
attic and I realized that I had not only lost the passion, I had
forgotten the reason.  To cap it all you then verbalized what
I had been desperately trying to ignore, namely admitting my
failure and going back into parish life; the life I love and the
life I was called to.”

Jasper poured himself another cup of tea, and ignored the last
biscuit on the plate.

“I obviously prayed about this, and often used the hospital
chapel, remember I have no church of my own and the chapel is
usually quiet at night.”

Somehow Peter sensed what was coming.  Jasper ploughed
on.

“I was praying quietly in the corner when you burst in.  In
you I saw all the passion that was missing in me.  That night
I made up my mind to resign.  The following day I asked my
friend in Alnwick to pray for me and the next thing I know the
Bishop of Lindisfarne is inviting me to look round Berwick.”

“What does you wife think of all this?”  Peter managed to
ask.

Jasper finally reached out and took the last biscuit.

“She burst into tears.  She’d been praying that something
happened to my job to make my happy.  She also loves
Northumbria; she was born up there in Burnmouth.”

Jasper put his cup down and stood up.

“I’m not sure I’ll see you again before I go, but thanks.”

Peter smiled and shook his hand.

“And you visited Kimberley.”

Jasper smiled.

“I just had to see how she was doing after all I heard three
people praying for her at various times.”

“Three?”

“You, a young man I suspect is her beau, and a Matron.”

When Jasper had gone Peter reflected on what he had said and
decided that God did work in mysterious ways.

 

Peter spent his Friday off in Ipswich, trying to hunt out every
Humphrey Bogart film he could find.  In the end he bought over
twenty cheap DVDs.  To his delight he also found a DVD called
‘The Sterling Moss Years’, this was one he had been searching out
for some time. The weekend went well, although he found the
Canadian Grand Prix somewhat disappointing.  On such a
beautiful track the lack of overtaking was a crime.  Monday
came, and went without incident and soon it was Tuesday, and the
day Jo was due back at work.  Just before ten Jo walked up the
drive, but Peter could see from his study window that the body
language was all wrong, it was more like a march to the gallows
than popping in to clean the house.  Peter’s heart sank.
 His little declaration of affection after he’d told Jo of his
burning bush had obviously had the wrong effect.  As she came
through the front door he called out ‘Hello’, but gained no
response.  He did not know what to do.  It had been a
long time since he’d been willing to open himself up to a woman and
he was at a complete loss. ‘Don’t be berks’ he told himself, ‘she’s
ten years younger than you and probably has a million suitors’.

He could hear Jo banging about in the kitchen; that too was
wrong; she was normally as quiet as a mouse if he was in the study.
 In the end he couldn’t bear it no longer and went into the
kitchen.  Jo’s face was red and puffy.

“Are you all right?” he asked.

She virtually screamed at him through closed teeth.

“Go away, just go away!”

Peter backed off instantly and spent the next hour and a half in
his study, totally bewildered.

 

At twelve o’clock he heard here coming down the hall towards the
front door, she came and stood in the doorway. 

“It won’t work,” she stated with venom. “You and me, it just
won’t work!”

With that she darted out towards the front door.

“And you’d better get yourself another cleaner!” And the door
slammed.

Peter was in total confusion, had he blown it that badly?
 He watched her from the window; she was walking briskly down
the drive and not looking back.  But when she reached the
gates she stopped, turned, and walked back at an even faster rate.
 Peter opened the front door.

“It’s not you it’s me” she half shouted, “People think I am a
slut and I am a slut. Slut! Slut! Slut!”

She went on half singing and half shouting.

“How can the vicar go out with a slut?  Slut!  Slut!
 Slut!”

Peter was totally taken aback.

 “I never said you were a slut,” he said defensively.

“You don’t have to; I got the proof this morning! I am
definitely a slut. No doubt at all, slut, slut, slut!”

She was part crying, part shouting, and part laughing, waving
her arms up and down and sort of dancing from foot to foot.
 Every muscle in her body seemed to be moving at the same
time.

“I don’t understand” Peter said.  “I don’t understand.”

She took a deep breath.

“I’ve got Chlamydia.”

Peter was even more bewildered.

“What the hell’s Chlamydia?”

“It’s a sexually transmitted disease; the doctor said you only
get it by sleeping around. Slut! Slut! Slut!” she intoned.

Peter glanced up, two women were passing the gate with their
dogs, and it would not be long before they noticed Jo and he did
not want them to see her like this.  He stepped forward and
wrapped his arms around her.  Lifted her off her feet and into
the hall and kicked the door shut.  He did not let go. He
kissed her on the forehead.

“I don’t care if you’ve got Bavarian Swine Fever” he said.
 “And I have never, ever, thought of you as a slut.”

She pushed herself away from him and rolled up the sleeves of
her sweater exposing her forearms. She turned them over exposing a
pair of identical tattoos of densely packed miniature red roses,
with attendant greenery, that stretched from wrist to elbow.
 But Peter realized it was not the tattoos she was showing him
but the skin they were on; it was scarred all the way up with what
had probably been self-inflicted wounds.  She turned her arms
over again, on the top of her right wrist was a tattoo of another
red rose, half way up her left forearm was a tattoo of a black
cat.

“Fancy me now vicar!” she yelled with a sort of common
accent.

Peter grabbed her again; every fiber of her body seemed tense,
he had no idea what to do and was totally out of his depth.

“I’d fancy you anywhere, anytime, anyplace.” he said.

“You won’t, you’ll grow ashamed of me; I’ve grown ashamed of me
so why shouldn’t you”, but this time spoken, not shouted.

Peter held on, he could physically feel her relaxing; he kissed
her on the forehead again.

“I’d be proud to have you on my arm anywhere”

“Even on a beach in a swimsuit”.

“Even in a nudist colony”.

Jo went quiet then and Peter felt her relax, it was like the
uncoiling of a giant spring.  Eventually they parted and Jo
sat down on the old two-seater pew that was parked in the hall.

Peter didn’t know what to do next, so he reverted to the old
formula.

 “Cup of tea?”

“Wonderful,” she replied.

Peter went into the kitchen like a scaled cat, made a pot of
tea, checking her while the kettle boiled and moving a small table
out of the lounge and placing it in front of the pew. He made a pot
of tea and placed it, with a sugar bowl and two mugs on a tray and
went back into the hall.

 

Jo was still sitting on the pew, but saying, ‘Damn, damn, damn’
to herself in an undertone.  Peter sat down beside her.
 Eventually she sighed.

“I know all the signs, I’ve been through them many times with
the psychiatrist.  I should know when I’m approaching the edge
by now.  Sorry if I scared you”.

Peter stayed quiet, but put his arm around her shoulders, she
did not resist.

“Want to talk about it” Peter inquired.

“I should have talked about it” she replied, “that’s the key,
but I bottle it up and then…”

She didn’t finish the sentence but leant forward and poured out
two mugs of tea putting milk in hers. That little act reassured
Peter, she had remembered he took his tea black.  She was back
in reality.

Jo looked at Peter.

“If we’re to have a chance together I have to tell you
everything.  I can’t keep things back; if I do they take over
my life and then my life takes over me”.

Peter looked at Jo.

“If I’m honest with you can you handle it?”

 “Oh I have no trouble with other people’s problems and
traumas,” She replied casually.  “It’s only my own I can’t
handle.”

 Jo paused, sipped the tea, but it was too hot to
drink.

“I’ve had trouble with my waterworks since my long spell in
hospital.  It may have been the drugs, it may be
psychological, and no one seems to know.

Anyway, I wet the bed at night.  Not every night, but three
out of five.  You learn to live with it, my friendly
psychologist says there is no stigma attached to it, but he doesn’t
have to live with it.  He doesn’t have to try and explain to
his daughter that it’s OK for mummy to wet the bed, but little
girls shouldn’t.”

She paused and drank some tea.

“Over the past couple of years it’s been getting worse and I
found I was wetting myself during the day as well as at night, but
I didn’t tell anyone or go to the doctor.  Then I went to
France.  On the first Tuesday I woke up itching and passing
water was like passing scouring powder.  I thought it was
Thrush and bought some ointment from the chemist.  But it got
worse, it was excruciating.  In the end Danielle booked a taxi
and took me to a local hospital.  The doctor was wonderful.
 I was expecting an emergency appointment for five
minutes.  She talked to me for an hour and I told her
everything.  After examining me she said she thought I had
developed Urethritis and gave me some antibiotics.  She took a
swab and set it off for analysis as a matter of routine and said
she would e-mail the results to my own GP and I could check them
out when I returned home.”

Another pause; another drink of tea.

“The itching went away in a couple of days and the scouring
powder feeling by the end of the first week. When I came home I
went to my own doctor’s surgery and found that my own GP was on
holiday, but the results of my test had arrived and I saw the
locum.  He was a GP well past his sell by date and he said I
had Chlamydia and that in women there were usually no symptoms.
 He said that Urethritis was usually a by-product of it and
that it could also make me infertile or prone to fallopian tube
pregnancies.  The pompous so and so then went on to give me a
lecture on the perils of the promiscuous lifestyle and told me to
be careful whom I slept with.  He finished by telling me in no
uncertain terms that I had a responsibility to tell all the men
that I had slept with over the past year that they might have
Chlamydia too.  He then virtually threw me out of the surgery
saying that I would be hearing from the Gynecological Unit at
Ipswich Hospital as I should really have a full examination.”

She stopped.

 “And the infection?”  Peter asked while she studied
her tea.

“Gone completely, and my waterworks have improved as a bonus.”
 She smiled her first smile of the day.  “I haven’t been
sleeping around Peter. I haven’t had a man since Philip, but I
think a man may have had me.”

She paused and looked at Peter to see if there was a reaction,
Peter just squeezed her shoulders.

“Two years ago Danielle went on a school trip to Wales, one of
those multi-sports weeks.  Normally we couldn’t afford such a
thing, but Sid and Margaret paid, you’d be surprise how much Sid
and Margaret have financially supported us.  While Danielle
was away I went to the cinema.  I met a man there who I
thought I could trust and I let him take me out for a drink
afterwards.  I don’t normally drink, but Danielle was away and
I thought ‘why not’.  Somehow I ended up blind drunk, we got
tipsy in the pub and then he took me back to my place and I got
legless, I still don’t know how as I’m sure I did not have that
much to drink.  I woke up alone the following morning feeling
like the inside of a food mixer and I found small change in my bed,
just a few coins, but I don’t usually take money to bed with me.
 My clothes were all over the place and I wasn’t wearing my
nighttime knickers so I had wet the bed in a major way.  My
breasts were sore and I felt like I had been mugged.”

“I tackled him about what had happened next time I saw him, on
Sunday outside the church as we were both leaving.  You know
what, he leered at me and said that it was for him to know and me
to imagine, but if I fancied being his mistress I might be
considered for the position.  I ran away from him and pushed
it down . I just pushed it down inside; I didn’t want to think
about it, so somehow I blotted it out.  I should have known
better.  And the pig gave me Chlamydia as a going away
present.  Two years Peter, I’ve had the wretched disease two
years!”

She went quite.

“So what now Peter, have we got a future?”

Peter replied, without hesitation.

“More of a future that ever.  Our feelings for each other
are out in the open and…” he paused not knowing now to continue.
“And it ought to be me asking you if you are prepared to be seen
with a vicar. People don’t think we’re normal you know, and this
particular one has a burnt down church!”

 With that he pulled her towards him and kissed her, not
for long, but this time it was a proper kiss.  Peter then
looked at Jo carefully - she seemed shattered.

“I think what you need now is a sleep” he said.

But before he could get her to pursue this course of action, Jo
spoke to him softly

“Peter I can’t face him.  I ought to tell him he could have
Chlamydia, but I can’t face him.  Would you tell him?  Or
is that asking too much?”

“Of course.”  Then he paused not wanting the answer to the
question he had to ask.

“before you ask it’s Freddy.”  She said softly.

“Freddy the major’s son?  But he’s got a wife and two
children!”

“I know; that’s why I pushed it down.  She was away when it
happened and I haven’t been able to face her ever since.”  She
looked at her boots.  “If you don’t mind I will have a
nap.  Could you tell him while I sleep? I don’t want it left
in the air.”

“OK” said Peter leading her into the sitting room and settling
her on the three-seat settee.

“But you must still be here when I return.  Promise?”

“I promise”

Peter got her settled and went to leave the room; she suddenly
half sat up.

“You would mind”

“Mind what?”

“Mind if I had Bavarian Swine fever, you’d wonder which Bavarian
Swine I caught it from.”

Peter laughed.

“At least I know you’ve still got your sense of humor”.

He closed the door, and then suddenly opened it again as a
thought struck him.

“Mind if I leave Aquinas with you?”

“No that’s OK,” came the sleepy reply.

Peter went and sat in his study.  He knew that Freddy
worked on the Felburgh Estate, he thought that he managed all the
land rentals.  He rang the estate office and they said he was
in.  Peter then had a pray about what he was going to do,
asking God for help.  How did you tell a man he might have a
venereal disease caught from your girlfriend?  He smiled, he
was already thinking of Jo as ‘his girl’.  Peter left quietly
and drove to the estate to parked outside the office. He asked at
reception which way to go and headed off to Freddy’s office. 
In the anti-room were a small desk and a bored looking secretary.
 She would probably be attractive if she smiled thought Peter,
but he wouldn’t have wanted to work in an office either.  He’d
tried it once and he had got out as soon as he could, the office
politics drove him mad.

“Freddy in?” he asked.

He got that look when people answer him, looking at his collar
and not at his eyes.

“I don’t think he’s available,” she said.

“He’ll be available to me” replied Peter.

At that the secretary walked at a pace a tortoise would have
been proud of and entered Freddy’s office, closing the door behind
her.  She appeared almost directly.

“He’ll see you now, but he’s only got ten minutes,” she said
rolling her eyes as if to say that he probably had all
afternoon.

Peter walked in and did not realize that he was already
clenching his fists.

“Hello Peter old man” said Freddy with his usual false bonhomie,
“What can I do for you?”

Peter didn’t sit down.

“I’ll come straight to the point.  There’s no easy way of
saying this, but if you took advantage of Jo when you got drunk
together you may have Chlamydia”.

“Not now,” sneered Freddy.  “I did have Chlamydia, but I
got rid of it.”

“And you didn’t tell Jo?”

“Why should I?  Her life is her responsibility; I don’t
know how many men she sleeps with do I?”  

If he’d stopped there Peter may have been able to control
himself, but Freddy ploughed on.

“And if you’re thinking of sleeping with her you’d better wear a
wet suit old boy…”

Freddy didn’t finish the sentence because Peter hit him.
 Peter had never hit anyone in his life, but he hit Freddy,
and hit him hard.  He knocked Freddy clear over his desk and
into the corner.  Freddy just lay on the floor clutching his
bloody nose and swearing a series of profanities one after the
other.  Peter heard a movement behind him and turned round; it
was his secretary; Peter was right, when she smiled she was indeed
pretty.  

“It’s about time someone did that to him” she said.

Freddy whined from behind his desk.

“He hit me, he hit me, and did you see that he hit me!”

“Must’ve fallen over” sniffed the girl; “You drink enough.”

“You’re fired,” Freddy shouted.

“Too late” she replied, “Have you forgotten I’m working out my
notice, I don’t like being groped and I don’t like being groped by
a toad like you.”

She looked at Peter.

“They don’t call him Freddy the philanderer for nothing!”

Peter had nothing further to say to Freddy so he followed her
out of the office.

When he had closed the door the girl said to him.

“I’d like to know which church you’re from”

“Why?”

She laughed, “If that’s your method of pastoral visiting your
sermons must be a wow.”

“They bring the house down,” he replied.

Peter went to leave, but a sudden thought struck him.

“Did Kimberley work here?”  He asked.

“Not here, she worked on reception, but old Freddy in there used
to leer at her as if she was his personal piece of totty.”

“Excuse me,” said Peter, “and walked back into Freddy’s office,
firmly closing the door behind him. Freddy had been on his way out,
but seeing Peter he quickly retreated behind his desk.  Peter
walked up to the other side of the desk and leaned over, sometimes
being tall gave you an unfair advantage.  Freddy looked at him
apprehensively.

“Going to hit me again? Well I’m not going to turn the other
cheek.”

He picked up a paper knife.

“And then there’s Kimberley,” Peter said menacingly,

Freddy did his best to smirk, but somehow the blood running from
his nose spoiled the effect.

“You’re guessing.  Just because some young tart in
reception gets pregnant I get the blame.”

Peter said through clenched teeth.

“Fancy a paternity test?”

Freddy laughed.

“She’ll never ask for one.”

“I guess not.  I suppose you threatened that you’d get
Damian the sack.”

Freddy just grinned. Peter thumped the desk.

“But I suspect your wife would want to know.”

“You leave her out of this!”

They glared at each other across the desk. Eventually Peter said
in an even tone.

“You are right, I am just guessing, and if Kimberley won’t name
you I can’t really do anything.”

Freddy relaxed, Peter went in for the kill.

“But I might share my guesses with a few people down the local
supermarket unless I see that you really want to do the best for
your staff.”

Freddy was completely lost. “Eh?” Was all he could manage.

Peter smiled what he hoped was a sinister smile.

“For instance, I noticed the other day that the warden’s house
by the old almshouses in the old town is currently empty.
 Wouldn’t it be a nice gesture on your part if it were offered
to Kimberley at a reasonable rent?”

Freddy laughed, “Not in a million years.”

Peter sighed.

“At least I tried.  Goodbye.  Oh, do you need any
shopping; I’m going to the supermarket on my way home.”

Freddy glared at him.

“You wouldn’t dare.”

“Care to try me?” said Peter.

“I’ll sue you for slander.”

Peter smiled again.

“Do you really fancy a court case and a mandatory paternity
test?”

“I’ll think about it.”

Peter walked to the door.

“Don’t think about it too long, I go shopping on Fridays.”

He stopped at the door.

“And when I say a reasonable rent I mean reasonable for them on
a nice long term contract that is not tied into Damian’s
employment.”

“Don’t want much do you?” said Freddy trying to belatedly show
some bravado.

Peter wagged a finger.

“Be sure, your sins will find you out.  It’s your choice:
let me air your sins or provide some recompense,”

As he opened the door he detected a slight movement, but when it
was fully open, and he opened it slowly, the secretary was behind
her desk looking intently at her computer screen.  Peter
walked to his Land Rover and sat in the driving seat.  He
could not believe that he had both just hit a man and then
blackmailed him into giving Kimberley and Damian cheap
accommodation.  What sort of vicar was he turning into?

 

He didn’t go directly home, or to the supermarket, but drove to
a little garage outside Woodbridge that specialized in Land Rovers
and other 4x4s. He explained what he wanted and drove away in a
Suzuki Vitara.  When he eventually got home, Jo was busy in
the kitchen; she’d raided the freezer and was cooking them a
stir-fry for two.  Danielle was apparently already in London
with Louise.   Over dinner Peter told her about hitting
Freddy and she told him about Philip.  They talked for about
two hours by which time she knew all about his family and his call
to the priesthood, and he knew about her struggle to bring up
Danielle as a surrogate single mum.  He dropped her home at
about eleven in the evening.  Before she got out of the car he
cleared his throat in a sort of apprehensive manner.

“Are you working tomorrow?  With Danielle away I wondered
if you, I mean we, could have a sort of holiday at home. I could
easily clear most of my weekday diary.”

She didn’t hesitate.

“I’ve got to work tomorrow, but I can get Janice to cover for me
the rest of the week, so yes”

“Tomorrow night” said Peter somewhat shyly; “There is a double
bill of Humphrey Bogart on at Aldeburgh cinema, the African Queen
and Casablanca.”

He didn’t finish as she nodded.

“Have to pick you up about six OK?”

“Fine” and she hesitated, “What’s happened to the Land
Rover?”

“It’s being serviced, this is just a courtesy car” this was
stretching the truth somewhat, but the Land Rover was having a
service and anyway she would see the results in due time.

He escorted her to her door, and they kissed goodnight.  It
took some time.










Chapter 16
Decision Time


The following morning Peter was back in the church for a very
special service - Muriel and Roger’s wedding.  They were
adamant that they wanted a quiet mid-week no frills wedding.
 So there was only himself, Muriel and Roger, Bryan, Mark, and
Henry present.  There were no hymns and no music.  Peter
read through the wedding service slowly and steadily.  Muriel
and Roger were obviously very happy that their relationship was now
being put on a firm footing. The whole wedding took less than
thirty minutes.  Afterwards Muriel and Roger took Peter and
Bryan to the Felburgh Hotel for a wedding lunch.  The
afternoon was spent re-arranging his diary, there were obviously
some things he could not shift, like council meetings, but what he
could move or dump he did.  That evening Peter arrived outside
Jo’s at exactly six o’clock. Jo appeared at the door almost
instantly and walked down the path.  Peter could not believe
what he was seeing.  She was wearing a pink dress with a white
cardigan and high-heeled pink shoes.  As she got in the car he
couldn’t help but notice that nearly all the face jewelry had gone;
just four pieces were left; a pair of drop earrings, a high earring
in her left ear and a small nose stud.  They kissed briefly
and he took her to Aldeburgh.  They ate on the way at a small
restaurant and arrived at the cinema just on time.  Aldeburgh
only has a small cinema, but it has character.  One of the
features is that the back row consists of double seats; Jo and
Peter chose one of these and enjoyed the nearness of each other as
they watched the films.  It was soon apparent to Peter that
the films captivated Jo and apart from putting his arm around her
he didn’t try anything else.  During the break, as they were
eating their obligatory ice cream Peter noticed someone staring at
them.  It took him sometime to place her, but in the end
thought that she was the Major’s sister in law.  He thought to
himself ‘the jungle drums will be beating tonight’.  They took
their time on the drive home and sat for a while parked up on the
heath.  They did canoodle for a time, but mainly they held
hands and talked.

 

As Peter finally drew the Vitara up outside Jo’s house it had
begun to rain.

“Don’t see me to the door Peter” she laughed “There’s no need
for us to get soaking wet”.

Peter kissed her goodnight, but instead of letting her go he
held her hands.

“Jo remember we said total honesty”

“Yes.”

“I can’t let you go without asking; the jewelry?”

Jo looked at him.

“It’s no big deal.”

Peter looked at her.

She said quietly.

“If I’m going to be a Vicar’s moll I thought I’d better look
respectable.”

“Respectable by whose standards?”  Asked Peter.  “I
don’t want you to change to conform to what other people impose on
us, and I don’t want you to change because you think I want you to
change.  I just want you to be you and be comfortable being
you.”

Jo was quiet for a while.

“Remember I told you my face jewelry and make-up was my mask.
 I don’t want to need that mask with you and I don’t want to
embarrass you either.”

“ And remember that I said I’d be proud to have you on my arm
anywhere,”  Replied Peter.  “There are no conditions to
that.  If you turned up covered in Zulu paint I’d still be
proud,”

 “I must try that sometime,” Jo chuckled and then she
became more serious; “I’d like to try a few combinations.
 I’ll probably wear it all during the day at work, but this
week with you I’d like to try a few combinations.”

She looked at him full in the eyes.

“I believe you when you say it doesn’t matter to you, but how a
girl looks and feels is important to her.  I want to feel I
look right and be right in how I feel.”

Peter kissed her and she leapt out the car and scurried up the
path.

 

The following morning when he called for Jo. she told him that
it was time she took him to her world and led him to her little
shop near the sea front.  Between the town centre and the sea
at Felburgh are a number of small alleyways; Jo’s shop was in one
of them.  There was actually a small parade of three shops
with Victorian shop fronts which Peter had not seen before,
probably because you could not drive or cycle past.  The shop
nearest the town was a small hairdresser and in the window were the
usual pictures on different styles. There was also a small sign,
which read ‘We do not undertake ear or body piercing; but the shop
next door does; we prefer to leave it to the experts.’

Jo saw Peter reading it and said softly.

“It works both ways, you’d be amazed at how many women like a
full body massage and then have their hair done.  We do a
special double package between us.” She grinned, “We also do a
special bridal package. Turn up three hours before the wedding and
we’ll give you an all over massage, a superb hairstyle plus a
makeover, and provide a wedding bouquet from over there”, and she
indicated  the back of a florists which must have had its
front in the next alleyway.

They walked past Jo’s shop to the last of the three shops; it
was a small jeweler.

“This is Mr. Hudson’s” she explained.  “I normally call him
old Mr. Hudson, but I think he’s about the same age as you!”
 

They looked in the window for a little while discussing the
items in the window display.

 “It’s been a Godsend having him here because it means I do
not have to carry too much stock, Jo explained.  “I can always
come and get the rings and studs I need from him and settle up at
the end of the month.”

She then led him across the alleyway so he could see the full
frontage of all the shops. The sign above Jo’s shop displayed ‘We
don’t do Men’ in large copperplate lettering, underneath in smaller
writing it added ‘Body enhancement and massage for Women’.

“Is that true, you only serve women?”  Peter asked.

“Oh yes, Anna and I decided that when we started the shop.
 Our solicitor told us that this might be illegal under
various parts of European Law and that we could not display a
notice that said ‘No Men’, but he also said that we could name the
shop what we liked within copyright law, hence the name.”

Peter wandered over and looked in the window; there was a list
of services offered and some illustrations, including a small group
of eight photographs.  Peter studied them and then suddenly
realized what he was looking at; he’d seen three of the tattoos
illustrated on Jo’ arms. Peter pointed to the photographs.

 “Yes those are all me,” Jo said softly.  “When we
first started we desperately needed some illustrations of
Anna-Marie’s work, we tried using henna but it didn’t look right.
 I already had two of Anna-Marie’s tattoos and three more just
came over the first few months.  The last three are Daphne’s
handiwork”

“There’s no illustration of your work,” he said.

Jo said coyly.

“I use myself as the illustration.”

Peter looked at the photographs again; there were parts of Jo’s
anatomy on display that somehow he rather weren’t, he suddenly
realized that he was becoming possessive.  He tore his eyes
away from the photographs and noticed a sign on the door; it
offered a language translation service for French, German, Italian,
Spanish and Japanese.

“You didn’t tell me that you spoke Japanese” Peter remarked.

“I speak a little,” she said, but Daphne is Franco-Japanese and
can speak and write it fluently.”

“Do you get much work?”

“It comes and goes, mostly goes since the arrival of the
Internet and business being conducted increasingly in English.
 Mark you, I am thinking of offering American-English
translations” she laughed.  “But we have just got another
contract to translate some of those multi-lingual instruction
leaflets, someone’s got to do it!”

“How did you get that?” asked Peter quite amazed

“We wrote to some Japanese firms, in Japanese, telling them how
awful their booklets were and saying that they marred the image of
excellent products.  We also included some examples of how we
thought they should be.”

“And it worked?”

“We got three contracts in three months.”

 

Jo started to lead Peter towards the door when she stopped.
 

“I ought to warn you about Daphne, she can be,” she stopped to
find the right words, “Quite unconventional.”  

Peter looked at Jo and thought that if Jo calls her
unconventional just what was he going to meet?  Once inside
Daphne appeared from the back.  She was short, about Jo’s age,
and immaculate. She was dressed in a white dress, bordered by a
lace fringe that fell just below the knees with a matching three
string pearl necklace and pearl bracelet.  She had no tattoos,
no earrings and would have passed for a boarding school
headmistress.  Daphne and Jo hugged each other.  Daphne
approached Peter and kissed him on both cheeks.  

“Hello Peter; I’ve heard all about you and wondered if Jo would
ever have the courage to bring you here.  Which buttock did
you want tattooed?”

Peter couldn’t help laughing. Daphne grinned and went out the
back to make some coffee while Jo showed Peter around.  The
shop floor was divided into two halves.  On the left was a
large make-up type dressing table with light bulbs all around the
mirror and what Peter assumed was a tattooing machine beside it.
 On the other side was an identical dressing table, but this
time on the dressing table top was a selection of studs, rings and
other body-piercing paraphernalia. Hanging above this dressing
table was a large portrait of Danielle. Peter glanced back to
Daphne’s table, above that was a family portrait of Daphne, her
husband and four children.  In between the two halves was a
trolley that was laden with more different colours of nail varnish
and fingernail paint than Peter thought possible.  In the rear
of the shop was a large playpen about 8’ square and filled a good
selection of clean toys.  Jo led Peter down the narrow
corridor of off which came two rooms containing massage tables and
bottles of various liquids.  At the end of the corridor there
was a toilet, a small kitchen, a cupboard containing a large
sterilization unit, and a cubicle containing a computer with a 17”
monitor and the largest keyboard Peter had ever seen.

“It’s a keyboard for typing Japanese,” said Jo.

“I thought you were translating from Japanese,” said Peter

“Sometimes”, said Jo, “Other times we receive the original notes
in French or English. Usually Daphne translates French-Japanese and
vice versa and I do all the other languages.”

Peter was getting more and more astonished.  It wasn’t that
he thought Jo was uneducated, or inept, he just hadn’t realized
that she also had a business head on her shoulders.

“Do you rent the shop” he asked.

Jo looked embarrassed.

“No we own it, or at least we will do so in twenty years, that’s
if we can keep up with the mortgage payments.”

“Who owns the other two shops?”

“No I mean we will own it all, the rent we charge for the other
two shops exactly equals the mortgage payments.  We would like
to charge more, but there is no point in driving away the other two
shops. The three of us together generate more trade than we would
get if we were sandwiched between two antique shops.”

Peter must have looked surprised.

“When Anna and I originally decided to set up the shop all three
of these units were up for sale.  Old Mr. Hudson had his shop
in the last unit and lived in the flat above, but as he had three
small children everything was up for sale with him as a sitting
tenant.  Anna had a little money, but not much; I had the
compensation Uncle Sid got me from the shipping company, and Auntie
Margaret and Sid chipped in. We had enough for a good deposit and
to buy the equipment.  When Anna died I realized that I had to
release some of my equity from the building so that I could buy a
little flat and bring up Danielle properly.  It’s ended up
that Daphne and I each own 37% with Margaret and Sid owning the
rest.”

Just then Daphne appeared out of the kitchen and they all went
back to the front to sit down.

“And you never have men customers?”

“Very rarely”, said Daphne, “We never ever conduct a massage on
a man, but once, two years ago I did tattoo of a bulldog on a man’s
bum.”

“And the playpen?”

Jo smiled.

“Self indulgence and business. When we started Danielle was
small and we used to bring her to play here from time to time as we
worked.”

Daphne interrupted.

“And my two boys played there too.”

“But the majority of our trade is women under thirty, a large
number of them have small children, so the playpen comes in useful,
a full body massage takes an hour.  Don’t worry we’re legal,
Daphne is a registered child minder.”

Peter asked.

“And who is Janice, the woman who covered for you when I took
you to Aldeburgh?” 

“She’s a student studying physiotherapy and sports massage. She
has worked with us for a couple of summers and is currently home
from college.  She doesn’t do body piercing, but she gives a
good massage, you ought to try her sometime.”

 

Peter spent all morning with the two of them and it was a
revelation, the more he talked to them the more he realized that
there was a lot more to Jo than met the eye.  As they were
about to leave a young girl came in the shop and put her hands on
her hips.

 “I want my nose pierced please, left nostril 4mm up in the
middle,”  she stated firmly

 “How old are you?”  Jo asked flatly.

“Old enough”

“Not for this parlour,” Jo replied firmly.  “If you want
your nose pierced you come back with your mother and then I’ll
consider it.”

The girl immediately turned around and marched out the shop.

“We have a saying here,” said Jo.  “Body piercing is for
life, not just for Christmas”

“Or in my case” said Daphne, “tattoo in haste, regret at
leisure.”

Later as they walked along the sea-shore Peter put his arm round
her shoulders.

“If you own the shop, and earn money from translation, why clean
my house?”

Jo chuckled.

“Cash flow.  We had to buy a new sterilization unit; we’re
paranoid about hepatitis, so we sterilize just about everything.
 The business rates have gone up by 15%, Danielle wanted to go
on this school trip to London, she also wanted to have a saxophone
of her own and not the battered school issue, and the rates plus
mortgage on my flat have gone up by 8%.  None of these cause
problems by themselves, but altogether they cause a cash shortage.
 I was just going to work for you until I had cleared my
credit card of my part in the sterilization unit and Danielle’s new
saxophone.”

“So how long do I have” queried Peter

“I cleared the card off two months ago!” laughed Jo.

 

After a quick snack in The Captain’s Table Peter took Jo to
Norwich.  They had a fine time looking round the shops, eating
dinner in a pub and then going to the theatre.  It was
midnight before he dropped Jo off at home.  He would not see
her now untill Saturday, Friday being one of those days in his
diary he could not clear.  Friday morning and afternoon were
spent at Diocesan house.  Now that Peter had a curate he was
classified as a training incumbent; the day was to bring him up to
speed on what was expected of him and to discuss with the Diocesan
Training Officer what external training might benefit Charmian. The
training officer was impressed with Peter’s idea of a placement
with Jane, and for Charmian to use her as a mentor.  Peter
also managed to get her to agree, and fund, Charmian’s attendance
on a two-week course aimed at working in schools.  Friday
evening was allocated for a church council meeting, and Peter
walked into the meeting with his mind slightly elsewhere and little
suspecting that he was again about to be attacked, but this time
from a different quarter. However, before that meeting started,
Bunty waylaid Peter. 

“Have you heard the latest?” she said.

“No, tell me,” Peter replied.

“The Estate, well Freddy really, have offered Kimberley the old
warden’s house at an unbelievably low rent.  It’s only a five
year contract, but it would get them a roof over their heads they
could afford.”

Peter felt like a hypocrite, but he managed to say that that was
remarkably generous.

 “Freddy’s calling it part of their estate community action
programme,” Bunty replied.  “The object of which seems to be
to enable estate employees’ affordable housing in the vicinity of
the estate itself.”

Peter seriously doubted that anyone else would benefit from this
programme.

“When does it all happen?”

“Kimberley’s signed the contract, Freddy was in a dreadful
hurry, and she can move in mid-summer. Apparently, the kitchen and
bathroom are going to be re-fitted.”  She then added, “Doesn’t
God work in mysterious ways?”

“Ways more mysterious than we can imagine,” replied Peter.

Peter then called the meeting to order and started off with the
usual preliminaries.  Then he announced that he and Charmian
were considering a monthly evensong and asked the meeting for their
comments.  There was a stony silence.  Eventually the
Major harrumphed.

“Can we discuss something else first?”

Peter was mystified.

“What else, exactly?”

Cameron spat out.

“You, your last parish and the trouble you caused there with the
children.”

Peter was stunned, but Cameron pressed home his attack.

“Is it true you were asked to leave, and that your then Bishop
refused to place you in his Diocese?”

Peter was trying to gather his thoughts to come up with a
suitable answer when Cameron fired another volley,

“Come on man, it can’t be that difficult, just say if you’ve
messed about with children or not.”

Peter opened his mouth to speak, but Marjorie stood up.

“I wish to make a confession,” she began.  

Cameron sneered, “It’s not your confession we’re after darling,
it’s his!”

Marjorie appeared unfazed.

“When Peter first arrived I felt there was something wrong. His
arrival was too quick and his former parishioners too willing to
avoid saying why he moved.”

“Something wicked this way comes,” taunted Cameron.

Marjorie ignored him.

“So I investigated Peter’s past with the help of a journalist I
knew who was familiar with the way the church works.”

“You mean papers over its cracks,” added Cameron.

“We came to the conclusion that there was nothing in Peter’s
past that was being deliberately covered up.  It is true that
once he lost an entire Sunday School on an outing; it is also true
that through a peculiar quirk of circumstances he was blamed for
burning down a church.  But there is absolutely no truth in
any rumour that he ever interfered with children, or was ever
accused of interfering with children or for that matter was ever
suspected of interfering with children.  In fact, apart from
the small matters I have mentioned, oh and the unfortunate demise
of a mouse during a morning sermon, Peter came to us with an
entirely clean bill of moral health.  My confession is that I
investigated Peter behind his back, I should have approached him
openly,” she looked straight at Peter, “and I’m sorry about
that.”

Cameron was not to be easily deflected.

“So we’re saying there’s no smoke without fire are we?”

The Major interjected.

“Cameron we have no proof, or evidence, of what you are
saying.”

Cameron merely smirked.

“But he hasn’t answered the question has he?”

Suddenly Charmian leapt to her feet.

“I must say something,” she said.

Cameron retorted.

“I’m asking the master, not his lap-dog.”

This comment was a step too far for Henry.

“Shut up Cameron, you’re too rude for your own sake.”  He
said loudly.  “This is a church meeting not a bawdyhouse.”

There were other murmurs of discontent, Charmian remained
standing.

“I must say something.  A couple of weeks ago I first heard
of the rumours about Peter and children.  I thought that they
were malicious and I resolved to track down the perpetrator of
them.  It’s not too difficult if you get in early; you just
ask A, where they heard it first and then track back to B, and ask
the same question and so on. It proved all too easy.  The
rumours spreading round St Cedd’s parents and the rumours in the
church both tracked back to a single source.”

She paused.

“Cameron’s wife.”

Cameron interrupted.

“Are you calling my wife a liar?”

Charmian fixed Cameron with a stare.

“No. I asked your wife yesterday where she heard the rumour, she
says you told it to her.  So I am asking you now, where did
you hear it from?”

Cameron suddenly looked shifty.

“Just around.”

The Major harrumphed again.

“But you must remember where, you would not forget hearing a
rumour like that for the first time.”

Cameron went into overdrive and bullying mode.

“But I don’t remember and I’m not the one on trial here.
 Do you want to get rid of him or not?”

 “I have made no secret of the fact that I am not sure if
Peter is the right person for us, but maligning his integrity is
not on my agenda.” The Major replied tartly.

There were general murmurs of agreement with this. Peter stood
up and the room went quiet.

“Let me state quite clearly that I have nothing to hide and I
don’t mind who pries into my past, but I do thank Marjorie for her
honesty and the fact that she was willing to share her findings
with you.  But I repeat, I have never been accused of
molesting children and, as far as I am aware, there has never,
ever, been a hint that any parent has been unhappy with the
treatment of their child in any church in any of my previous
parishes.”  He paused, “Marjorie is right that during my
tenure in my last parish that the church burnt down while I was
giving a demonstration to the Sunday school. She is also right that
due to an unfortunate coach mix-up I temporarily lost a Sunday
School.  Again she is correct about the unexpected demise of a
mouse. But I reiterate, that is all.”

Peter sat down.

But Cameron was not going to give up without a fight.

“Well Peter, in view of the rumours, is it wise for you to have
the Mothers and Toddlers meetings in your house?  I mean it
would be convenient for you if you were not as you seem.”

Bunty jumped to her feet, but Peter held up his hand to stop
here speaking.

“The Mothers and Toddlers group is not organized by me; my
lounge is merely the meeting place, in fact for the last few
meetings I have not even popped in as I have left that the
Charmian.”

Marjorie stood up again, Cameron taunted.

“Oh no not another speech from not so little miss prim.”

Marjorie held up her hand.

“I’m going for a second confession.  I opposed the Mothers
and Toddlers group when they wanted to use the North Aisle, and I
was wrong to do so.  I withdraw my objections and propose that
we allow its use at any time on any weekday by the Mothers and
Toddlers as long as it does not infringe on any other meetings in
the church.”

“What do you mean by that?” asked Albert

“I don’t think you could have Mothers and Toddlers running at
the same time as a Good Friday meditation.”

“Seconded,” said Henry

“All in favour?”  Said Bunty before Peter could say
anything.

Apart from Cameron, who probably wouldn’t support anything
Marjorie proposed, it was carried unanimously. Peter waved his hand
for silence.

“I hate to say it, but that item was not on the agenda so I
should not allow it through, but because of the overwhelming
feeling of the meeting I am minded to let it stand, but I will
bring the matter up for review this time next year.”

Peter paused.

“But I am also going to end the meeting here.  What has
happened this evening has been potentially divisive and I do not
think we can go on and sensibly talk about another matter about
which feelings could run high.  So I am suspending this
meeting, we will resume at the same time in a fortnight’s
time.”

“You mean you’re calling yet another meeting?” said
Cameron.  “Won’t you let us make up our own minds when we
want?”

 “I’ve not called another meeting, I’ve suspended this
one,” Peter replied.  “We resume in a fortnight where we left
of the agenda today. Any objections?”

Predictably there was only one, Cameron.  As Peter gathered
up his things he heard Henry talking to Cameron.

“It’s not Peter who should consider his position, but you.
 You were out of order this evening and totally destructive in
your approach.  If you don’t resign from the council I will
personally get together a special church meeting and get you voted
off.  Your conduct is contemptible and despicable.”

Peter left actually feeling relieved, his past was now out in
the open and, he hoped, the rumours quashed.  Perhaps now he
could get on with his ministry.

 

Peter managed to clear his weekday diary completely for the rest
of the fortnight.  He and Jo spent the most of the rest of the
time together.  The deadline was 3 o’clock on Saturday as that
was when they had to travel to London for the concert and to pick
up Danielle afterwards.  During the days they had they went to
the cinema – three times, the zoo, the theatre, but most of the
time they just walked or sat in the countryside talking.  They
talked about anything and everything, from Jo’s life on the farm to
Peter’s abrupt end to playing rugby, and from the merits of hot
massage to clergy stress.  As the days progressed Peter
noticed that they had developed an unwritten code of carefulness,
he never went into her flat when he saw her home and she never
expected to go back to the rectory in the evening.  Come
Saturday morning Peter was a contented man.  He had not been
so happy in years.  He wasn’t’ meeting Jo ‘till lunchtime as
she said she desperately needed to catch up on the washing before
Danielle came back.  Peter didn’t mind as he had to go out to
Woodbridge as the garage had ‘phoned and said that the Rover was
ready.  He was just about to leave when he saw three people
walking up his drive. The Major, John an ex-churchwarden, and
Derek, one of the new council members.  They all looked
serious and were soon at the front door.  Peter showed them
into the lounge.  They declined tea – always a bad sign.
 The last two times this had happened to Peter he had been
virtually forced to ‘move on’.

The Major started.

“It’s been noticed that you have been going around with Miss
Joanne Clarke.”  He paused to make a harrumph sound. “We don’t
think that this is a suitable thing for you to do.”

Derek chipped in. 

“You haven’t been around long enough you know.  She’s quite
unstable; were you aware she attacked a man with her handbag at a
young farmer’s do, and without any provocation?”

“And spent years in a mental home” said John. “Mental
instability runs in the family, her father committed suicide.”

Back to the Major, they had obviously planned to take it in
turns so that Peter could not accuse any one person of being
vindictive. “And she’s a masseur working at the back of a tattoo
parlour.”

“Looks like a tart” remarked John

“Single mum too, and you know what that means.” volunteered
Derek.

Peter had had enough.

“What does it mean?”

Derek shuffled his feet.

“It means that she had sex out of wedlock”.

John interrupted.

“Goodness knows what she does in the back room of the
parlour”

Peter began to lose his temper.

“Been there have you?”

“Goodness gracious no, wouldn’t catch me in a place like
that”.

“Like what?” snapped Peter

“It’s a massage parlour,” said the Major. “Grow up man, what do
you think men go to a massage parlour for!  Certainly not
massage!”

Total trollop,” said Derek.  “You go out with a strumpet
like her and it rubs off on the church’s reputation in the
town.”

Peter stood up, walked to the front door and opened it.

“I don’t want to hear any more of this bigotry” he said
forcibly.  They trooped out, but the Major had to have the
last word.

“It will all end in tears you know, we can’t have a vicar
hanging about with the likes of her sort”.

“Well write to the Bishop” said Peter, “but don’t bring your
poison in here.”  And he slammed the door behind
them. 

Peter stormed out of the back of the house and into the Vitara,
just stopping long enough to let Aquinas in the back.  He
roared round the house and very nearly ran the terrible trio over;
they had stopped to regroup in the middle of his drive.  He
drove to miss them, just, but they all cattishly leapt out of his
way.  It took Peter virtually all of the drive to Woodbridge
to calm down.  About an hour later Peter was knocking on the
door of Jo’s flat.  He had parked the Land Rover a little way
down the road.  Jo opened the door, obviously not ready.
 Peter went in.  She had on the dress she had worn when
they went to Aldeburgh Cinema, but as yet no stockings.
 Another red rose tattoo, though somewhat larger than the one
on her wrist, was visible on the outside of her left leg, halfway
between knee and ankle.  She did not try to hide it from
Peter.  She was also not wearing her cardigan at the
moment.

“I’ve only just changed,” she said, “I’ve had the most unusual
visitor.”

“Who?” asked Peter hoping it was not one of the terrible
trio.

“Bessie, you know the Major’s wife”.

Peter wondered if he wanted to hear what was coming.

“She’s never been here before, but she used to teach Danielle at
the school.”

“I wasn’t aware she was a teacher” remarked Peter

“She isn’t, she’s a volunteer, and she helps out with music by
teaching composition on the piano.”

Jo continued, “When she arrived she came in and gave me a hug
and said ‘sorry Jo, I am so sorry’.  I thought she was going
to break down in tears.  We sat on the old sofa; she held my
hands and told me that she loved her husband very much, but
sometimes he could be the most stupid and unreasonable man she had
ever known.  She then told me about his intention to visit you
with what she termed ‘his henchmen’.”

Jo looked at Peter, and he nodded.

“So she told me to carry on with what I was doing and that she
thought it was very romantic that we were going out together.
 She also added that she had had a blazing row with her
husband and told him he’d crossed the Rubicon in interference as
far as she was concerned and he could get his own dinner. Then she
came here.”

Jo stood up and picked up an enormous pile of ironing.

“She was here most of the morning and ironed this little lot for
me as we talked.  Do you know she never knew that Danielle is
not my biological daughter?  She saw the pictures of Anna
Marie with Danielle in her arms on top of the TV and the
conversation went from there.  She said that whether or not
Danielle was my biological daughter she was a daughter to be proud
of.”

Jo disappeared for a minute into her tiny bedroom and re
appeared a minute later.

“You know I enjoyed talking to her.  When she arrived I had
all my sleepers in”

“Sleepers?” queried Peter.

“You haven’t been around much” she joked, “You can’t sleep in
all types of jewelry so you keep the holes open by using little
gold rings called sleepers.  Even if I haven’t been using them
all during the day I still like to keep them open; remember I need
them as examples.  Anyway I had all my sleepers in and Bessie
started talking to me about body piercing, you know was it painful
and all the usual questions.”

Jo laughed, “I showed her my navel and she winced, I didn’t dare
show her my nipples.  We got to talking about the face studs
and how I was trying out different combinations.  I ended up
showing them all to her, and a few more.  It was really good
to talk to her.  Do you know she’s asked me to do a talk for
the Mother’s Union?”

With that she disappeared back into the bedroom telling him she
would not be long.  Peter sat and looked round the living room
contemplating what on earth Jo could have been asked to talk about.
 The flat was incredibly small, a tiny living space with a
galley kitchen at one end, a minuscule toilet with a shower cubicle
and two bedrooms both as small as each other.  Jo and Danielle
had lived here for all of Danielle’s life. One wall was covered in
cork tiles and on them hung little notes, photographs, appointments
and the general information detritus of life.  One wall was
taken up by the kitchen, one wall by the window and by the doors to
the toilet and bedrooms.  It could have been depressing, but
somehow it wasn’t.

Peter liked it because every nook and cranny spoke of Jo.

 

Jo finally appeared after fifteen minutes, but there was no time
penalty, they were only going to walk along the sea front to the
café at Felburgh Creek. “Ta Daa” said Jo, “The final
combination”.

“Great” said Peter; “you look great.”

They want outside and Peter walked her down the road, after
about a hundred yards she stopped dead in her tracks and walked
back about three car lengths.

“It’s your Rover!” she exclaimed, “You’ve had it painted!”

The Land Rover stood proudly in the road; now it was Post Office
Red and the canvass back had been replaced by a van type back that
had a single back door rather than the old canvass flap.

Jo turned and looked at Peter.

“Why?” she asked.

Peter just grinned and shrugged his shoulders, finally he
confessed.

“I didn’t want to part with it, but I didn’t want you going
maudlin every time you saw it, that isn’t fair on you.”

Jo hugged him.

“I’ve never had anyone repaint a car for me,” she said.

“I’ve never had anyone worth repainting a car for,” Peter
replied

“But why red?” She asked.  “Wouldn’t a nice shade of blue
done?”

Peter laughed.

“I still wanted it to look authentic, so it’s Olive Green,
Desert Brown, Police Black or Post Office Red”.

“No choice then,” Jo said grinning, and they continued their
walk.

The walk along the sea front turned out just as Peter hoped.
 He and Jo enjoyed the stroll and a by-product of the walk
turned out to be that that they passed, or met, a number of
parishioners; their secret, if it ever was a secret, was well and
truly out.


           

They left for London at spot on three o’ clock and arrived near
the Albert Hall at about five-thirty.  The concert wasn’t due
to start until seven o’ clock and Peter had booked them a table at
a nearby restaurant.  They had a cozy meal together. Over
coffee suddenly leant forward.

“Have you enjoyed this last few days?”

She nodded furiously

“It’s been wonderful.  How about you?”

Peter took hold of her hand.

“I’ve found it wonderful too.”

He paused, and then asked quietly.

“Do you want it to continue? Going out with me I mean.”

She looked into his eyes.

“Yes, if you do.”

Peter sat back in his chair.

“Oh I do, but you do realize there is a penalty.”

Jo looked out of the restaurant at the people hurrying past.

“You mean the church.”

Peter nodded.

“They’re not a bad bunch.  I’ve made some wonderful friends
since I’ve been here, but there are also those who like to
criticize, and you may become the barb for their arrows.”

Jo laughed.

“I think you’re mixing up your metaphors, but I know what you
mean, and I don’t care.”

She stopped.

“Actually I do care.  I don’t like being the centre of
attention at all; I remember when I first came out of hospital,
some people were nice, others just pointed at me behind my back.
 Just after we opened the shop I even had one woman refuse to
let me pierce her ears and insisted that Anna do it.”

She paused.

“But if that is the penalty for being with you I’ll bear it, and
I promise I’ll try not to let you down.”

Peter squeezed her hand.

“And I won’t let you down either.”

They could have stayed all night in the restaurant, but the
concert beckoned and they had to leave.  It turned out to be
surprisingly good.  There were three inter-school groups: one
made up a classical orchestra, one was a choir and the third was
the swing band.  The orchestra played Beethoven’s Ninth
Symphony and a couple of Mozart’s short concertos.  The choir
sang a number of songs from around the world.  The swing band
stole the day.  They played a number of pieces made familiar
by Glenn Miller, but they not only played them, they did all the
actions as well.  Trumpeters stood, Trombonists worked in
unison and the saxophonists swung to and fro.  They even had a
couple of surprises, one was a vocal rendition of ‘I’ve got a gal
in Kalamazoo’, and the other was Dave Brubeck’s Unsquare
Dance.  Peter enjoyed it immensely, Jo was as proud as a
peacock.  Afterwards they made their way to the dressing rooms
to pick up Danielle.  She showed absolutely no surprise at
seeing Peter with her mum and treated it as the most natural thing
in the world.  She insisted on saying a personal goodbye to
every swing-band member and it was midnight before Peter started to
drive home.  

 

Danielle was definitely not impressed with the Land Rover’s new
colour scheme.  

“Doesn’t exactly blend in does it?” she remarked. 

On the other hand she was impressed both with the air
conditioning and the multi-change CD player both of which were
installed under the seats.  The great thing for Peter is that
he had brought a pair of earphones with him so that Danielle could
listen to her CDs while he talked to Jo as they drove back to
Felburgh.  Peter dropped them both at home about two o’clock
in the morning.  When he got home he was glad that he’d had
the foresight to get a retired priest to preside at the eight o’
clock communion and that Charmian and Jane were taking the main
morning service.  Before he went to sleep, however, he made
two important decisions.  Peter took advantage of his Sunday
off and had a lay-in, so he didn’t have breakfast until nearly ten
o’ clock.  He then spent some time in prayer; if he was going
to make some life changing decisions he thought he had better check
them out with God.  He lunched late and wandered into his
study in the early afternoon.  As he was booting up his
computer he thought he heard something outside.  Aquinas, ever
on the alert, had already jumped up and run to the front door.
 Peter walked to the door and opened it.  Louise and
Danielle were standing on the doorstep.  Peter looked at them
somewhat surprised.

“Danielle wants to talk to you,” said Louise.  Danielle
looked embarrassed.

Peter invited them in and sat them in the lounge, went to the
kitchen and brought back three cans of Coke.

“Did you enjoy the swing-band?”

“Marvelous,” said Louise.

“But we rehearsed every day,” said Danielle.

“And went out every night,” giggled Louise.

Danielle poked her in the ribs; “they had all the evenings
planned.”

“What did you do?” asked Peter.

Danielle ticked of a list on her fingers, “Theatre, cinema,
roller-skating.”

Louise picked up the thread, “open-air concert in Hyde Park, two
Discos’ and a jazz quintet.”

Danielle resumed, “and special visits to the British Museum and
the planetarium.”

Peter smiled, “and you still managed to get up before tea-time
after all that?”

He went on looking at Danielle, “and France?”

She shook her head.  “Not so good.  The college was
OK, but we weren’t allowed out in the evenings and only had two
special evening visits: one up the Eiffel Tower and the other to
the Louve.  And mum was ill for the first week.”

She grinned at Peter.

“Second week was better, mum and I sneaked out on three evenings
and she showed me around Paris by night.  We even took a
night-trip on the river and didn’t get in until three in the
morning.  Madame in charge was not amused.”

Peter laughed and the girls fell silent.

Eventually Louise said, “Go on then, we haven’t got all
day.”

Danielle looked at Peter.

“What have you done to my mum?”

“Done to your Mum?” Echoed Peter

“I go away to London and she’s changed”.

“In what way?”

“She’s happier, and while I was away she’s been out buying
dresses - dresses!  The last time I saw her in a dress was for
my first mass!  She’s changed her face, and she no longer
seems anxious.”

“Anxious about what?”  Peter asked.

“Anxious about anything.  She’s stopped giving me earache
about being careful with boys, or what I watch on telly or just
anything.  But it probably won’t last” she said grinning. “I
want to go to an all night disco next week!”

Peter waited; sure that Danielle had not come to the reason for
her visit yet.

Danielle hesitated.

“Do you and Mum talk?”

“Lots” said Peter

“Has she told you about her… ” but Danielle could not finish,
because by finishing the sentence she realized she might betray her
mother.

“Past” said Peter helpfully, “about her past?”

“Yes”

Peter wondered what to say next, and then decided.

“We tell each other everything; we have pledged a bond of no
secrets.  The only things I can’t tell your mother or anybody
else for that matter are those matters told to me in my capacity as
a priest.”

Danielle considered this.

“Has she talked about her medical conditions?”

“Yes”

“Have you seen her throw a wobbly?”

“Yes”

“Awesome” said Louise, “Just awesome, I remember your mum and
Mr. Smith”

Danielle Smiled and grinned at Peter.

“When I started high school we were told that we had no choice
but to study German as the French class was too big. Mum found out
that this was not true, it was just that the German class was
getting too small and if we weren’t there it couldn’t continue.
 Mum turned up out of the blue one day mid-way through a
German lesson and confronted Mr. Smith in front of the whole class.
 He was polite, but said Mum would have to take it up with the
school governors.  As mum was leaving Mr. Smith made the
mistake of making a remark to the class, in German, to the effect
that she was a ‘stupid woman’.

Mum went ballistic and Mr. Smith was trapped as she was between
the door and him.  She spoke to him in rapid German and
advanced towards him slowly getting louder and louder and speaking
faster and faster.  It was soon clear that Mr. Smith could not
keep up.  After about ten minutes Madame Dupont came in the
room from next door and spoke to Mr. Smith in French.  My
French was good enough to keep up; she asked Mr. Smith if he was
OK.  Mum turned round, and in perfect French, and as if she
were conducting a normal conversation, told her that she was trying
to explain to this arsehole that there is more to life than German
and that French was a much more expressive and worthwhile language.
Madam Dupont laughed, agreed and left the room.  Mum then
continued her tirade in German for another five minutes and
left.”

“It was her exit that was awesome” said Louise, “As she was
walking out she saw Ku at the back of the class, Ku is Japanese and
we all call her Ku because we can’t pronounce her real name.
 Danielle’s mum goes over to Ku and speaks to her in Japanese,
she was a bit more hesitant than she was in French and German, but
she kept up a conversation for a few minutes.  Then she said
something to Ku that made her laugh.  Danielle’s mum then went
to the door, turned round and said in a perfect imitation of Mr.
Smith ‘Stupid Man’, and walked out.”

Both Louise and Danielle laughed at the memory; Danielle was
obviously proud of her mother.

“What happened?” asked Peter

“Oh we were given the choice,” said Louise.

“And you chose French” said Peter

“No we chose German” giggled Danielle, “I already had GCSE
French, I took it before I went to the school, and Mum and I have
spoken only French for two days every week for as long as I can
remember!  It was a matter of principle to mum that we ought
to have the choice.”

Danielle then got back to her questioning.

“Has she told you about my biological mum?”

“Yes”

Danielle leant over and took a piece of paper out of her
backpack.  Peter realized he was about to be interviewed as a
prospective partner for Jo.

“Do you smoke?”

“No”

“Do you drink?”

“Very occasionally”

Danielle looked up from the list.

“Would you get her totally pissed and do the dirty on her?”

“No”

“Have you got any other women lying around?”

“No.”

Danielle went back to the list, “What about drugs?”

“No”

Louise giggled.

“It is a vicar you’re talking to Dan”.

“I know” she replied, “But he did deck Freddy”

“Only to protect your mum’s honour,” Louise answered.  “I
think that is super romantic.”

Peter was amazed, how on earth did they know what he did to
Freddy only a couple of days ago? Danielle went back to her
list.

“Would you make my mum be normal?”

“What do you mean by normal?” queried Peter.

“You know make herself look like all the other mums.”

“No, I’ve told her she can come to church covered in Zulu paint
if she wishes; I love her for who she is not for what she
wears.”

Louise said, “Risky; she might just do it!”

Danielle said at the same time, “You love her?”

“Yes”

“Have you told her so?”

“Yes”

“Do you intend to marry her?”

Peter hesitated, “Yes”

“Does she know?”

“Probably”

Louise butted in; “She means have you asked her?”

“Not yet”

Danielle looked him straight in the eye.

“Is that because of me? And that I come as part of the
package?”

“No, I haven’t bought the ring yet.”

Danielle paused, gathered her courage.

“Four years and I’ll probably be gone. I want to go to
university and study to be a doctor.  Languages are fine and I
like music, but I want to be a doctor.  Mum would be all alone
then and I want her to be married to you. You’re all right, even
though you have a weird taste in cars and sleep funny.”

“Sleep funny?”

Danielle and Louise both turned red.  Louise spoke.

“When we came to watch  Macbeth I went to go to the toilet
and walked into your bedroom by mistake; it was a mistake, honest I
wasn’t snooping.  You have a blanket on the floor and a duvet
and a kitchen tray as a bedside table.”

Peter smiled.

“I promise I won’t make your mum sleep on the floor, I intended
to buy a bed but somehow I didn’t get round to it and it’s not high
on my priority list. But your mum is!”

Danielle had run out of questions, so Peter felt he could start.
 

“I’m serious when I say I love your mum, Danielle.  I
didn’t come to Felburgh looking for a wife and I haven’t had a
girlfriend for nearly twenty years, but your mum has bowled me
over.  I know it won’t be easy suddenly having me around, but
I will do my best.  However, there is one problem you probably
haven’t thought of.”

“What’s that?” said Danielle.

“You would become the vicar’s daughter”

“Oh shit” she said, then held her hand up to her face and said
“Sorry.”

“Still want me to marry your mum”

Danielle replied without any hesitation, “Yes”

Louise suddenly looked at Peter.

“Can I ask you an embarrassing question?” she asked.

“You can, but you might not get an answer.”

She shot a glance at Danielle; “I’ve heard some rumours.”

Before she could finish Danielle snapped.

“I told you my mum wouldn’t hang about with a pervert.”

Peter sighed.  

“I know about the rumours, and so does Danielle’s mum; next time
you see her tell her that I said it’s OK for you to hear about the
burning bush and it doesn’t have to be confidential.”

“You mean that bush you had in your garden sending up smoke
signals?”

“That’s it.”

Danielle said, “We’d better go.”

“Hang on,” said Peter, “I’ve got another question, what’s your
mother’s favourite stone”.

“Ruby” said Danielle without hesitation, “she’s got this old
ruby bracelet of her mothers and treasures it like it’s the lost
gold of Atlantis.”

“If I call by tomorrow, after school, when your mum is at her
shop can I borrow it for an hour?”

Danielle wiggled her eyebrows.

“Mum will kill me if she finds out, but yes”.

“See you tomorrow then.”

So they got up to go.  As she reached the front door she
turned to Peter.

“Do you think God’s got a sense of humor?” she asked.  

“Certainly”, said Peter, “Read the book of Esther. Why do you
ask?”

She laughed and giggled at the same time.  

“I’ve been praying that God would find my mum a nice partner,
one that would take care of her and sweep her off of her feet.
 I didn’t expect him to send a vicar!”  And with that
they scurried up the drive.

 

Peter closed the door, found Aquinas and took him for a walk.
 As usual Peter held a one-sided conversation with him as the
strolled and Aquinas lollopped through the woods.

“Have to get used to Danielle.”

“Have to do something about buying a bed,” and so on.

After about an hour they returned to the Rectory and Peter
settled at his computer for a second time. The doorbell rang almost
instantly.  Peter went to answer it and found the Major on his
doorstep.  Something in the Major’s body language told Peter
that this was not a mission of interrogation, but something else.
 He looked like a man about to face a court marshal when he
already knew the verdict.

“Come in,” said Peter, but the Major did not move.

“I’d rather you called you’re dog off first” he said.

Peter looked round; Aquinas was standing about three feet behind
him with all his hackles up and his teeth bared.  

“OK Aquinas, Friend” said Peter.

Aquinas looked doubtful.

“Friend” said Peter firmly.

Aquinas got the message, went to the foot of the stairs and sat
down, but his eyes did not leave the Major. The Major came in and
sat in the sitting room. Peter did not say anything.  Finally
the Major cleared his throat with the usual harrumph sound.

“I came to give you my apology” he said.  “I was totally
out of line on Saturday” he handed Peter an envelope.

“What’s this?”

“It’s my resignation; I don’t see how you could work with me
after this.”

A week ago Peter might have run around the room whooping for
joy, but not this way and not over his personal life.  Peter
handed the letter back to the Major.

“I can’t accept this George” he said, “you’ve been gracious
enough to apologize and we all make mistakes.”

“But they don’t usually go barging in like a bull in a china
shop. They don’t elicit the support of other members of the church
council and they don’t cast aspersions on someone’s character
without knowing all the facts.”

“I mean it” said Peter.  “I know that we have had our
differences, but I think you have always acted from the best of
intentions, even if I think they were misplaced.”

The major went quiet and looked at the floor and spoke
somberly.

“When I got home Bessie was out.  She came in about an hour
later and called me a stupid old fart.  She said that we were
going out and took me down to Jo’s massage parlour.  On the
way she talked about her visit to see Jo.”

The major looked up at Peter.

“Do you know that I don’t think she has ever gone behind my back
before.”

He continued.

“Just about everything I said about Jo was wrong.  I
thought I was right and that I held the moral high ground, but I
was wrong, totally wrong.  I acted like a second lieutenant on
his first day out.” 

He paused for a moment.

“It’s made me reflect on my other certainties.  If could be
so wrong about Jo I can’t be certain that I’ve been right about
anything else.  How can I be church warden if I am in two
minds; how can I be churchwarden when I have caused you so much
personal offence?”

Peter went and sat next to the Major on the settee.

“I’d rather we worked together through uncertainties than argue
about what we think are certainties.”

Again Peter offered the Major the envelope back, this time he
took it.  Peter and the Major talked for about an hour and
spent some time together in prayer.  Then he left, shaking
Peter’s hand on the doorstep.

Aquinas came and sat beside Peter, his eyes did not leave the
Major until he was out of sight.

“Friend I think, old boy,” said Peter patting him on the head.
 “Friend, I think.”










Chapter 17
The Course of True Love...


Monday proved a busy day for Peter.  First of all it was
the last Monday meeting before Charmian became a Priest and they
planned her first presidency at communion carefully.  Peter
insisted that it was to be at the main morning service, not tucked
away at the eight o’ clock.  This meant a degree of extra
planning.  They also discussed the school’s course Charmian
was being offered.  She left at about eleven o’ clock to go
straight to her pre-priesting retreat; Peter would not see her
again until the ordination service at the Cathedral.  Peter
then rang Sam who had agreed to organize a coach on Saturday to
take members of the congregation to the Cathedral to support
Charmian.  All was well and the fifty-four seat coach was
already fully booked.  Peter then checked with Harriet who was
arranging a buffet lunch on the Sunday.  The lunch was a
surprise for Charmian from the church; she thought she was going to
have a quiet meal with Marjorie and Peter.  Peter also rang
the Bishop to invite him to the lunch; he didn’t make any promises
and said that he also had seven other deacon’s becoming priests,
but he didn’t say no.  Peter then tried to ring Jasper, but
was informed by his ansaphone that he was unavailable for the week.
 Peter was just thinking about an early lunch when the phone
rang; it was Damian.  Peter asked him about Kimberley and he
said she was doing fine and progressing at a faster rate than the
hospital thought possible.  He was also over the moon about
the warden’s house. “I know it’s only got two bedrooms and a
box-room, but it is detached and has a proper fire-place in the
lounge.  And I can’t believe that the estate is going to
re-fit the kitchen and bathroom.”

“Is there a garden?” asked Peter.

“No. The estate maintains the grounds.”

Damian paused, and then said, “I want to ask you two
favours.”

“Ask away,” replied Peter.

“First of all, I’ve looked at our common license. It’s valid for
three months and runs out on Thursday. Could you marry us on
Wednesday evening?”

Peter replied, “Yes and No. I can’t marry you after 6pm – that’s
the law – so the service would have to start by 5pm.  And I
would want to talk to both of you beforehand.”

“This lunchtime?”

“When’s lunchtime?”

“One o’clock.  Could you come to her parents?”

“Yes.”

There was a pause.

Damian asked, somewhat hesitantly.

“And would you give me a reference.”

Peter was taken aback.

“What for?”

“Nursing.”

Peter could not have been more surprised.

“Nursing?”

“Yes. When Kimberley was ill I had plenty of time to look
around.  I like my job on the estate, but it is a dead end
job; I’m an, estate hand now and I’ll be an estate hand in twenty
years if I stay there; I might make senior estate hand in thirty
years, but that depends on someone else retiring.  I did think
about nursing when I left school, but my mates laughed and I
chickened out.  I’ve got enough GCSE’s and the nursing school
says they will take me this September, but I need a character
witness.”

“Then of course I will.”

“Great,” said Damian, “see you in half an hour.”

When Peter got to Kimberley’s parent’s house she was indeed
looking much better. Her bandages had been replaced by a white
skull cap that she had covered with a red headscarf. Peter had
deliberately arrived early to ask her how she was.

“Making progress.  I’m not falling asleep at the drop of a
hat anymore, but I still can’t bend over to pick items off the
floor, I go all wobbly and fall over.  But my head doesn’t
hurt too much, just sort of aches.”

Peter asked gently.

“Are you up to being married?”

“I promise I won’t be sick or faint.”

“Do you want to be married?  You do not have to be married
this week just because you’re license runs out, you can always get
another one.”

Kimberley almost nodded her head, but stopped herself.

“This time I do want to be married, and especially to
Damian.”

“It’s not just a response to you falling over and Damian sitting
beside you?”

“No, we want to be together and we want to marry and now is the
right time.”

Peter reached over and squeezed her hand.

“Then I am very happy for you.”

Kimberley looked Peter straight in the face.

“Father, can I ask you something?”

Peter nodded.

“I don’t remember a thing about my accident and Mr. Patel says
that I’m not to worry about it;” she paused, “but you were there
first.  Did I drop Sarah?  Is that what made her
cry?”

Peter shook his head.

“No, Sarah was in her cot and you were in the main room.”

Kimberley relaxed.

“No-one will talk about it except to say that you called the
ambulance, and I was worried that I might have damaged Sarah.”

Peter said gently.

“No-one is talking about it because Mr. Patel told them not to;
they are not keeping quiet because they’re trying to cover up the
fact that you hurt Sarah. They are just anxious not to push where
Mr. Patel says they should not go.”

Kimberley leant back in her chair.

“You don’t know what a relief that is Father.”

 

Damian arrived a few minutes later and they quickly went through
the wedding service.  There was to be no music, Kimberley did
not think she could cope with too loud a noise.  However,
Tracy was going to sing to the congregation while they were signing
the register.  Peter took the opportunity to ask Damian a
question that had been lurking in his mind for some time.

“What about your parents Damian, will they be coming?”

Damian looked out of the window.

“No.”

Peter kept quiet and eventually Kimberley said gently.

“They’re not alive Father.  They died some time ago.”

Peter felt a fool and muttered an apology.  Damian turned
round.

“That’s because I don’t like talking about it.”  There was
a poignant silence.  “But I have talked to Kimberley, and that
will do for now.”

Peter left, somehow confident that these two, though dreadfully
young by Peter’s standards, would have a long and stable
marriage.

Peter arrived back at the vicarage to find the Mothers and
Toddlers in progress and the records clerk Jennifer Smith waiting
in his hall. She jumped to her feet as he entered and waved a piece
of paper. “I’ve got permission from the Jefferson family to tidy up
Tomas’ grave.”

Peter was amazed; when he’d said that she needed the relative’s
permission he thought he was setting her an impossible task.
 

“How did you track them down?”

“Easy peasy!  Tomas and Emma, had no children, but Tomas
had one brother called Jeremiah who died in 1922, so he inherited
all the family rights.  He had a son, who had a daughter, who
gave me permission.”

Peter tried a different track.

“What about the council?”

She fished another piece of paper out of her file.

“Their happy if the Jefferson family is happy.”

Her face fell slightly.

“But I can only tidy up the grave and clean the headstones, I
can’t excavate.”

Peter felt relieved.

“So when are you starting?”

“Now, but I felt I ought to tell you first.”

“Thanks for that. You may like to know that there is tap in the
graveyard near the hawthorn hedge.”

“Thanks.”

As she walked out Peter said, somewhat mischievously.

“I hope you find your mysterious headstone.”

She grinned.

“I’m not holding my breath, but I am hopeful.”

Peter then had time for a quick snack before driving down to
Jo’s flat and picking the ruby bracelet up from Danielle.  She
handed him an envelope and said, in a conspiratorial fashion,
“here’s the bracelet and I’ve also included a ring that I know fits
the left finger of her right hand.  She never wears it much,
but I know it fits.”

Peter grinned like a schoolboy, “Thanks, good thinking
bat-woman.”

Danielle glanced up the street, “Mum gets home just before six,
I need that bracelet back before then or I’m dead meat.”

Peter laughed, “You’ll get it back long before then.”

He then drove to Felixstowe where he knew that just by chance
one of the jewelers was having a ‘ruby week’.  Peter not only
found an engagement ring, but three other pieces of jewelry that
matched the bracelet so closely they could have been made together.
 Peter got back to Felburgh at five-thirty and dropped off the
bracelet and ring back to Danielle.  

“Cutting it fine,” she said. 

Peter gave her his thanks and drove away before Jo appeared.
 At least he thought he did.  Peter then went home and
sat in his study.  Before he could ask Jo to marry him he had
to make a phone call, and he was not looking forward to it.
 In the end he picked up the phone and dialed Jane’s
number.

She answered immediately and was obviously eating.  Peter
opened with, “sorry to disturb your meal Jane, but I need to talk
to you.”

“Is it urgent? I’m off out in ten minutes.”

“Not urgent, but I’d like to get it over with.”

“Oh. That difficult is it?”

“Yes.”

“I think I know what you are going to say, but say it
anyway.”

Peter paused to gather his words.

“When we arrived here we promised each other never to tell
anyone about our marriage unless we intended to marry again.
 I think I may have reached that point.”

“Jo?”

Peter was amazed.

“Yes Jo, how did you know?”

“Female intuition.”

Peter laughed.

“Your intuitions’ not that good.”

She laughed, a sort of tinkling waterfall sound that Peter knew
so well.

“Jasper told me he thought you were getting fond of someone and
last week I saw you and Jo hand in hand on the prom.”

Peter heard her put the crockery in the sink.

“Actually Peter I’m glad you phoned, because sooner or later I
would have had to phone you, I have a man-friend who I think will
soon pop the question; he needs to know to.”

Peter was quite taken aback.

“Do I know him?”

“You should, he’s our joint patron.”

Peter could not believe his ears.

“You mean Tom?”

“Don’t sound so surprised.  It was you who told him I liked
bird watching.  He asked me one day if I’d seen the Black Swan
that had wandered into Dunwich by mistake and it all sort of went
from there.”

“Are you happy?”

“I don’t want to be rude Peter, but yes I am happy.
 Happier than I think I have ever been.  And you?”

“Suffering from shell-shock.  Jo sort of crept into my
heart and now I can’t think of life without her.”

They talked for another couple of minutes and then Jane rang
off.  Peter sat back in his chair, perhaps phoning Jane had
been the easy part; telling Jo might be the hard part.

Peter drank some tea and then phoned Jo.  They were not
meeting that evening as Jo had to go to some sort of parent’s
evening at the school, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t talk for
a while.  They spent about half an hour on the phone catching
up on each other’s day.  About twenty minutes in to the
conversation Jo paused to say goodbye to Danielle as she was going
round to Louise’s.  When she had gone Jo giggled.

“I gather you got the third degree from Danielle yesterday.”

Peter laughed.

“Did I pass?”

“With flying colours.  Although it is rather disconcerting
when you’re daughter gives you the OK to continue going out with a
man.”

“She seems to have her head screwed on all right.”

“Don’t be fooled,” replied Jo firmly.  “She’s an
adolescent.  One day she acts like a twenty year old and the
next like a twelve year old.”

“What is she today?”

“Fifty-three!”

They laughed at the joke, said their fond farewells, and rang
off after Peter had checked that she was still on to eat out the
following evening.

A few minutes later Mark arrived followed by Tom.  When in
the Captain’s Table they had planned to meet tonight to divide the
spoils.  Peter made some coffee and they all sat in the
sitting room.  Peter opened the conversation.

“Right.  We have got “£380,000 in the bank, plus £40,000 in
my filing cabinet and three bags of coinage.”

Mark chipped in, “How come £380,000?”

“Because I paid in £30,000 to the bank last week, they didn’t
even raise an eyebrow.  That makes a total of around £420,000.
 I suggest the easy way to divide up the money is for each of
us to allocate £130,000.  Say one large donation each and a
couple of small ones; we don’t want to be lumbered with writing
hundreds of cheques.”

“Sounds OK to me,” said Mark.

Tom sucked in his cheeks.

“I feel a bit of a fraud, I’ve only just entered this enterprise
and am now given equal shares to distribute.”

Mark chuckled.

“Enjoy it Tom, you will probably never ever get the chance to
give away so much money.”

They all thought for a few moments and Peter started.

“I’d like to give £80,000 to the St Cedds Africa Association for
their work with those affected by Aids and HIV.  The Major
gave me some really interesting information and I fully endorse
what they are doing.  Secondly I’d like to give £25,000 to St
Cedd’s School, they could really do with some up to date
technology.  Thirdly I’d like to give another £25,000 to my
old theology college; they want to update their facilities for the
disabled and personally I want to see the ministry opened up to a
wider sphere of people.”

Mark leaned back in his chair .

“I would never have thought that giving away money could cause
so much mental agony.  But I’m going for £20,000 to the
Seamen’s Mission, they could really do with an Internet Café.
 Then £100,000 to the Christian Seafarer’s Society, I’ve seen
the work they do to assist injured seamen and seamen’s widows from
all around the globe.  Lastly, I’ll go for £20,000 to a
charity called Totally Anonymous; they provide funds to assist the
children of deceased seafarer’s through university.”

Tom shifted in his seat.

“Can I check out the ground rules here?  We can give to
absolutely anything?”

Peter nodded.

“Provided we all agree and provided it is not connected with St
Nathaniel’s.”

Tom pulled a piece of paper out of his top pocket.

“Then I’d like all mine to go to this lot.  They’re an
interdenominational effort, lead by the Catholics, to help
youngsters out of the circle of unemployment and unemployables in
the north-east.”

Peter looked at the other two.

“Now let’s be honest with each other.  Do any of us feel
that someone else’s donations are wide of the mark?”

Nobody did, so they discussed exactly how they were going to
donate the monies.  They decided that the easiest thing to do
was for both Mark and Tom to each deposit £20,000 of the remaining
bank notes.  They then wrote out cheques for the various sums
and each held onto the cheques for the donations of their
choice.

Finally Peter sat forward.

“Now, what about the coinage?”

 “Let’s not make a fuss over this,”  Mark
replied.  “Why not each take a bag and use it as we can?”

 “Sounds fair enough,” Said Tom

So that night when Tom and Mark left they took with them their
cheques and a bag of coins.  By some unwritten agreement they
had left Peter with the bag of £2 coins.

 

The following morning Peter was up early and was already halfway
through his wedding address for Kimberley and Damian when Jo
knocked at the door.  Peter opened the door more than a little
perplexed.

“Forgotten your key?”

Jo smiled and nodded down the drive where two of the church
members could be seen walking their dogs,

“Didn’t want you to get a bad reputation, you know giving the
floozy a key to the door, silly isn’t it?”

She stepped inside; Peter closed the door and gave her a hug and
a kiss.

Eventually she stepped back.

“Have you heard the news? There’s police crawling all over
Cameron’s bank.  Newsagent opposite says that he’s done a
bunk.”

“Done a bunk?” said Peter.  “What sort of language is that
for a linguistics expert?”

Jo put on a posh voice.

“Oh sorry, I mean absconded with the cash.”

They both laughed, then Jo said in a more serious tone.

“Peter, I’m not sure that I can go on taking money from you.
 It seems sort of wrong.  It’s almost making me feel like
a paid woman.”

Peter almost made a humorous retort, but realized just in time
that Jo was deadly serious.

“Are you saying that you want to stop coming here on Tuesdays
and Thursdays?  If so I think I understand.”

Jo shook her head, Peter decided that he was getting used to the
way her nose-ring wobbled.

“No I’m not saying that, but please don’t pay me.  Think of
me as doing it out of love.”

Peter gave her a hug.

“If that’s what you want.”

He was just about to turn the hug into something else when the
doorbell rang.  On the doorstep were two odd looking
characters.  One was a tall extremely seedy looking man, with
an ill-fitting suit that had seen far better days.  The other
was a short exceptionally thin female carrying the biggest handbag
that Peter had seen in years.  Before Peter could speak the
man held up a warrant card.

“I’m Detective Sergeant Frome and this is Detective Constable
Diamond.  We’re part of the Regional Fraud Squad.  May we
come in?”

Peter’s heart missed a beat; in fact it missed several
beats.

“Certainly.”

Jo said chirpily asked them if they’d like a drink and the woman
asked for two teas both with sugar.  Jo went to the kitchen
and Peter took them into the lounge somehow very conscious of the
bag of £2 coins sitting in his filing cabinet.

The sergeant pulled a notebook out of his pocket,

“Do you know a Cameron De Bere?”

Peter almost turned a somersault, it wasn’t him they were
after.

“Yes, he’s my Church Council secretary.”

The two police officers looked at one another, the Constable
studied her notebook.

“Do you mean treasurer?”

“No I mean secretary; Sam is our treasurer.”

The man shuffled his bottom on the seat of the chair.

“Would you mind checking that all your church funds are in place
sir?  I will explain later.”

Peter went next door and phoned Sam on his mobile, it rang for
some time and then Sam answered. Peter cut out the
pleasantries.

“Sam, I’ve got two police officers in my lounge asking if all
our church funds are safe and mentioning Cameron’s name. I don’t
want to be a pest, but are they?”

“Give me five minutes and I’ll ring you back,” was the
reply.

Peter went back into the lounge to find the two officers
examining the wall paintings.

“Bit of an artist are we sir?” said the sergeant with what Peter
thought was a hint of sarcasm in his voice.”

“No. The paintings are by Carola Massey the internationally
famous artist.”

“Must get her to do my lounge sometime.”

Before Peter could answer Jo appeared with the teas.  She
went to leave, but the constable made a hand gesture.

“We’d like your wife to stay if you don’t mind.”

Jo opened her mouth, but at a wink from Peter she settled down
into an armchair. The phone rang and Peter answered it; it was Sam.
 

“Money’s OK; it’s sitting in a high investment account until the
Church Council decides what to do with it.”

Peter heaved a sigh of relief.

“Thanks Sam, but to be on the safe side can you ring the
building society back.  Tell them that we do not intend to
move the money this week and that if they are asked to release any
of the funds they are not to do so without contacting you
first.”

Sam was clearly mystified.

“Problems?”

“Hopefully not for us.”

Peter put the phone down.

“Our money is safe and sound.”

The sergeant put down his cup of tea.

“We have been investigating Mr. De Bere for some time, but it
appears that he has flown the coup before we can get to him.”

“What’s he done?” asked Jo.

The  woman constable replied in a carefully measured
tone.

“It is alleged that he has asked some of his more wealthy
customers to allow him to manage their investments and then
misappropriated the money.  Our information led us to believe
that he was also managing the church investments, which I believe
are quite substantial.”

Peter shook his head.

“I wasn’t here at the time but a couple of years ago he looked
set to be our treasurer, but according to the council minutes he
pulled out at the last moment.”

“Count yourself fortunate,” said the sergeant.

Jo butted in out of curiosity.

“How much money is involved?”

The constable answered again in her diplomatic manner.

“We cannot put an exact figure to what he is alleged to have
mismanaged, but it is probably over a million pounds.”

They stood up in unison and the sergeant smiled at Jo.

“Thank you for your hospitality. If anyone tries to extract
money from your church funds please let us know. You can contact us
through your local police station.”

When they had gone Jo looked at Peter.

“Cameron’s wife, she must be going through hell.”

“I’d better go round there. See you this evening.”  He
replied.

He gave her a not-so-quick-kiss and left.

 

Peter drove straight to Cameron’s house, but when he arrived he
realized that his intended visit was pointless.  Cameron’s
house was obviously full of the police, as there were several
police vehicles outside and a large police constable on the
doorstep.  He drove past and then went to drive around the
block, but Mrs. Veymare, one of his church members, waved him
down.

“Isn’t it awful vicar?”

Peter did not really want to gossip.

“What’s awful?”

“They’ve all gone and taken the money with them, all those
people’s life savings.”

Peter was slightly mystified.

“You mean the whole of the De Bere family?”

“Yes,” she said virtually jumping up and down with excitement,
“Celine and the children went on holiday to South Africa last week,
and now Cameron disappears!”

“Have you told the police what you know about the De Bere’s
holiday?”

She stood upright abruptly, “No. No I haven’t.”

She quickly set off up the road with a purposeful look in her
eyes and Peter was relieved that the conversation was at an end.
 He drove round the block and back towards the vicarage, as he
did so he noticed Marjorie’s Porsche parked next to a phone box and
Marjorie in the box making a phone call. There was something in
Marjorie’s manner that made him look twice.  Furtive, he
thought, she looks furtive.

 

Peter suddenly realized the time and drove to Felixstowe.
 His friendly jeweler had said that he would have finished
altering the size of the ring he had purchased by lunchtime.
 After picking up the ring Peter drove to Gracie’s old
people’s home.  He’d been popping in on Gracie every fortnight
or so since they first met.  As usual Gracie was sitting in
the sun lounge trying to read the paper; she tried every day, but
the print was always too small.  Peter sat beside her and took
the paper out of her hands. He read to her the articles he knew she
liked.  When he had finished, she shook her head.

“They can’t be serious!  Fancy wanting to put another
superstore up on the edge of Felburgh.  They’ll just have a
price war and then we’ll be left with another unusable eyesore or
some warehouse selling things we don’t need.”

Peter laughed, and he sat back as she talked about all the
changes she had seen in Felburgh.  Peter had heard most of it
before, but she was always fun to talk to.  As he was about to
leave Gracie fixed him with a stare.

“And you young man, what are you so happy about?”

Peter chuckled.

“Am I that transparent?”

“You are to me.  Come on spill the beans; we get precious
little good news in here, all we ever hear about is another one of
us old codgers passing on to a better place.”

Peter smiled.

“Pretty soon I might be asking a young lady to be my wife.”

“Is she pretty?”

“She is to me.”

Gracie pondered on this for a moment.

“My Bertie was not the most handsome of souls, what nature
didn’t give him he let the wrong end of a scaffold pole sort out.
 But when I was married to him I used to sit in a crowded room
and look at all the other men and think to myself, ‘there ain’t
anyone here like my Bertie; I’ll take him every time.’  It’s
not the outside that counted to me, it was the inside.  Inside
my Bertie was all heart and I didn’t care that he looked like God’s
leftovers all shoved together.”

Peter had no answer to that.

 

Peter picked Jo up at six and they drove off towards Felburgh
creek.  Peter had a few things to say to Jo, and he had picked
the spot where he would say them with care.  On the way he
asked Jo what Danielle was up to.

“Louise had come over and I left them eating pizza and planning
strategy.”

“Planning strategy for what?”

“Their friend Sinah’s surprise birthday party.”

“Major operation is it?” remarked Peter.

“You would think so.  Lots of clandestine phone calls.
 Plans drawn up and then thrown away and of course a little
bit of secret matchmaking.”

They pulled into the Felburgh Creek car park, which was really a
pseudo-leveled pile of pebbles, and Jo chuckled.

“Don’t forget.  I’ve got to be home by nine-thirty.
 Louise has to go home then and I don’t like leaving Danielle
alone, even though she is fourteen.”

“Message received and understood.”

They climbed out of the Land Rover and Peter took Jo along the
beginning of the footpath that went all the way to Aldeburgh.
 They weren’t going that far though, about two hundred yards
along the path there was an open space on the cliff-top with a
small three-seat bench that looked out over the sea. Peter sat
down,

Jo sat next to him and he put his arm around her.

“Restaurant is booked for seven-thirty so we have plenty of
time.” He murmured.

They talked about inconsequential things for a few minutes and
then Peter took his arm away from Jo’s shoulders and stiffened
slightly.

“Jo, we promised each other no secrets, and I have been keeping
two things back from you. One because of embarrassment, and the
other because of a promise I made some time ago.  Before we go
to the restaurant I would like to tell you those two things and I
hope with all my heart that they make no difference to our
relationship.”

Peter paused and Jo wondered what he was going to say. Peter
looked out to sea and after a minute or so, during which a thousand
desperate reasons passed through her brain.,

“I’m not a bachelor you know, I am a divorcee,” he said
quietly.

Jo could not have been more surprised, but as he wasn’t looking
at her Peter didn’t notice, he continued talking.

“It all happened years ago, but I don’t want to build a
relationship on deceit and you need to know.”

“Who was she?”

Peter turned and looked at Jo.

“That’s the problem, the she is Jane Sato.”

Peter looked out to sea again. Jo grabbed hold of his hand and
squeezed it gently.

“Do you want to tell me about it.  You do not have to; it
makes no difference as to how I feel about you.”

“No secrets, remember?”  He said tenderly.  He paused
slightly.  “When I started university I was late making
arrangements because of my rugby accident and my mum’s illness.
This meant that I missed the chance to go into halls and I ended up
in a house shared with six other students.  They were all in
their third year, but as I was two years behind we were of roughly
the same age.  There was Anthony and Alice, they were already
a close couple, Ruby, Lorraine, Jonathan and Jane.  Halfway
through that year I started courting Jane; I was reading
mathematics and she was studying English.  At the end of the
year I thought things were going swimmingly and then we hit a snag.
Jane wanted to stay on and pursue an MA, but she could not get
permission to stay from the home office. She is Japanese, her
parents are Japanese and her grandparents are Japanese, so she had
ho hereditary right.  It was obvious that the authorities
thought that she just wanted to stay on n England to no purpose and
whereas the university should have been able to put things
straight, somehow they mucked the whole thing up.  However,
there was a simple solution, we got married.  One wet Friday
afternoon in a depressing register office we got married.  As
far as our relationship was concerned it was too soon.  We
both tried; believe me we tried, but after three years we had to
admit that there was a gulf between us that we could not bridge.
 We never had any loud arguments and we never blamed each
other, but we both came to realize that we were living a sham.
 So we obtained a legal separation and went our own ways.
 The theory was that we would try and live independently to
see if that was better than living together.  I hoped that
that was the case for I loved her deeply.”

Peter paused and Jo took her eyes off the sea and looked at him,
tears were rolling down his face.  She held onto his hand and
waited.

“But it never happened; we were better living apart and so we
went our own ways.  We corresponded for a time, but the
letters grew more infrequent as the years went by.  In the
last twenty years before coming here I saw her twice.  Once
when she was made a deaconess, and once when she was priested.
 Then when I came here I found her next door and still
single.”

Jo asked softly; “Do you still love her?”

Peter shook his head.

“When I first came I thought that I might be able to woo her
again, but I soon realized I wouldn’t.  You see when I came
here it wasn’t the Jane I loved; it was the memory of Jane as she
was all those years ago.  She has moved on in twenty years and
so have I.  She is a different person from the Jane I knew
then, not a bad person or an unlovable person; just not loveable by
me.”

They sat in silence for a time.

“When did you get divorced?”

Peter shifted slightly on the bench.

“Four years ago.  I know it sounds silly, but we just never
got round to it.  I wouldn’t pursue it because I always hoped
that by some miracle I could turn the clock back; she never asked
because she made vows to me that she didn’t want to finally
break.”

“So why did you get divorced?”

Peter shook his head.

“I don’t know.  Jane wrote to me asking if I would mind if
we set the legal record straight and get divorced.   We
had been legally separated for so long it was an easy formality.
 I suspect that at the time she had a boyfriend who she hoped
would pop the question, but it must have never happened.”

Peter paused again. “I would have told you earlier, but I
promised Jane when we I arrived here that I would not complicate
matters by being open about having been her husband.  It would
have done neither of us any good.  But we also agreed that we
would tell the other if we got to the stage in a relationship when
we felt our new partner should know.  I phoned her this
afternoon.  It’s odd how things work out as it turns out she
would have phoned me from her side; she has a serious boyfriend
too.”

Jo nodded.

“Tom.”

Peter looked at her amazed.

“You know?”

Jo laughed.

“Daphne’s Japanese is good, but it’s not that good.
 Sometimes we need help in translating idioms and Jane has
helped us out.  Last time she came in the shop she had Tom
with her.”

Peter looked at his watch.

“We’d better go to the restaurant.”

 “Scrub the restaurant, let’s stay here and talk, we can
have fish and chips later.”

Peter pulled out his mobile and apologized to the restaurant.
Then they sat in silence. 

“I thought I loved Jane, but when I met you I found out what
love really is.”  He murmured.

He put his arm round her again. Jo snuggled into him.

“So have I.”

After about five minutes Jo poked his arm.

“You said two things.”

Peter laughed.

“The next one is easy, but I am embarrassed about it.  I’m
worth somewhere in the region of a quarter of a million
pounds.”

Jo punched him on the arm.

“Not a poor parson then?  Bwhy be embarrassed?”

“Because I haven’t worked for it.  When my Father died he
had a half share in a little engineering company with my Uncle Bob.
 Frankly I wasn’t bothered about it.  Dad had also left
me his house and that gave me enough money to fund my way through
Theology College and put enough away for what I thought would be a
reasonable pension.  My uncle insisted that I formally sign
for my dad’s share, so I did, I then totally forgot about it.
 My uncle sold his company two months ago and then sent me a
cheque for just over £250,000.  I tried to give it back, but
he said that I had a 12% share in the company and was therefore
entitled to the money.  I’ve given away £30,000 of it, but the
rest is tucked away in an ethical investment account.”

Jo snuggled back under his arm.

“So not just any old divorcee, but a rich divorcee. Any more
skeletons?”

They sat looking at the sea for some time and then Peter
surreptitiously glanced at his watch.

“Time to go?” asked Jo, “it is starting to get dark.”

“One more thing.”  He said softly.

He reached in his pocket and pulled out a little box.  He
opened it and showed it to Jo.  In it was a ruby engagement
ring.

“I’d get down on one knee, but I’d probably have to get you to
lift me up, will you?”

Jo grinned from ear to ear.

“Will I what?”

“Will you marry me?”

Jo flung her arms around his neck and kissed him.

“Of course I will!  I thought you’d never ask!”

Jo put the ring on her finger, it fitted perfectly.

“I’m glad Danielle gave you the right ring for size,” she said
mischievously.

Peter just laughed.

 

A little while later, before it got too dark, they walked back
to the Land Rover, Jo sporting her new ring.  When they
climbed into the Land Rover, Peter reached under his seat and
pulled out an oblong box about eight inches long.

“It’s funny, but I haven’t given you anything as a token of my
love.”

Jo waved her engagement ring and grinned.  Peter ploughed
on, obviously bashful.

“But I got you these.”

He handed over the box and Jo opened it. She stared at it for
some time, long enough for Peter to feel unfomfortable.

“Don’t you like them?”

“Peter they’re wonderful.”

“The necklace is the nearest thing I could get to your Mother’s
bracelet.”  He said.

“Necklace?”

“Yes, necklace.”

Jo dissolved into a fit of the giggles and eventually fingered
the article in question.

“You must think I’m very thin, it’s a choker.”

Now it was Peter’s turn to play echo.

“Choker?”

Jo took it from the box and held it up to her neck, rather than
lie at the bottom of her neck as Peter had envisaged, it fitted
around her Adam’s apple.

“See”, she said, “the connection between each stone is a sort of
spring so that it can expand and fit any size neck.”

She put it back in the box.

“These,” she said pointing to three little pieces each mounted
with a small ruby.  “Are for use in the face, and this lone
piece is an earring.”

She studied it closely and then looked at her engagement
ring,

“Oh, they’re an exact pair.”  And with that she flung her
arms round Peter’s neck and kissed him.

When they separated Peter said to Jo, somewhat hesitantly.

“I don’t suppose you’d put that earring here,” and he rubbed the
top of her left ear.

“Where the gold ring is?”

“Yes.”

“And what’s wrong with the gold ring?”

Peter opened his mouth to reply, but Jo dissolved into another
fit of giggles. She took the gold-ring out of her ear and put the
ruby mounted gold stud in its place.  She leant over and
looked in the mirror.

“Oh Peter, it’s beautiful.”

She turned to face him.

“They must have cost a fortune.  All those rubies and I
assume decent gold mounts.  Don’t forget I know what this sort
of stuff costs.”

Peter gave a foolish grin.

“Twenty-four carat gold mounts, and your worth it.”

They kissed again and Peter, conscious of the time, started the
engine.  They drove to the fish and chip shop and then to
Jo’s.  Peter was happy to go inside because he knew Danielle
would be there.  As they went in Louise came out.  Peter
noticed that Jo stayed in the doorway until she was sure that
Louise was safely inside her own house, and then she came inside.
They unwrapped the fish and chips and Danielle appeared.

Did you buy me some?”

 “No, remember you are slimming.” Jo replied while nibbling
on a chip.

Danielle’s face fell slightly.  Jo then passed her a
portion of fish and chips; Danielle looked at Peter.

“How do you stand her?”

They ate their food in a sort of silence punctuated by the odd
phrase between Jo and Danielle:

“Have a good day?”

“Mmmm.”

“Got the party planned?”

“Sort of.”

“Ready for school tomorrow?”

“Will be.”

Danielle suddenly stopped eating and looked at her mum.

“New earring?”

“Yes,” said Jo, “it matches this.”

She waved the engagement ring under Danielle’s nose.
 Danielle’s eyes widened.  She looked at Peter.

“You’ve only gone and done it?”

She looked back at her mum, and then she stood up and kissed her
on the cheek, “congrats mum.”

Danielle sat down and resumed eating.

“So when’s the great day and am I going to be a bridesmaid or
not?”

 

The following morning Cameron’s disappearing trick was all over
the front of the local newspaper, or rather his attempted
disappearing trick.  According to the paper the police had had
an anonymous tip-off and located Cameron on the Harwich-Denmark
ferry.  When the ferry docked at Esjberg, the Danish Customs
were waiting on the quayside and they stopped Cameron before he
went through customs.  He was now still on the ferry and on
his way back, but now accompanied by two members of the Danish
police.  The paper also said one other interesting thing, they
had located Celine De Bere in Cape Town and it was obvious that she
had no idea of her husband’s shenanigans.  Peter spent the
rest of the morning finishing his wedding address for the evening
and running through his administration.  At about twelve
o’clock the phone rang; it was Kimberley.

“Hello Father.”

“Is everything all right?”

“Oh yes. I’m just about to take an afternoon nap.”

Kimberley hesitated and Peter wondered what was coming.

“You know that we said that we’re not having a reception just
now because I don’t think I could cope with it and that Damian and
my parents and Tracy and Jeremy were having a take away Chinese
after the wedding and that you were welcome?”

“Yes.”

“I wouldn’t mind if you bought your fiancée too.”

Peter was amazed at the speed and efficiency of the jungle
drums.

“That’s very kind. I’ll ask her.”

Kimberley hesitated for a moment.

“And congratulations.”

“Thank you.”

Peter phoned Jo at the shop, but she was halfway through a
massage so Daphne took a message.  She also offered
congratulations.  

“News certainly travels fast around here.” Peter remarked.

Daphne just laughed.

 

Peter had some lunch and then drove to Woodbridge; somehow he’d
managed to break the lens on one of his rear lights and he needed a
replacement lens.  As Peter drove out of the garage after the
quick repair he saw Danielle and Louise standing at a bus stop with
their saxophone cases.  He was also certain that he saw a
cigarette arcing into the bushes.  He stopped and asked them
what they were doing in Woodbridge.  They replied that they
had been auditioning for the schools county band at the local high
school and were now on their way home.  As there were two of
them Peter offered them a lift. As Danielle showed Louise all the
hidden gadgets under the seats Peter had an idea.

“Do you two remember Mrs. Marten?”

Louise answered first.

“You mean Mrs. Marten from junior school?”

“Yes.”

“I’m about to pop in and visit her as she is not well. She
always likes seeing her old pupils would you like to drop in with
me.”

He then added, “It’s not compulsory.”

“OK, why not,”  Said Danielle.

“We used to call her the chimney because she was always nipping
off for a quick fag in the toilets.”  Remarked Louise.

Peter pulled up at Mrs. Marten’s house on the outskirts of
Felburgh and they went inside. Mrs. Marten was sitting in her old
armchair connected to an oxygen cylinder.  Her skin was the
colour of yellowing parchment and her breath, even with the oxygen
assistance, came in wheezes.  She was delighted to see the
girls and got them to talk about what they were doing and what they
wanted to do.  Every now and then she would stop for a not so
quick lung-churning cough.  They stayed for just over half an
hour and then they left.

Louise said, “What happened to her?”

Peter replied, “Cigarettes.”

Danielle turned a sort of green colour and was promptly sick in
the gutter.

They drove to Danielle’s home in silence and she shot out of the
Rover like a jack-rabbit, just about muttering a thank you as she
left.  Louise’s exit was slower, but only just.

 

Later that afternoon Kimberley and Damian’s wedding went off
smoothly.  It was a totally different affair from the first
fiasco.  The Crippler’s did arrive in force, but they were all
stone cold sober.  Most of the congregation from The
Fisherman’s Friend also came, including Taffy.  Peter was also
pleased to see a fair smattering of his normal church congregation,
including, of course, Bunty and Harriet.  There was just one
anxious moment: when Peter got to the blessing after the vows it
suddenly occurred to him that Kimberley may not be able to kneel
safety, so decided on a totally different alternative.
 Instead of having the couple kneel he had them hold hands and
he held their hands up high above their heads as he blessed them in
a sort of triumphal pose.  When he got to the section of the
blessing where he said, “I therefore proclaim that they are husband
and wife” the congregation erupted into cheers and clapping.
 During the signing of the register Peter could just hear
Tracy singing ‘Love Me Tender, Love Me True’, it somehow seemed
rather fitting.

Afterwards, as Peter and Jo were walking arm in arm to
Kimberley’s parent’s house Jo commented.

“I hear from my daughter that you employed some shock tactics
this afternoon.”

Peter replied, hesitantly.

“I’m sorry; I thought it was a good idea, but I didn’t quite
expect the reaction it caused.”

She squeezed his arm.

“Peter, she’s only fourteen.  You may deal with seriously
ill people all the time, but the only dead thing she has seen is
her guinea pig, and she cried on and off for two days after
that.”

“I’ll apologize to her.”

“Don’t you dare!  She’s not upset because she thinks you
set her up, she’s upset because you treated her like an adult, she
made it quite clear to me that you gave her the choice, and she
blew it.”

Jo paused, and squeezed his arm again.

“But next time Peter please try running the idea through me
first.”

“Sorry. I usually run in where angels fear to tread.”

They walked a few more steps.

“She told you all about it?”

“Didn’t have much choice.  I happened to be in when she
dashed into the lounge and promptly threw up in the kitchen sink.
 She then confessed all.  I think it will be some time
before she can look a cigarette in the face again.”

“Do you know if Louise is all right?”

“Much the same effect, but her mum is dead chuffed.  They
had been having rows about smoking with Louise saying that it was a
personal choice.  One she thinks Louise will no longer
pursue.”

Jo squeezed Peter’s arm hard.

“You got away with it this time matey, but in the future…”

“OK,” said Peter, “I’ve got the message.”

As they arrived at the house, Jo suddenly stopped.

“Oh, I’d better warn you. Margaret and Sid will probably invite
you to dinner soon, look upon it as being vetted for suitability.
 Sid is threatening to ask you if your intentions are
honourable!”

Before Peter could reply Kimberley opened the door and grabbed
Jo’s hand and said, “Congratulations, after Damian you’ve got the
best man in Felburgh.”

 

Thursday’s paper was full of the gory details of Cameron’s
demise.  According to the reporter (Peter noticed that it was
Hannah and that she had been given a by-line) Cameron had not lost
his client’s money as first thought, but he had transferred it all
to a bank in Denmark.  In Denmark he also owned a flat in
which was a mistress half his age.  The police had remarked
that he had covered his tracks exceptionally well and would
probably have got away with it had it not been for the anonymous
call about checking the ferry.  Celine and the children were
said to be on their way home.  Peter felt for them; he knew he
would have to go round and visit, but he had absolutely no idea how
to approach it.  He discussed the problem with Jo over coffee,
but she said that she had no idea either, apart from showing them
general support.  But Jo did say one interesting thing that
Peter had not considered; she had pointed out that Celine was a
victim of Cameron and not a co-conspirator, but that would not stop
her feeling guilty as well as let down by her husband.  

 

When they had finished discussing Cameron, Jo said softly.

“Peter I have been wandering around the house with different
eyes.  When we get married this will be my home.  I know
I said I would always support you in your ministry, but if I’m
honest I don’t think I will be able to cope with the Mothers and
Toddlers Group in my lounge.  It feels like an invasion of
privacy that is one step too far.”

Peter took her into the hall and they sat on the pew.

“That problems solved; the Mothers and Toddlers have their last
meeting here on Monday, after that they are moving into the church.
 But it’s not just that is it?”

Jo shook her head.

“I suppose I’m being selfish, but if this is our home I want it
to be our home and not a transit camp.  There’s also Danielle.
 It’s going to be a huge upheaval for her regardless of what
she says about being gone in four years.  She’s had me
exclusively all her life and now she will have to share me.
 She will need her own space and her own family privacy.”

Peter nodded.

“It’s always a problem I have never had to face, but my
colleagues all moan about it.  It’s their home and their place
of work and the two don’t always intermingle well.  I have
thought about it and come to the same conclusion as you, the lounge
must be ours and ours alone.  However, I would like the use of
the sitting room during the day, it makes a good place to see
people.”

Jo kissed him on the cheek and Peter .

“I’ve also been thinking about upstairs and the main
Bedroom…”  Peter said till Jo stopped him by touching his
hand.

“Correct me if I’m wrong but the main bedroom is the only one
with a south facing window?”   She said.

Peter nodded, Jo continued, “Then don’t move that lovely
equipment, I’d rather sleep in a back room anyway. We can give
Danielle the other back room and use you current bedroom as a spare
room.”

Jo suddenly stopped talking. Peter knew why.

“Which leaves Minty’s room.”  He remarked casually.

Jo nodded.  Peter took her hand and they went upstairs and
stood outside the door.  

He looked like a man condemned.  He turned and faced
Jo.

“Promise you won’t laugh?”

Jo nodded again and Peter opened the door.  Jo did not know
what to expect, but what she saw was nothing like she imagined.
 The room was lined with bookshelves and on them were
children’s annuals.  She cast her eyes round the room: Beano,
Dandy, Dennis the Menace, Eagle, Noddy, and Blue Peter all caught
her eye.  Peter sort of shrugged. 

“I started collecting them when I was at school and
somehow…”

Jo ran her fingers along the spines of the books, “are the
collections complete?”

“Not quite, some are easier than others.  I’m still missing
a 1954 Beano and the 1965 is almost impossible to find.”

“Tried the Internet?”

Peter shook his head.

“Definitely not!  The fun is not just in having them, but
also in seeking them out.  It wouldn’t be the same if I could
do it from an armchair.”

Jo was mystified, but didn’t say so.  She leant on the
armchair to read some more titles and then stopped having realized
what she was doing.  

“This armchair matches the one in your study, you don’t sit up
here and read them do you?”

Peter looked like a man caught in a rat-trap.  

“Well it seems pointless to have them and then not…”

Jo went and put her arms round Peter’s waist.

“My mum always said that men were little boys grown tall, and
now I know what she means.”

She stepped out onto the landing and then looked back in the
room.  

“That’s odd.  I would have thought that this room was
bigger, it’s really no larger than a box room and it hasn’t even
got a window.”

Peter shut the door.

“That’s because of the walk-in wardrobe off of the back bedroom.
I think a previous owner must have made some alterations up
here.”

Jo looked perplexed.

“Walk in wardrobe?”

Peter led her to the back room where he had his prayer stool;
behind it were a pair of wardrobe doors built into an alcove.
 Peter moved the desk and opened the wardrobe door.

“Welcome to Narnia,” he said.

Jo walked into the wardrobe and the small room beyond.
 This too was the size of an overlarge box room, but it also
had a window.  Jo studied the room carefully.

“I don’t think that this is really a walk in wardrobe.  I
think it must have been a nursery.  You could easily get a bed
in here.”

She walked back into the bedroom and then looked out of the
bedroom window. 

“Which room do you prefer; this one or the double one on the
other side of the house?  They seem about the same size to me
if you forget Narnia.”

“The one next door,” Peter said unhesitatingly.   “The
view is better and it has two real built in wardrobes.”

Jo turned to face Peter.

“After my flat it seems awfully extravagant, but I would like to
give this room to Danielle.  Once she sees Narnia she will
fall in love with the idea of sleeping in there and having this as
her own living room where she can see her friends.  After all
we will have the rest of the house and… ”

He silenced her by giving her a hug.

“OK, sold to the man who is putty in your hands.”

When they parted Peter waved an arm.

“What about the decoration?  You and Danielle won’t move in
for some time, so if you want it painted or papered now is the time
to do it.”

They spent a happy hour walking round the house with Jo letting
her imagination run wild.  Eventually they got back to what
they were already thinking of as Danielle’s room.  

“What about in here”, said Peter, “I suppose we let Danielle
choose.”

Jo looked at him as if he were mad.  

“You can’t be serious!  It will end up looking like the
inside of a blancmange.”

“But it would be her blancmange.  I know it will be hard
for Danielle to adjust and if this is her room in every sense then
maybe that will help.”

“You know that she will want to do it herself.”

“It’s herself that’s got to sleep in it.”

They went downstairs and sat on the pew.  Jo looked at
Peter.

“You said it would be some time before we moved in.  What
do you call sometime?”

“That depends on you.  If I could beat the system I’d marry
you tomorrow, but I thought that you would like to wait.”

“Wait for what?”

Peter shrugged his shoulders.

“I don’t know, just wait.”

Jo said quietly.

“We have a house that will be our home, apparently we’re not
hard up, and it is killing me coming here twice a week.  I
want to live here and I want to be with you every day.”

Peter put his arm round her.

“Not wanting to misquote Daphne, what about marry in haste and
regret at leisure?”

Jo sensed something deeper in Peter.

“You mean like before?”

“I don’t know what I mean.  Before, I rushed into marriage
because of a legal deadline.  I want to marry you yesterday,
but I don’t want to push you into moving the relationship on faster
than you can cope with.”

Jo did not hesitate.

“Yesterday seems a bit soon; could we manage August?  Say
early August; that would allow us a summer honeymoon and Danielle
to be settled before her important school years start.”

“Honeymoon?”  Said Peter, “I haven’t even thought about the
honeymoon.”










Chapter 18
...Never Runs Smooth


Friday morning, Peter and Aquinas had just finished eating their
breakfast when there was simultaneously a hammering from the front
door and the sound of someone shouting.  Peter opened the door
to find an enraged Freddy on his doorstep.

“You bastard, you bloody bastard!  You wait until I sign
the contract with Kimberley and then you go and tell my wife. You
bastard, you unscrupulous conniving priest of a bastard!”

Freddy advanced into the hall, still shouting obscenities . But
he stayed just inside the door.  He might have been tempted to
come in further if it were not for Aquinas who had taken up his
favourite position of being between master and antagonist. Freddy
paused for breath and Peter got a word in.

“I have not told your wife.  I have not told anyone. And if
you wish a conversation with me you will have to stop shouting and
cease from using obscenities.”

Freddy was not to be instantly calmed.

“Who else would tell me wife?  Who else would be
sanctimonious enough?  You self-righteous son of a turd!”

Peter fairly shouted.

“I have not told anyone.  Think man, how many women have
you tried to seduce in the past year?”

Aquinas decided to join in and gave a long, low growl. 
Freddy eyed the dog suspiciously and calmed down slightly.

Peter continued.

“It’s not only how many women have you tried to seduce, but how
many people know of your antics?  Been boasting down the golf
club lately?”

Freddy suddenly lost steam and leant against the doorpost.
 Peter said, in as normal a voice as he could manage.

“When did she leave?”

Freddy shook his head.

“I don’t know.  I’ve been away in London for three days.
 When I came home this morning she was gone.”

Peter took a wild guess.

“And who were you in London with?”

Freddy didn’t answer, but guilt was written all over his face.
Peter had no idea why, but he felt sorry for him.

“Where does she normally go when she leaves you?”

 “Her mother’s,” Freddy stated in a sort of strangled
voice.

“Well you know where you next stop is.”

Freddy stood upright and turned away. Then he turned halfway to
Peter.

“Do you want to know something funny?  I couldn’t remember
having sex with Kimberley, but I wasn’t sure.  When she signed
the contract she told me her daughter’s date of birth and that she
went full term.  It wasn’t me.  I let you browbeat me
into giving her a house and it wasn’t me.”

“But it could have been.”

Freddy ignored him.

“And do you know what’s worse?  The Estate Board thinks the
idea of providing reasonably priced accommodation for estate
workers is a wonderful idea.  It’s driven a coach and horses
through my budget plans and they think it’s a wonderful idea!”

“Well maybe something good has come out of this.”  Remarked
Peter dryly.

Freddy gave Peter an evil look .

“Sod you!” He said vehemently before he turned and left.

 

Peter was about to shut the door when a police car drew up and
Detective Constable Diamond got out.  Today she looked more
like a policewoman; she was in a two-piece grey suit with shiny
black shoes.  But she still had the enormous handbag.
 She didn’t bother with any preambles.

“We’re trying to interview Mrs. DeBere, but she says she won’t
say anything to us without an independent person being present.
 We’ve offered her a duty solicitor, but she said she’d rather
have you.  Poor soul still thinks that this is all a
conspiracy and that her husband is a victim rather than the
culprit.”

“When do you want to interview her?”

“Now.”

Peter thought for a moment.

“What’s the hurry?  She must only just have arrived home.
 You’ve got Cameron; why not deal with it later?”

She looked uncomfortable.

“Sergeant Frome wants to do it now.”

There was something in her manner that made Peter
suspicious.

“How long has she been home?”

She pulled out her notebook.

“She arrived home at nine-fifteen.”

Peter looked at his watch.

“But it’s only nine forty-five now.”

She looked even more uncomfortable. Peter pressed home his
attack.

“Are you happy with this?”

“With what sir?”

“Interviewing the woman in indecent haste, she’s only just
finished a long-haul flight.”

She repeated tonelessly that, “Sergeant Frome wants to do it
now.”

Peter was decidedly unhappy.

“Please, can I have the phone number and name of you
inspector?”

She went on the defensive.

“I don’t think that is necessary sir. We only want to ask her a
few questions.”

Peter held out his hand.

“Name and number.”

“Detective Inspector Hamilton.  He’s currently at the local
police station.”

Peter went into his study and phoned the station; after a bit of
toing and froing, Peter got put through to the Inspector.  He
rapidly explained his position and his unhappiness.  He
finished by saying that it would seem to him that there is some
undue haste here and in the interests of human compassion Mrs. De
Bere should be allowed time to sleep and not be subjected to a
questioning session now.

The Inspector half-heartedly tried to close ranks.

“Sergeant Frome is only doing what he thinks is best.”

“Do you agree with him?”

“There is probably some merit in what he is doing.”

“Will you put that in writing?”

There was some silence at the other end. Then the Inspector
clucked his tongue.

“Let me talk to my sergeant, we may want to reconsider the
matter.”

Peter went outside and offered Constable Diamond a cup of tea.
 She said that she doubted she would be here long enough to
drink it.  She had a call on the car radio a few seconds
later.  She took it and then came over to Peter.

“We’ve decided to interview Mrs. De Bere on Monday at ten o’
clock.  Can you please be at her house then?” 

Peter nodded and she went back into the car.  When she had
finished the call she came over to Peter and gave him her card with
the time and date on the back.  She looked him in the eye.

“He’s not a bad policeman.  He doesn’t try and fit people
up.  He just likes to get one job wrapped up before he moves
on to the next.”

Peter said.

“What’s your next job?”

“Forgery.  Someone has been flooding the market with
counterfeit €500 notes.”

 

Although Friday was normally his day off, Peter had decided to
work. He still had to catch up on his work from his extra days off
with Jo and anyway he had the postponed special council meeting in
the evening. T his was always the problem with taking Friday as his
day off as Friday evenings seemed to be the universally best time
for meetings.  He spent the rest of the morning working on his
administration and then drove over to Margaret and Sid’s
house.  As Jo had threatened they had invited him to lunch and
he could not really refuse.  When he pulled up outside Peter
realized that he was nervous; he felt like a schoolboy entering the
headmaster’s study.  ‘This is stupid,’ he told himself,
‘you’re a grown man and they are not her parents’; but it made no
difference.  However, once inside Margaret and Sid soon put
him at ease.  Sid was obviously pleased that he and Jo were
getting married and Margaret was already making plans for the
wedding; Peter only hoped that Jo agreed with them.  It wasn’t
long before Margaret put the meal on the table, and asked Peter to
say grace.  He obliged and they all tucked in.  Peter,
really for want of something to say, indicated a picture on top of
the television.

 “Is that a picture of Jo when she was young?”

He instantly realized from Sid’s expression that he had put his
foot in it.  Margaret stopped eating for a moment.

“No, that’s Rosie our daughter, she died when she was
eight.”

“Sorry” said Peter, “I didn’t mean to put my foot in it.”

“That’s all right”, replied Margaret, “There’s been a lot of
water under the bridge since then.”

After a few moments of silence she continued eating and
talking.

“Sid and I married thirty years ago, like all couples we assumed
that we would have children; I hoped for four children, preferably
two boys and two girls.  I fell pregnant five years after we
we’re married, right on time as far as our plans were concerned.
 But the birth was difficult.  My heart stopped during
the birth and they had to perform an emergency caesarean, thank
goodness that Sid had insisted I had the baby in hospital.
 Rosie was fine, but I was in hospital for three months. 
My caesarean wound would not heal and it became infected, I was
really very ill; the chaplain there gave me the last rites twice.
 Eva, that’s my sister in law, had had Joanne two days earlier
and she volunteered to look after Rosie while I recovered.
 Rosie lived at the farm for the first five months of her life
and then I was well enough to look after her.  I know that Sid
and Bert, that’s Joanne’s dad, were twins, but the likeness between
Rosie and Joanne was uncanny.  When they were together they
could have been twins, except that Joanne seemed to get every
illness going while Rosie was always healthy.  I used to send
Rosie round to play with Joanne when she was ill, but she never
caught anything.  Then when Rosie was eight she caught
Meningitis and died.  On the Monday she had a temperature; I
thought it was ‘flu.  Tuesday morning we called the doctor and
he rushed her to hospital.  She did not have a rash then, but
he was worried about Meningitis, especially as there had been a
case in the next village.  Despite his early diagnosis, and
the efforts of the hospital she died on Friday.”

Margaret paused.  Sid went to say something, but Margaret
held up her hand.

“I couldn’t bear to see Joanne, her every movement, her every
look tore my heart apart. In the end I closed my heart.  I
never went to the farm; Joanne’s family never came here.  I
shut down my emotions.  I could watch a weepy movie and not
cry, see starving children on the news and not be moved.  I
was still in my thirties so I went back to my work with the police;
there my emotional neutrality was considered an asset.  On
several of my appraisements I was commended for being able to not
to become emotionally involved.  I didn’t even cry when Bert
committed suicide”

Margaret offered Peter some more vegetables.

“But policing is hard work and I decided to retire at fifty. By
then I was mainly working in the station, but the day before I was
due to retire I was asked to do an early shift at Felburgh as the
normal staff were away on a course together.  Early shifts at
Felburgh are legendary; the main problem is staying awake as
nothing ever happens.  I was just about to go off duty at ten
o’clock when I received the call to go to Bert’s farm as some
bailiffs had reported some difficulty in exercising their
warrant.”  She paused for a moment.  “Joanne’s told me
that you know what happened to her, so I’m not breaking any
confidences.  When I arrived at the farm there was a large van
parked by the farmhouse, as I pulled alongside I saw that Joanne
was standing on the front bumper pounding the windscreen and
shouting gibberish.  What really struck me though was that she
was wearing a very soiled red party dress and looked like hell.
 When she saw me she ran inside.  I followed and the
inside of the farmhouse was a mess, the front room had broken
crockery all over the floor and the kitchen was a tip.  There
was vomit and feces on the floor, blood on the walls and the
kitchen table, which had a letter skewered to it by a carving
knife.  By now Joanne was leaning out of an upstairs window
throwing ornaments at the van and yelling nonsense, at least I
thought it was nonsense until I realized that she was switching
languages every two or three words.  The bailiffs were totally
unsympathetic and unhelpful; the only comment the head bailiff said
was ‘could we get her out of the way so that we can get on with our
job’.  I called Joanne’s GP and he turned up with a colleague
and an ambulance.  Her GP was wonderful; somehow he managed to
calm her down and they took her off in the ambulance.  I say
calm her down; he spent nearly an hour talking to her and coaxing
her into the ambulance; even when they shut the ambulance doors I
could hear her raving inside.  I called in on the radio and
told the sergeant what had happened; I will always remember his
reply.  He told me to inform the next of kin, and when they
arrived to go off shift.  It hit me then that I was the next
of kin; Joanne had nobody else.  The bailiffs wanted to get on
with stripping the farm of what was left, but I said they couldn’t
do anything as the farm was now a crime scene, and please could
they go back to where they had come from.  When they had gone
I ‘phoned Sid and he came over.  He started cleaning the farm
while I went to the hospital.”

 

“The registrar on duty told me that they would have to undertake
a full assessment of Joanne and told me to come back the following
day.  He scared the life out of me as he said that I wasn’t to
worry and they wouldn’t let her commit suicide.  Apparently
there were numerous cuts to her arms, wrists and thighs.  She
had also badly broken her nose - the registrar thought most likely
by running into a wall, but I thought it was the van windscreen -
and most of the fingers and bones in her right hand.  She let
the nurses attend to her hand, but went hysterical when they tried
to touch her face.  The registrar also asked me what
nationality she was as they had not managed to get single
intelligible answer out of her.  Later, as I drove home, I
realized that I felt nothing.  I’d just seen a young girl who
would have been the spitting image of my daughter, and was my
niece, committed to a mental institution, and in a really desperate
state, and I felt nothing.  It was like I was watching a film;
an observer looking in, not a participant.”

Margaret stopped talking and gathered up the plates.

“I’ll go and get the puddings; Sid can tell you what happened”
and she disappeared into the kitchen.

Sid looked a bit embarrassed.

“When Rosie died I just couldn’t accept it”, he said.  “I
kept expecting her to walk through the door.  I couldn’t shut
off like Margaret and if it wasn’t for Father Michael I think I
would have gone under.  We used to play cricket together in
the village team and even though I’m not a Catholic he was the
person I turned to for support.  We cried together, got drunk
together and talked for hours on end.  Finally I came to terms
with Rosie’s death; the grief doesn’t go away, but you learn to
live with it and not let it dominated your life.  At least I
had memories of the seven years we spent together.”  He
stopped for a moment and swallowed hard.  “I had just finished
a stint at the Citizen’s Advice Bureau giving free legal aid when
Margaret rang from the farm.  I’d been there the month before
trying to make sense of Bert’s papers, I was the executor of his
estate, he hadn’t left any will.  When I arrived this time it
was like a battle zone.  There used to be a full dinner set
for eight people on the Welsh dresser in the kitchen.  Eight
large plates, eight small plates, eight soup bowls and so on. 
There were only two plates left, the rest were on the floor of the
lounge in pieces, or scattered on the front path, I guess where
they smashed on the van.  Margaret wasn’t exaggerating when
she says the kitchen was a tip.  I think Jo had been living in
it and nowhere else for three weeks.  There were motions all
over the floor beside the ‘fridge, vomit all over the waste bin and
blood trodden in everywhere.  There was not a scrap of food
anywhere, the larder was empty, the ‘fridge was empty and the only
thing in the deep freeze was her dog.  I found out later that
it was twelve years old and had died the day of Bert’s funeral, she
didn’t know what to do with the body and had popped it in the
freezer and there it stayed.  When Margaret arrived back we
did what we could, but it took us three days to get the farmhouse
looking respectable.  That’s three days I never ever want to
repeat.  Then it was Sunday and we went to church.”

 

Just then Margaret re-appeared with a giant meringue and an
apple pie. 

“I’ve got to the Sunday love,” he said.  

Margaret sat down and they went through the dishing out the
pudding process; as Margaret was pouring custard on her pie she
started talking again.

“We went to church that morning not really knowing what else to
do; we couldn’t visit Joanne until the afternoon and we’d finished
at the farm for the time being.  It was a communion service
and as I knelt at the altar rail I mentally said to God ‘This won’t
do, I’ve closed down and cannot love any more, please do
something’.  I don’t know what I expected, but what I got was
an overwhelming feeling of love, like being held in your Mother’s
bosom when you are young multiplied a thousand times.  I
couldn’t move,- I was totally rooted to the spot.  I knelt at
the end of the communion rail throughout the whole of communion and
most of the way through the final hymn.  Then I had the
inexorable impression that God said to me ‘That is how I love you,
now go and do likewise’.  From then on my emotions returned
and I found that I could love Joanne as if she were my own
daughter.”

Sid interrupted.  

“You know the story of Moses’ face glowing after he’d met God,
that’s what she looked like when she finally came back to her seat.
 I knew just by looking that something had happened to
her.”

Margaret smiled sheepishly.

“From then on it is as if Joanne has become our daughter, not
the daughter we lost, she will forever be Rosie; no, another
daughter.  At first it was very difficult with Joanne in the
hospital; it was about three months before I had even a small
conversation with her in English.  During those three months I
found that the best thing I could do was to cuddle her.  She
would arrive in the visiting room, I was not allowed in the secure
ward, speaking her multi-lingual gibberish and more often than not,
crying.  I just held her, and after a few minutes she would
calm down and sleep.  The nurses said it was the only sleep
she got in those first few months.  After about four months it
was as if a switch was being thrown on and off: she would spend
days being ‘normal’ and then days being abnormal.  Eventually
the normal periods became longer and the abnormal periods shorter.
 The weirdest thing was the more normal her personality became
the more peculiar her make-up got; it was like some sort of bizarre
trade off.  The psychiatrist told us not to worry and that
people learned to cope in different ways and somehow this was part
of her coping mechanism, although he had never seen it before.
 After a year she had her first clear month.  Later we
all carefully worked towards her leaving the hospital.  We
would have had her here, but as Sid looks a lot like Bert, the
psychiatrist thought it unwise.  Anna-Marie was marvelous; she
had sat with Joanne three afternoons a week, even during the bad
periods.  She took Joanne back to her flat without a moment’s
hesitation.  It was the best thing for Joanne, to be living
with someone her own age and feeling independent.  She never
looked back and progress from then on was rapid.  She got most
of her old confidence back, found a new job, one that I didn’t
like, mark you, and rebuilt her life.”

Sid broke in again.

“Mind you, it was a bit of a shock when she said she was going
to be Danielle’s guardian.”

“Aand even more of a shock,” laughed Margaret.  “When she
arrived with that blooming great ring in her nose, and she used to
have such a lovely nose before the breakdown.”

Sid spoke again.  

“So now we have a second daughter and a surrogate
grand-daughter.  When Rosie died the world was bleak, but now
the world is full of life again.”

“Coffee.” announced Margaret and disappeared back in the
kitchen.

 “Margaret hasn’t quite told you the whole story” said Sid.
 “Once Jo was back on her feet Margaret started work as a
volunteer with the local charity called Time Off.  She looks
after seriously disabled children in their own home so that their
parents can have a rest.  She regularly looks after three
children and occasionally we have a child for the weekend.
 Last year we spent six weeks in the summer at a summer camp.
 It was exhausting, but somehow rewarding.  I think I
have caught some of Margaret’s overflowing love,” he chuckled.
 “Anyway I wouldn’t change our life for the world now.  I
think we’ve both learned that being willing to receive love is as
important as being willing to give it.”

 

Just then Margaret appeared and put the coffee on the table and
spread the cups around.  She busied herself pouring out the
coffee and then sat down.  She paused for a few seconds before
reaching out and touching Peter’s hand.

“You do realize what you are taking on don’t you?  Joanne
is not mentally unstable, but she can be…”  She paused to find
the right words.  “Emotionally fragile.  Some people have
a bad accident like you had and their back forever gives them the
occasional twinge.  Sometimes Joanne has an occasional
emotional twinge, at those times she needs support.”

“Be fair Margaret,” said Sid butting in.  “Joanne hasn’t
been back in the hospital for nearly seven years now, even then it
was only for a few weeks, and she wasn’t hysterical; she booked
herself in before she got to that stage.”

Margaret shook her head.

“I don’t mean that.  Sometimes people say careless things,
or Joanne worries about something and then all of a sudden there
is…”

Again she paused to find the words.  

“Then there is what you might call a wobbly,” said Peter.

Margaret nodded.

“That’s just it; she has a wobbly.  The support that she
receives then makes all the difference between the wobbly becoming
something more serious or passing by.”

Margaret gave Peter a serious look.

“Joanne means the world to us, and neither of us wants to see
her ill again.  I’ve no doubt she loves you, but if you pulled
out now she would survive.  Go a little further down the line,
when her emotional investment in you is higher, and recovery would
be more difficult.  What I’m trying to say is-.”

Peter held Margaret’s hand.

“I understand what you are trying to say.  I love Jo and I
will support her to the best of my ability.  I will not leave
her emotionally bereft and I will love and care for her as long as
I live.  It’s a two way thing you know and I have a feeling
that together we will both be stronger.”

But Margaret hadn’t finished.

“One more thing Peter, as we are being honest with each other.
 When she came out of hospital the psychiatrist said there are
two things that will help her more than anything else.  First
that she needs people around her who will love her and boost her
self-esteem, and secondly a regular life.  Transition is
difficult for Joanne and the transition from single mum to vicar’s
wife will not be easy for her.  Please don’t push Joanne too
far in changing her appearance; I don’t know how but it is coupled
into her well being.  I’ve approved of the changes she’s made
so far, but…”

Again Peter stopped her.

“I’ve told her I’d still love her if she came to church covered
in Zulu paint.”

Margaret relaxed.  Sid chuckled.

“But beware if she wears dark-green lipstick.”

“Bad sign?”

“Very bad sign – it means that she’s on the warpath about
something.”

Margaret added.

“And watch out for tea drinking.  She always drinks coffee,
but if she goes over to tea something is bugging her.”

Peter smiled.

“I’ve already spotted that one.”

Peter got up to go and thanked Margaret and Sid.  At the
door Sid shook Peter’s hand.

“I hope you’ll both be very happy. All things considered Joanne
is a grand lass and I think you’ve chosen a good one there.”

 “So do I Sid, so do I,” he replied earnestly.

 

That evening the church council resumed its suspended meeting.
 As it was a resumption and not a new meeting, Peter did not
have to wade through all the usual preliminaries.  But just as
he was about to re-commence the discussion on the church money, the
Major stood up.  

“Before we start I would like to offer my congratulations to
Peter on his engagement,” he fixed Derek with a fearsome
gaze.  “I hope that he and Joanne are very happy and I’m sure
I speak on behalf of all of us.” 

The council broke out into a fit of clapping.  Peter
thanked them and then quickly moved on to talk about Charmian
taking the eight o’ clock services and the re-introduction, on a
temporary basis, of evensong.  This was more to cover his
embarrassment than to speed things up.  The council did not
object and thought that it was worth trying an evensong service
once a month.  There seemed to be a feeling of nothing
ventured, nothing gained.  Peter then moved on to the item on
the use of the church funds.  There was a fair amount of
discussion, but the subject matter seemed to have changed with
no-one noticing.  They were now discussing how to go about a
church centre cum community hall with attendant housing rather than
should they build a church centre.  In the end they oscillated
down to finding the correct architect who could put some flesh on
their ideas.  Peter was actually more pleased about the
feeling within the council; the backbiting and recalcitrance had
disappeared and they all appeared to be working towards the same
objective.  In the end, Henry agreed to lead a sub-committee
to find an architect and then place before the church some concrete
proposals.

 

As the meeting ended Peter cornered the Major just before he was
about to leave.  He handed the Major the cheque for £80,000.
 

“Please could you pass this on for me?”

The Major was initially taken aback, then he said, “The St Cedd
Benevolent Society?  I’ve never heard of it.”

“It was just a short time fund that was formed to give away a
large bequest to worthy causes.”  Peter replied carefully.

The Major was clearly moved; “This will make such a difference
you know.  We’re always grateful for small donations as they
keep things running; but a donation like this can make a
substantial change.  Thank you.  Is there anyone I can
write to?”

Peter shook his head.

“No need.  I’ll pass your thanks on.  Use the money
wisely.”

The Major obviously had some kind of lump in his throat and just
nodded.

 

Saturday brought the coach trip to the Cathedral and as this was
the first time many of the church members could give their
congratulations to Peter and Jo they suffered a large number of
hugs and handshakes.  The ordination itself was the usual mix
of celebration and ceremony, but everyone appeared to enjoy
it.  Charmian was overjoyed and delighted that so many people
had come from St Nathaniel’s, especially considering that she had
not been there very long.  Peter’s only regret was that he
could not sit with Jo during the service; as a priest he was
expected to fulfill his part in the ceremony.  In any case
Charmian was his curate and he wanted to be one of the priests who
laid hands on her during the ordination.

 

Later that evening he was just about to start getting ready for
bed when the phone rang. Peter looked at his watch; it was nearly
midnight.  He groaned inwardly, phone calls at this time of
night usually meant bad news, or a crisis, and Peter was not
feeling ready for either.  He answered the phone, and to his
surprise it was Danielle.  She sounded frightened and
apprehensive. 

“Peter, could you come over, it’s mum.”

Peter fairly dashed to his Land Rover and drove like a maniac
round to Jo’s flat. As he arrived outside Danielle opened the front
door.  Once inside Danielle pointed.

“She’s in her bedroom, she can’t stop crying.  She went in
her bedroom just after we came home and has been crying in there
ever since, I can hear her through the wall.”

“What happened?”

Danielle shrugged her shoulders.

“I don’t know, but it could be to do with the old biddies.”

“Old biddies?” said Peter

“They were sitting in front of us in the Cathedral.  Just
before the service the one with the fruit salad hat said to the
other one, in a voice loud enough for us to hear:  ‘It’s all
very well the vicar marrying her, but she will have to change; we
can’t have the vicar’s wife looking like a badly retouched Picasso,
can we?’ I know mum heard because she rolled her eyes at me and
tried to make a joke of it.  But I know my mum and it wasn’t a
joke.”

Peter walked to the door of Jo’s bedroom and knocked on the
door.  He got no response.  He looked at Danielle, who
made a door opening motion to him.  Peter opened the door.
 Jo was sitting on the floor squeezed between her bed and the
wall sobbing her heart out.  She had obviously been crying for
some time as her make-up had run in rivulets down her face.
 As Peter entered Jo looked up, but didn’t speak as she was
still sobbing.  Peter sat down on the floor beside her and put
his arm around her.  At first, she tried to move away, but the
space was too small.  Eventually she buried her head into
Peter’s chest.  Peter saw a movement in the doorway and looked
up; Danielle was in the doorway and she also had tears running down
her face.  Peter held up his other arm and Danielle came and
sat on the floor on his other side.  The three of them stayed
like that for some time.  In due time Jo’s crying ceased and
she sat up and blew her nose on a fragment of paper tissue.
 Peter gave her his hankie and she blew it again. Danielle
said, “Cup of tea mum?” and Jo nodded.

 

Jo snuggled into Peter’s side again and he fondled her hair.

“Danielle should never have called you; I don’t like you seeing
me like this.”

“Yes she should, and yes I should.  We’re together.
 You don’t have to go through this sort of thing on your
own.”

Jo blew her nose again.

Peter asked gently.

“Was it the two old biddies as Danielle so delicately put
it?”

Jo nodded just as Danielle called ‘teas ready’ from the Lounge.
 Peter tried to get up, but he had no leverage points; his
legs were tucked too far back and he was squashed too tightly
against the bed to use his arms to push himself up.  He said
to Jo, that he was stuck.

“What do you mean you’re stuck?”

“I’m stuck, I can’t get up.”

Jo then saw his predicament and started to giggle.  She
pushed his shoulders and rolled him over; from there he could crawl
away from the bed and stand up.  They went into the lounge and
Jo immediately went over to Danielle and gave her a hug.  

“Sorry if I frightened you.”

“That’s OKmum, but I didn’t know what to do.  I didn’t know
whether to phone Auntie Margaret or Peter.”

“You did the right thing, but I am not sure you should call him
Peter.”

Danielle was about to answer when Peter stepped in.

“I think she should. I don’t want her to call me vicar; she
can’t really call me dad, so why not Peter?”

Jo was too worn out to fight and in any case she could see the
sense of the argument.  Jo gave Danielle another hug.

“Don’t worry, I’m OK, I don’t think they meant any harm.”

“Oh yes they did,” said Danielle vehemently.  “And it’s so
unfair.  The old bags upset you and we can’t do anything about
it.  I would like to pour some custard over the old bat’s
fruit salad.”

“It’s all right. I’ll get used to it.”

Peter smiled.

“Oh no you don’t.  You don’t have to get used to it at all.
There is a solution.”

Jo and Danielle both turned their eyes on him.

“We go on the offensive.”

He then explained to them what he meant.

The following morning Peter took eight o’ clock communion. He
was thankful that this would be the last time for a few months.
 In truth he was feeling like death warmed over, having not
got to sleep until after three o’clock in the morning.
 However, for once his anti-migraine tablets seemed to be
working and he knew that he was getting better, not worse.
 The mid-morning service turned out to be wonderful.  For
a start, Dan and David played music before and after the service
together.  They must have practiced hard because their
performance was seamless and the music quite beautiful.  The
congregation was obviously behind Charmian and their and support
was almost tangible.  It was also obvious that Charmian was
delighted to be presiding at communion at long last.  When the
service was over, and Charmian had given the blessing, Peter
motioned for her to sit down rather than process out.  She
looked bemused, but sat down in her stall.  Marjorie came
forward and used the lectern microphone.  

“I’ve been looking at the parish records,” she said.  “The
last time we had a curate here was twenty years ago, and he only
came in his final year, he was not ordained while here.”
 Marjorie turned to face Charmian; “we could not let this
occasion go by without giving you something to show our
appreciation of your ministry among us.”  

Marjorie waved a hand and Bunty came forward carrying a clothes
hanger, on it was a full set of communion stoles.  All were
hand-made, and all were exquisite.  Peter knew what they were;
he had browsed through some catalogues with her and she had once
pointed these stoles out as being on her wish list.  Charmian
was almost overcome with the occasion and speechless.  She
managed to say a thank you before standing, but Marjorie did not
move; instead she handed the microphone to the Major.  He made
his usual Harrumph noise.

“Not wishing to detract from Charmian’s day we cannot let this
day pass without also celebrating the fact that our vicar and Jo
have gotten engaged.  Whilst it is twenty years to our last
curate, it is almost three hundred years since we had a vicar who
got engaged here.”  

The Major turned and faced Peter; “we would also like to mark
your engagement with a gift, so if Jo would like to come
forward…”

Jo hesitantly rose from her seat at the back and walked down to
the front to stand by Peter.  She was wearing a long very
light pink dress, a white cardigan, her choker and a minimum of
jewelry and make-up –that is a minimum of jewelry and make-up by
Jo’s standards.  Somehow, to Peter, she looked very small and
very vulnerable.  The major gave a small wave; Sam and Henry
came forward; between them they were very carefully carrying a
large box.  

“For those at the back,” said the Major, “this is a bone china
dinner set with additions.”  

Now it was the turn of Peter and Jo to be dumbstruck.
 After a few moments’ silence, Jo leaned over and spoke into
Peter’s radio mike.  

“I’m not very good at speeches, but I would like to thank you
all for two things.  Firstly, for the welcome and the
friendship you have shown me since I came here five years ago and
secondly for this marvelous and unexpected present.  Thank you
all; thank you very much.”

Dan then started up on the organ and the service was over.

 

At the after service coffee, Jo and Peter again were
congratulated by many people.  About half an hour after the
service had ended and while Charmian was cutting her cake, Peter
and Jo started to put their plan into action.  Jo went to the
toilet and a few seconds later Danielle went there as well.
 She was carrying her large backpack.  Fifteen minutes
later Jo emerged.  This was the Jo that Peter had grown to
love.  She had on almost every bangle, stud and ring possible,
including two different diameter rings in her nose.  She had
deep blue lipstick, green eye shadow, fluorescent purple eyeliner
and orange mascara; this was all on an almost white foundation that
would probably rival icing in its thickness.  In addition her
rat’s tail had become bright ginger.  She was still wearing
the choker, but the dress had been changed for a skin-hugging
short-sleeved grey-blue jumper and a denim skirt.  To finish
off, she had pink tights and chunky black ankle boots with the
addition of a two-inch wide royal blue bangle on her left ankle.
 Peter smiled.  If she had appeared like this in almost
any other congregation they would be running for the doors; but
this was St Nathaniel’s and Jo had been among them for five years
so no-one in the congregation batted an eyelid.  Peter took Jo
by the hand and walked into the body of the church.  The two
old biddies from the Cathedral were sitting in a pew drinking their
tea with two more ladies.  Peter led Jo to the pew in front of
them and they entered it and sat down, both turning to face the old
ladies.  Peter noticed Danielle quietly slipping into the pew
behind.  

“Hello ladies,” said Peter brightly.  

They were greeted with a chorus of hellos and the two extras
gave their congratulations. Peter was still holding Jo’s hand and
he could feel her trembling, though whether this was from rage or
nervousness he did not know.  Peter looked directly at the
lady with the salad hat.

“I believe you wanted to say something to us.”

She looked genuinely mystified, “No, I don’t think so.”

Jo smiled, “I believe it was something to do with art.”

“Art?”

“Picasso, I think.”  Said Jo.

Her companion turned bright red.

“Something about having one retouched.”

The woman was speechless and she had nowhere to run to as her
friends hemmed her in the pew.

She mumbled, “It was only a comment.”

Peter decided to put her out of her misery.  He said
firmly, but gently, “Let me make one thing clear; if anyone has a
comment about my appearance, or my fiancées, then please, can they
say it to our face?  If a comment is worth making then the one
whom it is about has the right to hear what you have to say.
 Am I making myself clear?”

The woman nodded. Peter and Jo left the pew.  Once out of
sight of the ladies she gave a huge smile.

“I regret to say I enjoyed that.”

Peter put his arm round her shoulders and gave her a hug.
 She motioned.

“I’d better go and change back before the buffet lunch.”

Peter didn’t let go of her.

“You don’t have to.  I’m an expert in body language and at
the moment you feel comfortable; before you changed you were a
little awkward.”

Jo looked at Peter.

“Do you mean that?”

“That you looked awkward?”

“No. That you don’t mind if I don’t change back.”

“Yes.”

“The only problem is that these woolen tights are killing
me.”

“Well, take them off.”

Jo squeezed Peter’s hand and went back into the loo; this time
she took the backpack herself.  After a few moments Danielle
came up to Peter.  

“Wicked!”  She said.  “You should have heard them
after you left.  Old salad hat’s companion said that she
deserved every word of that.”

Peter looked at Danielle.

“Don’t get the idea that I do this every week, but any attack on
you two is an attack on me.”

Danielle grinned.

“Would you like to try your hand at using your influence on mum
for me?”

Peter suspicions were aroused.

“What influence?”

“Schools out for the summer and I want my nose pierced, but mum
is against it.”

Peter grinned, remembering the young girl in Jo’s shop.

“No chance. In any case didn’t I read in the paper that your
school has banned all jewelry except one pair of small
earrings?”

Danielle nodded. Peter thought for a moment.  

“You could try for a compromise.”

“Compromise?”

“The school has to see the jewelry to ban it and your mum is
probably worried about the long term effects of having a hole in
your nose if you don’t want it in a year’s time.”

“So?”

“Try for a hole in your navel.”

Danielle’s eyes widened.

Peter continued, “You’ll have to marshal your arguments though,
and don’t try the ‘everyone else’ trick, it won’t wash.”

Danielle considered this.

“How about a tattoo on my bottom?”

“Not in a million years,” said Peter laughing.

Just then Jo reappeared from the loo.  She had slightly
moderated her make-up and the amount of jewelry, but not by much.
 However, she was down to the one faithful large nose-ring and
the small lip-ring.  But Peter could tell from the way she was
walking that she felt comfortable and at ease.  Then everyone
left for the golf club.  As they were walking to the car Peter
had to pause for a second to tie up his shoelace, when he got to
the car, Jo was just finishing a short conversation with Derek.

As they drove off curiously Peter asked her if she knew
Derek.

“Yes, and I don’t like him – and he knows it.”

“Why’s that?”

Jo was quite for a moment.

“When Danielle was nearly eight, Derek invited me out a few
times.  He’s not like you; when he takes a girl out he feels
that he has a divine right to touch them up in one way or another.
 In the end, we were having a meal out in this French
restaurant, in one of those booths where you sit side by side; he
kept placing his hand on my thigh and I kept taking it off.  I
asked him why he was taking me out and he said that he thought it
could be a good arrangement: he could give me a good time – he said
I was obviously hard up – and I could give him sex.  He was
very matter of fact about it and said the sex would have to be at
my flat, but Danielle was probably used to seeing men come and
go.”

Peter was amazed, especially after Derek’s holier than thou
attitude about him going out with Jo.  

“What did you do?”

Peter could see Jo smiling out of the corner of his eye.

“We’d just been served the main course.  I called him a
cheap bastard and smashed my dinner into his face and pushed his
dinner onto his lap.”

“I bet you enjoyed that.”

“I did at the time, but I had a bad period after. I got worried
that if Derek thought that of me so did everyone else.  He
caused me to stay in hospital for a few weeks; I’ll never forgive
him for that.”

 

They arrived at the golf club and went in.  The majority of
the church was there and a fair percentage of the Mothers and
Toddlers group.  Charmian and Marjorie arrived about four
minutes later.  When Charmian walked in she was expecting a
quiet meal for two and was totally overcome to find the church
waiting for her with a buffet laid on.  A little while after
the buffet started the Bishop arrived.  He went straight up to
Charmian and congratulated her.  He then came up to Peter and
Jo and congratulated them.  After that he generally mingled
with the congregation.  When most of the food had disappeared,
Peter was standing by himself eating a second helping of strawberry
meringue when the Bishop converged on him and dragged him off for a
‘private word.’

The Bishop took him to the far corner where there was an empty
table for two and they sat down.

The Bishop looked at Peter in an odd way.

“I’ve got something to say Peter and I want you to hear me
out.”

Peter nodded, wondering what was coming.

The Bishop smiled.

“Let me start be saying that I probably don’t know all the facts
and there is the possibility that I might deeply offend you.
 I do not intend that, but I feel I must speak.”

Peter was now completely baffled.  

“Fire away.”

The Bishop put his hands together, interweaving his fingers.

“When I advised you to go after the woman you loved and not
hesitate too long I thought that you were pursuing Jane, but of
course if I’d read the supplement to your file properly I would
have known that you’ve been there and done that.”  He paused.
 “I want you to stand back and take a good look at Jo.”

Peter looked across the room, he saw Jo sitting on the edge of a
chair talking to Carol and bouncing Justin on her knee; his heart
missed a beat.  

Peter said, “What’s your point.”

“My point is this. You have a fine ecclesiastical future before
you, despite you’re odd pieces of misjudgment I have no doubt that
you will be offered the position of Archdeacon, probably sooner
than later, and in the not too distant future you would make an
excellent Bishop.  But I doubt that will happen if you have Jo
by your side.”

Peter opened his mouth to speak, but the Bishop held up his
hand.

“Please let me finish Peter, I am finding this as hard as
you.”

He paused, regrouping his thoughts.

“I know it’s not fair and doesn’t follow the Christian ethic of
loving all people, but the hard reality is that a Bishop needs
someone by his side that is, shall we say, acceptable.  In
years to come Jo may well change her appearance, but she can never
get rid of the tattoos.  She may be accepted here, but I doubt
that she would be so accepted in many churches, mores the pity.
 The point is Peter, if you marry Jo then your ecclesiastical
career stops here and now in Felburgh.  You will never move
beyond Parish Priest and that would be a great loss to the church
as a whole.”

The Bishop finished and sat back in his chair looking
exceptionally disconsolate. Peter stared at him.

“What you are saying is that I should consider making a personal
sacrifice for the good of the church.”

The bishop nodded unhappily.

“If I did, it would be to move into a church I could no longer
love and one that had forced me to deny myself the one person who
has brought light back into my life.”

The Bishop leant forward and grabbed Peter’s hands.

“Then I am glad for you and I wish you every blessing.”

The Bishop visibly relaxed, he shook his head.

“It must be something in this East Coast air.  Jane is
going out with a scrap merchant and you are engaged to…”

But he stopped before he finished the sentence; he had caused
Peter enough hurt for one day. Peter smiled.

“That scrap merchant has a large stake in an international
classic car spares company; he’s not quite what he seems, and
neither is Jo.”

The Bishop nodded.

“Sorry Peter.  Sometimes the duties of a Bishop are fairly
unpalatable.”  He paused and watched the church 
intermingling and talking.  “Hypothetically speaking, if you
were offered an Archdeacon’s post and could still live here in
Felburgh, would you consider it?”

Peter shook his head.

“Not just yet.  My work in the church here is only just
beginning.”

The Bishop gave a lopsided grin.

“So you wouldn’t rule it out in the future?”

 “Who knows what the Lord has in store for us?”  Peter
replied.  “But at the moment I am sure I should be here and
stay here as priest.”

The Bishop shook his head.

“I was afraid that you would say that.  Jane said exactly
the same thing; again it must be something in the air.”

The Bishop left Peter to have a final mingle before departing.
 What Peter had not told the Bishop is that what the Bishop
had vocalized had crossed Peter’s mind already.  It had
crossed his mind before Jo threw a wobbly on his doorstep and he
decided then and there that Jo was worth more to him that any
status in the church.  He also was getting the feeling that he
would never leave Felburgh and had half-decided that when he felt
the church here needed someone else, he would retire and write
books.  It had not occurred to him that there were any other
options, but then God was always showing him that His ways were
different and often unimaginable.

 

After the buffet was over Peter took Jo back to his house.
 He did not repeat the Bishop’s conversation to her as he had
decided that it would serve no purpose.  Once they were
settled in Peter’s sitting room and were snuggling together on the
settee, Jo said out of the blue, “Peter do you want me to give up
work?  It’s going to be difficult for you having me working as
a masseur; it’s not what’s expected of a vicar’s wife.”

Peter was taken aback.  “Who told you that?”

“No-one; I figured it out for myself.”

Peter gently squeezed her shoulders; “I don’t care what is
expected.  I love you as you are and if you want to conduct
massages in the middle of the street that’s OK by me.”

Jo was quiet for a minute.

“Janice has decided not to move away just yet; she’s going out
with a lovely boy, he was playing the organ with Dan today, and she
wants to wait until he has finished college and they can move away
together.”

She looked into Peter’s eyes.

“I’ve worked all my life and I’d like to become a kept woman.
 I’m thinking of offering Janice a job four days a week,
that’s all she’s looking for as she already has a small trainee job
with the local football team as well.  That would mean I’d
only work one or two days a week, just enough to keep my hand
in.”

“You said that Janice didn’t do body piercing.”

“Daphne’s happy to do that, and I think in time Janice will
start to learn.  She’s already shown some interest.”

Peter looked into her eyes.

“Is this really what you want?  Forget me, forget the
church, and forget everybody else.  Is it what you want?”

Jo nodded.

“Yes.  It would also allow me a little more time with
Danielle.  If she is going off to university in four years I
want to make the most of the time I have left with her living
here.”

Peter gave her another squeeze, “then go ahead and do it.”

Just then Louise and Danielle burst in, Danielle waved her
arms.

“You said you wanted us to come round?”

“If we’re moving here in a few weeks you’d better go and choose
a bedroom.”

“I can choose?”

“Yes.”

When they had gone Peter gave her a sideways look.

“But I thought-.”

She put her finger on his lips.

“Let her believe it is her choice, she’ll be happier then.”

There were sounds of much tramping about, eventually Danielle
reappeared.

“Back bedroom on the right, it has a better view.”  She
announced.

Peter’s heart sank.

“Have you checked out the wardrobes?” Said Jo.

Danielle looked at her mum as if she was temporarily insane.

“Checked out the wardrobes?  A wardrobe is a wardrobe.”

Jo made a sort of waving motion with her hand and the girls went
back up stairs. They were down in three minutes.  

“Changed my mind, back left hand bedroom.”

“You like the wardrobe?”

“Yeah, I can use it as a den.”

Jo smiled.

“We were wondering if you’d like it the other way round, you
know sleep in the wardrobe and have the bedroom as a sort of
private living room.”

Danielle could obviously not believe her ears.

“You serious?”

“Yes.”

“Wicked.”

Danielle paused.

“Could I have a TV in there?”

Peter was about to open his mouth when Jo’s fingernails dug into
his arm.

“Don’t push it.  Peter has said that you can choose the
decorations.”

Danielle looked at Peter, “Really?”

“Really, mind you there’s a budget, no more than £120 on paint
or £160 if you have paint and wall paper.  We’ll talk about a
carpet later.”

“Who needs a carpet? I want to varnish the floorboards.”

Jo wagged a finger.

You will have to decorate it yourself, call it your summer
project.  You’ve got three weeks max.”

Danielle went to make an exit and then stopped.  She looked
at Peter.

“Did you ever find a basement?”

Peter was floundering for words when Jo said.

“You were right; there was a basement.  There is a hatch
under Aquinas’ bed, but it doesn’t work now.  I found it a
fortnight ago when I had a blitz on the dog’s bedding.”

Louise said, “What a house!”

Peter pointed upwards.

“Have you seen the attic?” and he almost screamed as Jo’s
fingernails bit in again.

“The attic’s not for everyday use, so it’s not on the bedroom
list, but go take a look.”

The girls disappeared.  Jo said to Peter, “she’s a
teenager, she wants the world and she wants it now.  She’ll
get her TV in due course, but one thing at a time or she will never
appreciate what she’s got.  I can see you’re going to be far
too soft.  They sat together for a few moments and the girls
reappeared. Danielle grinned.  “Can I paint a mural on my
wall?”

Jo looked at Peter and said, “Now you’ve started something.










Chapter 19
Loose Ends


Come Monday morning Peter had a seemingly ever-growing list of
things to do.  Following Danielle’s choice of bedroom the
girls had watched a film and Peter and Jo had talked about the
forthcoming change in their lives.  The more they talked about
their immediate future the more things Peter realized he had to do.
 Basically he had four weeks in which to reorganize his house
and his life before he moved from the single life to a married
life.  He also resolved to tie up the loose ends surrounding
the Revd. Reginald Graye; he was happy to feel that what he had
done so far was covered by priestly confidentiality, but he
wanted  the episode closed before he married Jo and it
intruded into their lives together.  Basically he had to close
the bank account, and give away the bag of £2 coins.  Peter
was just getting into his stride with his list of telephone calls
when his electronic organizer sounded its alarm.  Peter looked
at the screen; it was 9:30 and the organizer was warning him that
he should be at Celine De Bere’s at 10:00.  Peter had
forgotten all about it.

 

Peter left his study and drove round to Celine’s house; he
wanted to arrive early so he could have a word with her before the
police arrived.  On his arrival Celine opened the door; she
looked drawn and somewhat haggard.  She led Peter into her
lounge and they sat down.  Before Peter could speak Celine
wrung her hands.

“You don’t have to be here.  I have no right to ask you.
 I’ve said some wicked things about you because I believed
what Cameron told me, but that’s no excuse.”

 “You have every right to ask me.”  Peter
replied.  “The rest is water under the bridge.”

Celine did not look convinced so Peter asked about the
children.

She looked thoroughly miserable.  

“You know when someone dies you can’t stop still expecting them
to walk through the door; it’s just like that.  I can’t
believe that he’s gone.  I can’t believe that he’s just walked
out of our lives.  No warning, no preamble, no nothing.”

“Are you financially OK?”

She hung her head in her hands.

“I have no idea.  He dealt with all the finances.  I
do know that the house is in his name, but it’s nowhere near paid
for.” 

She started to cry gently and Peter handed her a tissue from a
nearby box.  Peter let her cry; in reality he was completely
at a loss and he knew from experience that in these circumstances
it was better to say nothing rather than spout meaningless
platitudes.  Eventually she wiped her eyes.

“Sorry.  I keep doing that,” she sniffed.

“I don’t think you have anything to be sorry about.”

They sat in silence for a few moments until the doorbell rang.
 Peter opened the door to find a uniformed
policeman. 

“I’m Detective Inspector Hamilton.”

Peter nodded and let him in.

“I was expecting a plain clothes policeman.”

The inspector smiled.

“I have to go to one of those special functions afterwards where
uniform is de rigueur.”

 

Once established in the lounge the Inspector said to Celine, in
a remarkably gentle manner.

“I’m Inspector Hamilton and I’m in charge of your husband’s
case.”

Celine immediately sat up.

“How is he?  Do you think he is guilty?”

“He is as well as can be expected.  As to his guilt, that
is for the courts to decide, but he has given us a full
confession.”

“And you believe him?”  Remarked Peter.

The Inspector smiled.

“His confession aligns with all the facts currently at our
disposal, besides which I think he rather hopes that by returning
the majority of the money promptly he will get a shorter
sentence.”

“So you expect him to go to prison,” Celine said miserably.

“I am afraid he has misled a lot of people and has deliberately
undertaken money transactions that he had no right to do.  So,
yes I would expect a custodial sentence.”

The Inspector looked at Celine.  

“But Cameron made one thing quite clear to us and that is that
you are not involved.  We were pretty sure about that anyway,
but it was nice to hear it from him.  So you are in the
clear.”

 “Is it true he has a mistress in Denmark and that she is
only eighteen?”  Celine said hurriedly.

Inspector Hamilton nodded, “I’m afraid so.”

“How long?  How long has he had a mistress?”

The Inspector looked somewhat uncomfortable and didn’t answer.
 Celine persisted.

“You must know your colleague, the pushy sergeant, said that
he’d been checking up on him for months and months.”

“I’m sorry, I guess it will all come out in the papers, but we
think he has known her for five or six years.”

Celine digested this and looked even more miserable.

“So she was a child when…,” but she could go no further and
broke down in tears.

 “Why now?”  Asked.

“Because she’s eighteen and they planned to get married,” he
turned and faced Celine.  

“I know it’s probably no comfort to you, but she is unaware of
your existence.  She thought that his name was Arnold and that
he was unmarried and lived in London.  It looks like he led
you both up the garden path.”

He stood up and made for the door, he then stopped and looked at
Peter as if for the first time.

“Are you the vicar of St Nathaniel’s?”

Peter nodded.  The Inspector whispered, “May I have a word
outside sir?”

 

Peter followed him out wondering what was coming.  Once
outside the inspector motioned Peter to sit in the car.
 Before he could speak Peter tried to guess.

“There’s more bad news to come for Mrs. De Bere isn’t there
Inspector?”

“Call me Roger.  Off the record, yes there is.  For
starters he’s already said he doesn’t want her or the children to
visit.  There is a good possibility that he was already
married when he married her.  And the Danish police have asked
to question him about his relationship with the lady in
Denmark.”

He paused, “I hope your church is as good as people say it is,
she is going to need an awful lot of support.” 

Peter looked back at the house, everything looked so normal, but
this woman’s world had just fallen apart.

“You wanted to talk to me about something else.”

“Unfortunately, yes.  We tapped their phone for the last
two months.  During her phone conversations, Mrs. De Bere made
certain allegations about your conduct with children.  The
allegations were such that I was duty bound to pass them on to our
pedophilia squad.”

Peter groaned inwardly, would this never go away?

“I’m sure you’ll appreciate that they had no other course of
action but to check you out.  However, I’m glad to say they
gave you a thoroughly clean bill of health.  I just thought
I’d tell you because it’s in the file on this case.”

“Thank you,” said Peter, reaching for the door-handle.

“Just a moment sir, there is something else.”

 

Peter wondered what could possibly be coming next.  Roger
continued, “The case my two colleagues are on has your
predecessors’ signature all over it.”

“I don’t follow.”

“When I was a young constable I worked on the case where we
actually caught him and for which he served time.  Like most
forgers, he’s proud of his work so he puts a hidden signature on
it.  In his case the digits on the note serial numbers always
add up to fifty-eight.  The forged €500 notes we have come
across have six different serial numbers, but they all come to
fifty-eight when you add up the digits.”

Peter had a sinking feeling.

“Couldn’t it be someone else copying his style?”

“I’m afraid not; there are one or two other identifies that I
won’t go into, but we are certain that it is Reggie’s work.
 It has his sense of humor.”

Now Peter was mystified.

“Sense of humor?”

“Besides the €500 notes there has also been a small trickle of
forged £2 coins.  They are easy enough to pick out as they are
dated 1977 and commemorate the Queen’s silver jubilee.”

Peter thought for a moment.

“But the £2 coins were only introduced in the mid-1990s.”

“Not quite true sir.  Henry VII introduced the first one in
1485, but you are right, the current mass-circulated two-metal coin
was introduced in 1997.”

Roger paused.

“I don’t suppose you know of his whereabouts do you sir?”

Peter felt trapped by this simple question.

“I’ve never talked to him.  He had left the church before I
arrived”

The Inspector nodded and Peter asked a tentative question.

“Have you any idea where he is?”

Roger shook his head.

“No concrete leads.  The people we think bankrolled this
particular operation seem to think that he has absconded to the Far
East.”

“And you?”

“I have this funny feeling that he has given all his worldly
goods away and disappeared into a monastery.  That would
certainly align with his psychological profile.”

Roger looked at his watch and Peter took the hint and got out of
the car, as he was leaving the Inspector leant out of his
window.

“Thanks for your help sir and take good care of Mrs. De Bere
won’t you?”

 

As he drove away, Peter had two things on his mind; firstly
Celine De Bere and secondly the bag of £2 coins in his filing
cabinet, and he had no idea what to do about either of them.
 As he was walking back up the garden path to the house his
first problem was partially solved in the form of Sam’s wife Wendy.
 She drove up and parked outside the house and then came and
talked to Peter.  

“How is Celine?”

“Devastated.”

“Do you think she’d appreciate a visit?”

Peter looked at Wendy.

“I think she can do with all the support she can get.  Her
world has just fallen apart and I doubt that much of it will ever
be put together in the same way again.”

Wendy looked a bit embarrassed.

“Lucy, Marjorie and I have been talking on the phone; would you
mind if we tried to give her some support. It’s not that we think
you’re not capable but…”

“But I’m a man,” said Peter, “and currently men have a low
currency with Celine.”

“Something like that.  But to be honest we have no idea
what to do?”

“Just be with her.  Let her talk, cry, scream, whatever.
 Try to get her to look at the positives, she still has her
children and I know she loves them.”

Peter paused, not wanting to break confidences, but eventually
said, “And she may need some more positive support in days to
come.”

But Wendy was no fool.

“You mean she may have to move out of the house.”

Peter shrugged his shoulders and Wendy muttered, “Bastard.”

“Tell the others, but you can call me anytime, day or
night.  Things are usually blackest in the early hours of the
morning.”

Wendy nodded.

“I know – I remember.  Pray for us Peter; pray that we do
the right thing.  And pray for her too; I certainly
shall.”

 

Peter drove home and immediately went into his study and checked
his bag of £2 coins.  As he feared they were all dated 1977.
 One more item to add to his list of things to do, dispose of
a bag full of counterfeit coins.  Peter then drove to Henry
and Caroline’s; as far as his list went this was the one item he
thought could be the most delicate.  Peter rang the doorbell
and to his surprise the ring of the bell was accompanied by two
short barks.  Caroline appeared at the door a few moments
later, by her side was a golden retriever.  Caroline motioned
for Peter to come in.  The twins were in the lounge; sound
asleep in their double baby-buggy.  She signed, “I went to the
shops; it’s a shame to wake them.”

Peter asked, “How are they?”

“Fine, the community nurse says they are doing fine.”

“And how are you?”

She smiled her dazzling smile, “I’m fine too, I little tired
sometimes, but otherwise fine.”

“And Henry?”

She grinned.

“Proud as a peacock, but shattered.  He wakes up if they so
much as gurgle in their sleep.  Of course I never hear a
thing, so he gets up in the night and only wakes me if he has to.
 I think he’s finding it very tiring, but he’d have it no
other way.”

Peter looked at the dog, “nice dog.  I didn’t know you had
a dog.”

She leant over and ruffled the dog’s fur.

“He’s Rufus, a hearing dog for the deaf.  I’ve always
resisted having one as I could cope alone. But if Henry is out the
dog tells me if Rebekah or Loranah are awake, or in trouble.
 Henry also tells me that he barks if someone rings the bell
to let them know they have been heard; if I happen to be resting
and don’t notice the lights flash he comes and nuzzles me.”

They talked generalities a little more and it occurred to Peter
that Caroline and Henry had not talked about baptizing the
children, but he decided it was early days yet.  Eventually
Caroline frowned.

“Is this just a social call, or have you an ulterior
motive?”

Peter was quite for a moment, and then signed.

“I have a problem, and I don’t want to cause you any offence,
but the Mothers and Toddlers have moved out of my house into the
church…”

Peter paused to consider how to continue when Caroline
laughed.

“And now my mural on your lounge wall is an embarrassment
because Jo wants to paint the lounge like a normal lounge.”

Peter nodded and replied.

“But you and your friends went to a great deal of trouble over
my lounge and I don’t want you to think that I am ungrateful.
 I also don’t want your friends to think that I no longer want
it because of their living arrangements.”

Caroline smiled.

“You mean because of their sexuality?”

Peter nodded, well aware that he was in danger of grievously
insulting Caroline and her friends.

Caroline gave her funny cackling laugh again.

“If I was Jo, I’d want to paint it over. I’d want to paint the
whole house in my colours and lay my carpets and fill it with my
furniture.”

Peter nodded.  

“The painters move in tomorrow.  I was fortunate I found a
decorating business that had just lost a major contract and had
some men available.”

Caroline leant over and ruffled the dog again, and then she
signed.

“I don’t mind, I honestly don’t mind, and I am sure the others
will understand.”

Peter relaxed, and Caroline signed.

“Has George had a word with you?”

“No, what about?”

“He asked me to consider painting some Bible scenes on the top
half of the glass screens between the church and the north aisle.
 He also said that for health and safety reasons the lower
portions of the screens ought to be painted as well to prevent
children running into them, he suggested a selection of children’s
characters.  Will you do it?”

Caroline paused, then signed.

“I don’t know.  I can’t really do it all by myself and my
friends won’t set foot in the church.”

Peter signed.

“Because of their sexuality?”

“Because of the church’s attitude towards them.”

Peter remembered Cameron’s remarks when he saw them in his house
and he was at a loss for words.  Caroline then said to him in
her precisely enunciated speech.

“Your face says it all Peter, are you sad because they are the
way they are?”

“No, I am sad that the church can be so unwelcoming.”

Caroline gave him a peculiar look.

You would have no objections to them working in the church?”

“None at all.”

Then Peter was taken totally of guard as she continued.

“What if I was to ask you if you would accept them as
Godparents.”

“Are they baptized?”

“All of them. Millie, Geraldine and Tammy have also been
confirmed, but that was before they came out.”

Peter was caught in a quandary, when Caroline said.

“They are the best and closest friends I have Peter.  If
Henry and I died tomorrow, I would trust any one of them to bring
up Rebekah and Loranah; I would also rest assured that they would
be brought up in the knowledge of the love of God.”

Peter smiled.

“Then you can ask no more of anyone, yes have them all if you
want to.”

“I do; Millie, Geraldine and Patricia for Rebekah, and
Josephine, Susan and Tammy for Loranah.  Henry wants Sam as
Godfather to Rebekah and Tom for Loranah.

“When?”

Caroline shook her head.

“Let me ask them first.”

“How does Henry feel about it?”

She grinned like a child.

“It was his suggestion.  We talked about having them
baptized, but I was hesitant about the choice of Godmothers and
kept putting the decision off.  Henry guessed the reason.”

At that moment Peter’s organizer beeped an alarm in his pocket.
 Normally with Caroline this would have made no difference,
but Rufus sat up and barked, – two short barks.  Caroline gave
the dog a quizzical look and Peter caught her attention and showed
her his organizer.  

“Another appointment?”  She queried.

“I’m meeting Jo to buy a wedding ring.”

She smiled.

“I think her engagement earring is a wonderful idea. I know that
you will be happy together, both of you have hearts full of
love.”

 

Peter drove down to the town centre and then walked to Jo’s
shop.  He walked in and almost stopped dead; Daphne had gone
red, well cerise to be exact.  She was wearing red shoes, a
red dress, red nail-varnish and had red hair.  All the reds
were exactly the same shade.  In addition she had a red
necklace, red bangle, red earrings, red lipstick and red eyebrows.
 The effect was overwhelming, almost like meeting an animated
post-box.  Daphne virtually ran towards him and kissed him on
both cheeks; she smelt of roses (red roses?)  The words
tumbled out.

“It’s wonderful you and Jo, I am so happy for you.  I’ve
never been a matron of honour before.  Jo says I can wear
yellow, it is absolutely my favourite colour.”  

She then disappeared into the back of the shop obviously
intending to fetch Jo.  A few moments later a well dressed
young woman appeared from the back and walked out of the shop; she
was followed by an even younger woman who was wearing white sports
clothing.  She came forward to the middle of the floor, put
her hands on her hips.

“Read the sign bozo – we don’t do men.”

Peter was quite taken aback and said, rather unconvincingly he
felt, that he was not here to be done, but to see Jo.”

She looked at him in a disparaging manner.

“And why would she want to see you?”

“Because I’m her fiancé.”

Her whole demeanor changed.

“So you’re Peter, the one she’s always mooning over.”

Thankfully Jo then appeared from the rear of the shop and came
over and kissed Peter.

“Come on Janice, leave him alone,” she said happily.  “He’s
quite harmless.”

They went out of the shop and across the alleyway and into Mr.
Hudson’s Jewelry shop.  Mr. Hudson turned out to be a medium
built, grey haired man with a happy looking face.  He too
offered congratulations and pulled out a tray of wedding rings
without being asked.  As Jo looked at them Peter noticed him
looking at her ruby earring.  He reached out and touched her
ear to have a good look, then nodded.

“Nice piece that, especially as it matches her ring.”

He looked at Peter.

“Since you bought Jo the pair I’ve tried the market out and
paired up some engagement rings with one or two matching
earrings.”

“Any joy?” asked Peter.

“Unbelievable, I can’t put them together fast enough.  The
best line seems to be one earring to match the engagement ring.
 I think so far I have sold six sets and passed three of them
onto Jo to have their ear pierced at the top here.  Two other
customers have seen Jo wearing hers and come in for a similar
set.  Business has never been so good!”

Jo pointed to two very plain gold rings, in fact the simplest
style on display; Peter thought they were a great choice.  Mr.
Hudson gave her the small one and she tried it on, almost on as it
was slightly too small.  Mr. Hudson measured their fingers and
made some notes.

“How much?” asked Peter.

“Nothing.”

Jo opened her mouth to protest, but Mr. Hudson got in first.

“Let it be my wedding present.  I’ve known you since you
opened the shop and would hardly say boo to a goose.  I would
be more than proud to give you these rings as a gift.”

 “Blast!” said Jo.  “I should have chosen more
expensive ones.”

And they all laughed.

 

Peter then took Jo into town and to his bank to open a joint
bank account.

“There’s no need for this Peter,” she protested, but Peter was
adamant.  

“You said that you would arrange the honeymoon, and you have all
the chattels to buy for the wedding and the reception.  It all
costs money and I can’t expect you to bear the cost, even in the
short term.”

So they opened the account and Peter had ₤15,000 transferred
into it.  Once outside the bank Jo protested again.

“£15000.  There is no way I’ll even approach that.”

Peter smiled.

“Don’t forget you also want to choose carpets, curtains and
apparently such luxuries as a dining table.”

So they walked arm in arm back towards the shop.  When
outside Jo suddenly became serious.

“Peter it seems that your making all the sacrifices.
 You’re changing your house, your accepting Danielle, your…
”

Peter gave her a hug.

“And you’re giving up your independence and the thing you
treasure most, your anonymity.  You won’t be able to sit at
the back of the church anymore and creep out quietly; you’ll be the
vicar’s wife – on show and often buttonholed to try and influence
me.”

“Oh that’s started already,” she said. “Mrs. Jones collared me
on Sunday morning and asked me to try and influence you to
re-introduce sung Eucharist.”

“What did you say?”

“I told her to speak to you herself and that I did not intend to
get caught up in church politics.”

Peter laughed.

“How did she take that?”

“Surprisingly well.  She said that she was sure I would
make an excellent vicar’s wife as I had that diplomatic touch.”

 

After leaving Jo at the shop Peter went back home for his Monday
meeting with Charmian.  She was still elated about being
ordained priest and the church’s response to her.  She told
Peter all about the ordination retreat and some of the problems the
other curates were having, and then put her head on one side.

“Do you see me as a threat?  Some of the other curates seem
to have trouble convincing their incumbents that they don’t want to
undermine them.”

 “No, I don’t see you as a threat,” Peter replied
gently.  “Perhaps that’s because I have learned to hang
lightly onto my position as vicar, but for some they see it as a
stepping stone to higher things and they don’t want black marks in
their file.”  Peter paused, “But beware, there are members of
the congregation who will unintentionally, or intentionally, try to
use you if they disagree with what I am doing.  Don’t get
drawn in to taking sides, or leading some campaign or other;
concentrate on developing your ministry and trying out new ideas
while you can.”

She was quiet for a moment before she answered.

“When I first arrived here I went to Jane’s and cried my heart
out.  Remember ‘Not a high church. Not a clergy couple. Not
staying here. Not a team ministry.’?”

Peter nodded; Charmian continued.

“I thought I’d hate it here, but I resolved to endure it.
 Jane found me crying and I poured my heart out to her.
 She said that Felburgh would grow on me and that you were not
a pushover, but you were compassionate and kind.  That’s all
proved to be true and it seems to be working out beyond my wildest
expectations.”

“I’m glad.”  He paused.  “Actually I have a favour to
ask of you.”

Charmian looked at him.

“I’d like you to marry Jo and me.”

Charmian was totally surprised.

“I thought you’d ask Jane, she seems to know you very well.”

Peter shook his head.

“I can’t ask Jane for personal reasons.”

Charmian considered this, and then the penny dropped, she
blurted out, “She’s the J in your Bible isn’t she?”

Peter nodded.

“Please don’t spread that around, it wouldn’t be fair on Jane or
Jo.  It was all a long time ago and in another place.”

Charmian laughed.

“When I was at theological college I resolved that I would never
marry a divorced person, but like many of my preconceptions, that
has been blown out of the water.  I’d be honoured to officiate
at your wedding, you do realize that this will be my first wedding
and I’ll probably get the forms all wrong!”

After the meeting Peter went to see Dan.  He found him at
his home saying goodbye to a young girl and her mother.  He
smiled at Peter.

“Always make the mother stay, that way there are no
misunderstandings.”

He took Peter into his back room and on the way Peter passed his
lounge, in it were two grand pianos interleaved like ying and yang,
and an old upright piano.  In the back room was a harmonium as
well as a three piece suite. After a few pleasantries and a
discussion about the next Sunday service Peter tried for a winning
smile.

 “Dan I would like to ask you a favour,” he said cautiously
still remembering Dan’s rebuff at their first meeting.  “I
know that you don’t normally play at weddings, but I wondered if
you would play at mine.”

Dan’s face was set in stone.

“Jack normally plays at weddings.”

“I know, but I hoped that we had developed respect for one
another, and anyway you are a better organist.”

Dan went quiet and huffed.

“I have my reasons for not playing at weddings.  I’m sorry
Peter but I don’t think I could; it’s not you or Jo, I tend to
breakdown at weddings.”

Peter did not know how to respond and was about to say some
inconsequential nonsense when Dan spoke again.

“I was engaged once, but we never finished the wedding.
 She turned up at the church door and then had second
thoughts. The vicar took me outside to talk to her, she said that
she did love me, but knew that the marriage would be a disaster for
both of us.”

Dan looked at Peter with sadness in his eyes.

“She knew what I had never voiced, that I am not
heterosexual.”

He paused to study Peter’s reaction.

“Homosexual would probably be putting it a bit strong.  On
the scale from heterosexual to homosexual I am somewhere on the
margins, asexual would probably be a better descriptor.  But
she was right in that I am not a passionate man as far as women are
concerned; I certainly would not have been able to give her the
love she needed.  After the fiasco of the wedding I ran away,
really.  I moved to another job, but really I ran away.
 I worked at the St Cedd School for Girls until they decided
to go co-educational eight years ago; I retired then and have
taught privately even since, but as you saw when you came in I am
always careful.”

Dan eyed Peter again.

“And in case you are worried, I do not fancy David.  I
enjoy his presence and his enthusiasm for the pipe organ, it
reminds me of my youth, but I do not fancy him.  In fact I
think he has a young lady who works with your intended.”

Dan twisted his hands together

“So I find weddings difficult.  I see other people who fall
in love and care, really care, for one another when throughout my
life I have never really loved anyone, or wanted to.  Weddings
remind me of what’s missing in my life, that’s why I never play at
them.”

“Are you frightened of your sexuality?” Asked Peter quietly.

Dan shook his head.

“I was once, directly after the wedding that wasn’t.  I was
afraid that I was a homosexual, which is why I went to a girl’s
school.  But I had a friend there called Gordon; he revealed
to me one night that he was a homosexual and talked of his various
liaisons.  I realized then that somehow I am betwixt and
between, neither homosexual nor heterosexual.  Neither hot nor
cold.”

Peter picked up on the scriptural reference.

“And are you worried that God will spew you out of his
mouth?”

Dan nodded.  Peter reached out and touched the back of his
hand.

“My God doesn’t work like that.”

Dan looked downcast.

“I try my best Peter, I know the theory, that God loves
everyone, but somehow just as I find it impossible to love a person
I find it just as impossible to know what loving God means.”

“But you play the organ with such passion.”

Dan gave a slow smile.

“It’s when I come alive.  Once I sit at the keyboard and
generate that wonderful sound I feel alive, the rest of the time I
am just…”  He searched for the words, “Just devoid of
emotion.”

“But when you play the organ in church, who are you playing
for?”

“God.  I only play to please him; that’s the one thing I
can offer him, it’s the only time I feel able to accept his love
for me.”

“Then keep playing.”  Said Peter.

Dan shifted slightly in his seat.

“Do you think it is too late for me to go for counseling?
 The other day I realized that my parents never showed that
they loved me.  I can’t remember my mother hugging me, I don’t
know maybe they didn’t love me.  In any case I started
wondering if their lack of love had rubbed off on me and whether or
not my lack of love was a hereditary genetic flaw or not.”

“It’s never too late, but it won’t be easy.”  Peter
replied.

“I know that, but I have to know. Peter will you pray for
me?”

Peter spent some time in prayer with Dan and then left for
home.

 

As soon as Peter got home he took Aquinas for a walk.  On
his way out of the garden he stopped and talked with Albert.
 Samantha was coming to visit during the summer, but she was
going to stay with a friend in Glumburgh so would not need the use
of the studio flat.  Peter then walked Aquinas to the Felburgh
Creek enjoying the fine weather and getting his mind round the next
items on his list.  He was deep into thinking about who to
have as best man when the Major waylaid him.  Since the
incident over his wooing of Jo, the Major had been a changed man.
 He had been true to his word and had been making obvious
attempts to examine his so-called certainties.  The Major bent
down and ruffled Aquinas head, Peter noticed that Aquinas did not
object, but neither did he wag his tail.  The Major
harrumphed.

“Glad to have spotted you Peter, have you got a minute?”

“Of course, but we will have to walk as we talk, I don’t want to
stop on this part of the promenade, the golf course just over the
sea wall may be too tempting for Aquinas.”

So they walked and talked, eventually the Major harrumphed
again.

“There’s something I want to sound you out about.”

“Sound away.”

By now they had reached the far end of the promenade and had
passed the golf course, so they sat down on a bench.  The
Major said, somewhat hesitantly.

“We had a health and safety review of the church recently and
two matters stick in my mind.  Firstly the glass screens
between the church and the side aisle.  When we put them in we
considered frosted glass, but went for plain glass as it was both
cheaper and, we thought, more practical.  However, over the
past two years we’ve had two people walk into them and if the
Mothers and Toddlers are to continue in the church a child could
run into the glass.”

Peter smiled inwardly; he thought he knew what was coming.
 The Major ploughed on.

“When I saw your lounge I started thinking, and I wondered if we
could do something similar with the screens.”

“Like Bible scenes on the upper panes and Children’s pictures on
the lower ones?” said Peter, wanting to put the Major out of his
misery.

“Exactly, however there is a but.”

Peter echoed, “A but?”

“I don’t think Caroline will attempt the paintings without the
help of her friends, I’m not surprised really as she has only just
had the twins.”

“How is that a but?” asked Peter.

The Major squirmed on the bench.

“But I have probably offended the ladies in question in the
past.”

“So what’s the solution?”

 “With your permission I would like to personally go and
ask the ladies if they will support Caroline in the endeavour.”

The Majors face said it all and Peter did his best not to
smile.

“You mean enter the lions den.”

“Lionesses,” said the Major, “one has to be politically
correct.”

Peter chuckled.

“I think that the idea of the paintings is a good one, and I
think your idea of seeing the ladies is also commendable.”

The Major squirmed again.

“I think I would rather face a line of charging buffalo, but I
think it is the right thing to do.”

“Then go ahead.  And the other item?”

The Major looked even more apprehensive.

“The Grand Piano has got wood-worm.  It’s not as grand as
it looks and it has a wooden frame, it’s riddled.  We’ve had
to move it out of the church to prevent the worm spreading to the
pews.”

The Major paused, and then launched into his obviously
pre-prepared spiel.

“It’s been suggested that we replace it with one of those new
digital keyboards as it would provide a larger repertoire of sounds
than we have currently available.”

The Major paused for breath and Peter butted in.

“What does Dan think of this?”

“Actually it’s his suggestion; apparently young David is
thinking of buying a small keyboard and he took Dan with him to a
exhibition of keyboards in Ipswich.  Dan found this top of the
range keyboard and fell in love with it.”

The Major paused

 “Mind you it doesn’t come cheap.”

“How much,” said Peter.  “And since when has money been a
problem at St Nathaniel’s?”

The Major made his harrumph noise.

“Somewhere in the region of £25,000.”

He must have seen the look on Peter’s face for he rapidly
continued.

“That includes the entire speaker system, a five year guarantee
and a week’s tuition for two organists at the companies training
centre.”

“Where’s that,” said Peter, “Sydney?”

“No, Paris – but the tuition is in English.”

Peter laughed.

“Bring it to the Church Council; I am not opposed to the idea,
but I would be if it is only ever going to be used as a piano or
pipe-organ.”

The Major relaxed.  Peter asked quietly.

“How’s Freddy?” and the Major stiffened up again.

The Major looked at Peter.

“He is being as despicable as ever.  Do you know I
sometimes rue the day we had him; he’s been nothing but trouble.
 We brought him up exactly that same as our other children,
but it’s as if he was rotten the day he was born.”

The Major paused, and then glanced at Petr and looked away.

“I sometimes wonder if it’s a sort of divine retribution on
me.”

“Why would God want to do that?”  Peter asked gently.

The Major squirmed again.

“For the upset I caused Bessie.  You must have noticed that
our second daughter is not like the others?”

Peter tried to picture them, but he had met them so infrequently
that nothing came to mind.  He shook his head.

“Number two is not Bessie’s, the brown eyes are a dead
give-away.  I had a fling when I was stationed in Italy.
 I have no idea what possessed me, I had a beautiful wife and
child and believe me I love Bessie dearly, but somehow I found
myself having an affair with this Italian socialite.  Not that
I’m making any excuses, the fault was all mine.  The whole
thing was foolish in the extreme, the girl even had a steady
boyfriend the whole time we had our affair, in any case it only
lasted seven days before I came to my senses.  I’d already
confessed to Bessie when the girl told me that she was pregnant.
 It was plain from the start that she didn’t want the baby,
but she was a catholic and abortion was out of the question.
 The long and the short of it is that Bessie suggested that as
the Father I gain custody of the child.  When Mirabelle was
two Bessie finally managed to get adoption papers signed in the
Italian courts, so she was legally her parent.  Bessie’s been
marvelous, I don’t deserve her, she bought up Mirabelle exactly the
same as the other two girls.  Then we had Freddy and I thought
my joy was complete; a boy at last and all that, but he’s a rotten
egg.  The list is endless: bullying when he was seven,
shoplifting when he was nine, expelled from Junior school when he
was eleven, can you imagine that, being expelled from a junior
school?  When he was sixteen I caught him trying to get a
thirteen-year-old to have sex with him for a pair of tickets to a
pop concert; he is just contemptible.  And it is not as if we
haven’t tried, but nothing seems to work.  Even the family
psychiatrist unit said that he seemed to be irredeemable. 
They said that he would have to want to change or see a good reason
for altering his behaviour, but that apparently he actually liked
being bad.” 

Peter considered this.

“I don’t believe that God plays about with us as some sort of
pawns on a cosmic chess board.  He just enfolds us in his arms
when the going gets tough.”

The Major nodded.

“Freddy might be rotten, but I’ve found great comfort in God
whatever the little shit has thrown at us.”

“Has his wife gone back to him?”

“No, and I’m actually glad that she’s seen sense.”

“Where is she now?”

“She and the children have moved in with us.  We’ve got the
space and somehow I feel responsible for them.”

Peter raised an eyebrow.

“It might not be good if you’re having them out of a sense of
guilt.”

The Major looked shocked.

“Not guilt, love.  I don’t feel guilty even if it is my son
that’s let them down, but I do love them.”

“What does Bessie think of all this?”

The Major smiled.

“She’s like a pig in muck, loving every minute of it and coping
marvelously as usual.”  He sighed, “And to think I nearly
didn’t marry her.”

Peter asked, “What changed your mind?”

The Major gazed out over the sea and replied flatly.

“A Cambodian bullet and a dose of common sense.”

 

The Major looked at Peter and could see that he was making no
sense.

“I was brought up in Felburgh, not here at the Creek but out in
the rural hinterland.”  He explained.  “My father had
been in the Army and my mother came from an army family.  It
was all different round here then, we still had the railway and the
fish factory was the main place of employment if you did not
farm.”

“Railway?” said Peter, “I didn’t know that Felburgh once had a
railway.”

“It was a spur line off of the route from London to Lowestoft;
it went directly to the fish factory.”

He paused and Peter was sorry that he had interrupted, then the
Major picked up the threads.

“Somehow I knew that I would go in the Army, my parents never
forced me into it, my father even made me visit the RAF recruiting
office, but it was the army for me.  But we are talking about
the late 1950s and the government was reducing the armed services,
not increasing them and I had to wait. So I got a job in the office
at the fish-factory; my father said it would help me to learn about
men and organizing men.  Bessie worked there on the factory
floor as a fish-gutter.  She’d left school at fifteen and
worked there for two years when I arrived.  Much to my
father’s disapproval we courted on and off for a couple of years
and then I got a place at Sandhurst.  The day the letter
arrived my father took me into his study and told me that if I was
going to Sandhurst then I’d better forget about Bessie.  He
called her uneducated, uncouth, of working class parentage and of
low intelligence and said she would be a mill-stone around my neck
and hinder my career if I married her.  When I told Bessie of
my place at Sandhurst she said more or less the same thing.
 She told me that she had enjoyed going out with me and that
she thought she probably loved me, but officers don’t have
fish-gutters for wives.”

He paused and made his harrumph noise.

“I joined up and four years later I was seconded to the French
Foreign Legion for a tour of duty.  I had been home on and off
and had seen Bessie once or twice for a drink, but there was a
barrier between us, I suppose it was a barrier of social
expectation.  When out in Cambodia I was shot.  I tell
you it is a salutary experience being shot; you don’t expect it,
you’re quite happy to shoot at others, but don’t expect to be hit
yourself.  The first bullet went clean through me and missed
my heart by a few millimeters; the second hit me in the shoulder
and a third in the rump.  The French had a field hospital
close by and they patched me up and I was airlifted to full army
hospital.  I was there for about a week and then airlifted to
an American aircraft carrier and later to the hospital at
Gibraltar. Finally I arrived home still unwell.  My shoulder
healed nicely and all I’ve got on my bottom is a nasty scar, but my
right lung kept collapsing and just would not seem to heal, by the
time I arrived home I could not walk more than a hundred years or
so without having to stop.  Bessie was still working in the
fish-factory doing the same job and as far as I know going out with
no-one.  We got back together and …you know the rest of the
story.”

The Major got up to go, but then sat down again.

“We’ve never advertised the fact that Mirabelle is not Bessie’s
daughter.  I would be grateful if… ”

Peter held up his hand.

“Not a word, priestly confidentiality and all that.  But
does Mirabelle know?”

“Of course, she’s even met her biological mother twice.
 Anna and Greta also know, but somehow we’ve never got round
to telling Freddy and it’s now become an agreed secret in the
family.  Freddy would only try and use the information to his
own ends and none of us want that.”

Peter walked home.  As he walked he had a long discussion
with God.  Peter arrived home early evening; as he passed the
churchyard he could see Jennifer patiently working her way through
the undergrowth in the walled tomb and he gave her a casual wave.
 Once home Peter had a quick cup of coffee and fed Aquinas;
then he drove to Mark’s.  

 

When he arrived Mark was obviously not at home as his old motor
bike was not propped up against the cottage wall.  He stopped
outside the house wondering what to do when Lucy opened the door
and gave him a wave; Peter turned off the engine and opened the
door.  Lucy walked up the him

“If you’re after Mark, he will be home soon; he rang to say that
he’d be back from the yard in about half an hour, why don’t you
come in and wait?”

Peter did so, and was soon ensconced in their little living room
while Lucy made a cup of tea.

“Mark wouldn’t have wanted to miss you” said Lucy as she entered
the room with two cups of tea and a huge slice of lemon
sponge.  “And I wouldn’t want him to miss you either, he’s
been much more settled since you came, I’m glad you’ve hit it
off.”

“I popped over to ask him to be my best man, do you think he
would?”

Lucy gave a huge smile, “I’m sure he will, he’ll be thrilled;
but get him to agree first before he realises that he’ll have to
give a speech!”

“And how are you?” asked Peter as he tried to wade through the
cake.

“Grateful to God for every new day” she replied
spontaneously.

Peter kept quiet sure that there was more to come, but in any
case his mouth was full of the cake, which had that special
consistency that causes it to stick on the inside of the
mouth.  Eventually Lucy relaxed into her chair.

 “I suppose Marks told you about his trawler sinking and
about us, but I bet he’s only told half the story.   He
was born a fisherman, I was born into a family of solicitors. 
Dad was a solicitor and mum was a solicitor.  They met when
Dad joined the practice mum worked for and after seeing each other
for six years decided it would be sensible to get married. 
I’m not saying that they didn’t love one another in their own way,
but there seemed to be no great passion.  As I grew up I
decided I didn’t want a marriage like that.  I was the middle
child of three girls, my older sister had the looks and whatever
she wore she looked like a film star.  My younger sister had
the brains; she got five a-levels without even trying and a double
first at Oxford, in law of course.  Somehow I felt I missed
out on both looks and brains, but I knew I wanted to nurse even
though my parents said it was a demeaning occupation; perhaps
because my parents said it was unsuitable, who knows?

 

“Anyway I started training at Ipswich, and in my final year met
Mark.  By then I had been chatted up by just about every
doctor and red blooded male in the hospital.  Mark was
different; he was quiet, polite and clearly ill at ease in the
presence of women.  I fell in love with him, not the slow
falling in love of the movies, but passionately in love very
quickly.  My parents were apoplectic with rage, they kept
saying that they hadn’t paid for my private education just for me
to marry an out of work fisherman, but I knew Mark was the man for
me.  I would have married him one month after we started going
out, but it took him two years to ask me, and we were engaged for a
year while he got the money together so we could live in our own
home.  We had two idyllic years with us both working at the
hospital, and then he lost his job.  They had cutbacks imposed
due to lack of funds and said that some staff just had to go, both
doctors and nurses were in short supply so it was the ancillary
staff that took the brunt of the cuts.  Mark decided to go
back to sea.

 

“It meant a tremendous upheaval.  Mark was away for a
couple of weeks, and then home for a few days.  We
coped.  I dare say we could have settled into that routine,
except that the Felburgh Castle, Mark’s sister ship, sank with all
hands.  Mark was shattered at the loss of his companions, but
somehow seemed to reconcile this with the dangers of fishing. 
When he went back to sea I saw the carnage in the families left
behind.  One of the wives attempted suicide; two were
prescribed anti-depressants.  There were also six children now
fatherless and as far as I could see little support, no real
compensation and a bleak future.  I started to notice every
article in the papers about trawlers; men lost overboard, boats
lost, serious injuries and the general toll on the men’s health and
well being.  I couldn’t bear the thought of loosing Mark and I
guess I made his life hell.  I remember once holding on to his
ankles and screaming ‘don’t go, don’t go, you wouldn’t go if you
loved me!’  But he always went, he said he didn’t know any
other way of supporting us.  In the end I left him.  I
convinced myself that he loved the sea more than me and I left
him.”

She paused and drank a little tea.

 

“I moved back to the nurses home in Ipswich and buried myself in
my work.  I went on any training course they would let me go
on, worked extra shifts and moonlighted as a pool nurse at a
private nursing home.  I was as miserable as sin, as bitchy as
hell and gained a reputation for being prickly and volatile. 
I lived like that for seven years and then one dark and stormy
night I went on shift and they said a crew member from a racing
yacht was being helicoptered in and they wanted a senior nurse on
standby.  Just before he arrived the helicopter crew radioed
in to say he was in a bad way and we might need a crash team on the
helipad.  I couldn’t believe it when they wheeled Mark in
through the door.  We ran out of writing space when trying to
list his injuries, it was obvious the registrar on duty didn’t
think he would live.  I broke etiquette; I tried to remain
professional, but I broke etiquette.  I bleeped the senior
accident consultant and the surgical registrar before we’d even
finished the preliminary examination.  I don’t know to this
day how he survived.  I do know that at the end of my shift I
ran to the chapel and pleaded to God for his life.  I prayed
like I had never prayed before, and somehow when I had finished I
knew, I just knew God had heard me.”

 

“As you know he did survive, and despite all my intentions I
fell back in love with him, probably in all truth I never fell out
of love with him.  It took a year for him to recover fully, or
rather get fit despite of his new limitations.  He still has
steel pins in his legs and severe irritation in his right eye
socket.  Then, just as I was beginning to think we could make
a fresh start, he said he was going back to sea and had found a
berth.  If he had beaten me for a week I couldn’t have been
more hurt.  I went back to my nurses flat and thought that I
would rather die than go through all that again.  Next day he
appeared on my doorstep carrying a bunch of tulips, before I could
say anything he said ‘I’ve been a fool, you know I’ve been a fool
and now God’s told me I’ve been a fool.  I’m not going to sea,
I’ve got a land job and I want to live the rest of my life with
you’.  The rest as they say is history.”

Lucy sat back in her armchair and smiled.  Then she leant
forward.

“But there are probably two things Mark hasn’t told you, he
can’t bring himself to talk about either.  Five years ago I
found a lump in my breast and it was diagnosed as cancer.  My
mum had died from breast cancer, and my elder sister had had a bad
scare so somehow I was not surprised.  I had a double
mastectomy and chemotherapy for six months; then radiotherapy and a
second round of chemotherapy.  Mark nursed my through it
all.  Whenever I needed him he was there.  I also know
that every time I was in the hospital and he couldn’t be with me he
was in the chapel praying for me.  I could not have asked for
a better husband.”

Lucy fell silent and Peter did not disturb her silence for some
time.  Finally she spoke.

“I’ve been clear now for three years, but I still thank God for
every new day.”

 “And the second thing?” Peter said quietly.

Lucy shrugged her shoulders.

“We’re not married.  When I left him all those years ago I
was so mad I filed for divorce and he did not contest it.  I
know he says that we renewed our marriage vows, what he means is we
burnt our divorce papers, it’s not quite the same thing is it!”

“Would you like to get re-married” Peter queried.

“You bet, but Mark is embarrassed.  He knows that everyone
at St Cedd’s thinks were married and he would want to admit that
we’ve just been living together all these years while he has been
verger.”

“Suppose I could arrange a quiet no publicity marriage, would
you go for it?”

“Oh yes” Lucy replied quickly, “and if you could do it on
September 27th it would be even better, that’s our wedding
anniversary, or should I say our non-wedding anniversary.”

They both laughed.  Just then they heard a motor bike pull
up and Lucy gave Peter a worried look.  “Don’t worry”, said
Peter “I shan’t mention our conversation to Mark.”

“Thanks”

Mark came in looking tired.  He flopped into the one
remaining armchair.

“Have you finished the job?” asked Lucy.

Mark nodded, and said to Peter, “one of the tugs developed a
engine fault.  Trouble is you have to work on them until they
are back at sea.  I started on the blooming thing yesterday
lunch-time.”

Peter was incredulous, “and you’ve worked nearly thirty hours
non-stop?”

Mark gave a sheepish grin, “not quite, we had to wait for some
spare to be delivered so I grabbed a few hours sleep in the
office.”

“I’ll get your tea,” Lucy said, “and then it’s off to bed – no
arguments.” She then went to the kitchen.

Peter made sure Lucy was out of earshot.

“Two things.  Firstly, check your bag of pound coins that
they don’t all have the same date, my bag of coins were
forgeries.”

Mark waved a hand dismissively.

“Too late, I’ve already given them to the Salvation Army.”

Peter rolled his eyes.

“And would you be my best man?”

Mark sat bolt upright.

“Me?”

“You.”

Mark gave a slow smile.

“Of course.  I mean I’d love to.  When’s the
wedding?”

“Just under four week’s time.”

Mark gave him a peculiar look.

“Not hanging about are we?”

Peter laughed.

“Jo says that she can see no point in waiting and frankly
neither can I.”

Peter paused.

“So you’ll do it?”

Mark nodded.

“Who’s doing the wedding, the Bishop or Jane?”

“Neither, I’ve asked Charmian to officiate.”

Mark pondered this fact.

“I’m surprised, but flattered, that you’ve asked me, I thought
that you’d ask the Major.”

Peter grinned from ear to ear and shook his head, “No chance.
 And can you imagine a speech by George?  He’d bore us to
death.”

Again Mark sat bolt upright.

“Speech!  O crickey.  A speech!”

 

Peter left Mark and Lucy’s and drove to Jo’s, arriving dead on
eight o’ clock.  Jo let him in, “Cutting it fine aren’t we?
 I know I said dinner would be at eight, but I thought you
might come just a little bit earlier!”

He gave her a kiss.

“Sorry, it’s been a peculiar day, everybody I meet wants to give
me their life story.”

“Do you find it wears you down?”

Peter held her in his arms.

“No I find it a privilege and other people’s lives always seem
more interesting than mine.  At least they did until I met
you.”

Jo untangled herself from his arms and went over to the galley
kitchen.

“Where’s Danielle?”

Jo inspected the small oven.

“You don’t want to know.  She’s over at Louise’s; their
plotting murals.”

She glanced at Peter.

“Don’t worry she is due any moment now, so we’ll have our
chaperone.”

The rest of the evening was spent eating and talking.  The
more time he spent with them the more Peter realized how much he
loved Jo, but he also became acutely aware how little he understood
of teenage culture.  It seemed that Jo had to explain to Peter
virtually every other phrase of Danielle’s.  However, he
supposed that it is never too late to increase one’s
vocabulary.










Chapter 20
Knots


Peter had been told by many wedding couples that the run up to
their wedding seemed to fly by; one moment it was weeks away, the
next it was upon them.  He had imagined that this was pure
fantasy, but he found that it had in it a grain of truth.  The
days did indeed seem to fly by.  The decorators came and went;
the carpets and curtains all miraculously appeared; as did a new
three piece suite and a dining table, complete with its attendant
chairs; and, from somewhere, a double bed that was hard on one side
and soft on the other.  Fortunately for Peter it was the
summer and the church life at St Nathaniel’s, like most churches,
seemed to pause to take breath.  The Monday before the
climactic day Peter was contemplating his list of things to do.
 Fortunately most of them he had done.  The St Cedd
Benevolent Fund had been closed, but not without a minor drama.
 Peter had found the same bored bank clerk who had opened the
account and passed across a mandate signed by all three of them to
close the account.  However, they had forgotten the small
matter of interest and the account still had some £1800 in it.
 Peter had hit upon a simple solution he asked the clerk which
charity he would give it to.  The man had answered “Cathod,
for their work in Cambodia.”  Peter duly signed a cheque and
gave it to him to pass on; he called it the man’s interest on his
initial penny deposit when they opened the account.  Peter was
quite certain that the clerk thought he was as mad as a hatter, but
he took the cheque all the same.  Peter had also managed to
dispose of the £2 coins; they now lay safely at the bottom of the
local reservoir.  However, Peter still had two items on his
list.  He still had to buy a wedding present for Jo and he was
still trying to help Celine untangle Cameron’s deceitful web.
 Inspector Hamilton’s words had proved to be prophetic;
Cameron had committed bigamy when marrying Celine and the mortgage
company was repossessing the house.  To add insult to injury
Celine had also discovered that their joint account was virtually
empty, and that her personal savings account had been drained
without her knowledge.  Her solicitor doubted that she would
have any successful redress against Cameron without a long and
costly argument; she had already given the idea up as lost.
 On the positive side Wendy, Marjorie and Lucy had been
wonderful; without their support, and that of other church members,
Peter doubted that Celine would have coped.  Peter had tried
to get a small cottage on the Felburgh estate for Celine and the
children, but Freddy was, to say the least, unhelpful.
 Finally Harriet and Bunty had badgered the council into
renting them one the old barrack houses.  It was not a perfect
solution, but at least it was a roof over their heads. Peter sighed
inwardly; he felt totally powerless; all he could really do was put
them at the top of his prayer list.

 

One of the things he hadn’t expected to have to do was to get a
passport, but Jo had told him that the honeymoon was to be abroad
and he would need his passport; she had been very surprised to find
that he did not have a current one.  So Peter had earmarked
most of the Monday for a trip to the Peterborough Passport Office
and back.  Time was so short that he dare not trust the post;
he also had Jo’s passport to change over to her intended married
name; Peter had not realized that this could be done in advance,
but the procedure was simple.  Peter was just about to walk
out of the door when the phone rang.  It was a warden from
Ramsey Prison saying that Cameron had requested a visit from him;
the warden was apologetic but said that Peter had only two days to
undertake to visit as Cameron was being moved to Carlisle Prison on
Wednesday.  Peter was surprised to find out that Ramsey Prison
was just outside Peterborough, so he said he would visit later in
the day.  The warden had insisted upon a time and they agreed
on four o’clock.  As he put the phone down Peter was totally
mystified.  Cameron had refused visit from all and sundry,
including his family, so what could he possibly want with
Peter? 

 

Peter drove to the Passport office and was pleasantly surprised
at how easy the whole passport process was and within an hour of
his arrival he was browsing round one of the malls in Peterborough
shopping centre.  Really, he was looking for inspiration for
Jo’s wedding present.  He had ruled out jewelry, briefly
considered a posh handbag, thought about a leather jacket, but
basically got nowhere.  The Passport Office had been so
efficient that Peter had nearly two hours to kill, but even after
nearly an hour he had gotten nowhere.  He sat in a coffee area
in the middle of the mall and thought; in the end he decided that
he needed advice, he phoned Danielle.  Danielle answered the
phone very rapidly, it only rang once.  

“Hi Danielle, its Peter here.”  

Danielle replied, “Oh, Hi Peter.”  Peter wasn’t sure, but
she sounded disappointed.

“Danielle, I need your advice; is your mum with you?”

“No, she’s at work.”

“Right, here’s my problem.  I want to get Jo something nice
as a wedding present, but I am totally out of ideas.  Have you
any suggestions?”

There was a pause.

“What’s it worth?” Said with a slight giggle.

“Depends what your fee is.”

“Mum is uncertain about me having my navel pierced.  The
good news is that she hasn’t said no, but she hasn’t said yes
either. I think she might talk it over with you.”

“And the price for a good suggestion is support for your navel
enterprise?”

“Well you suggested it to me in the first place and it is such a
good idea.”

“No promises, but I won’t be against it.”

There was a silence for a moment.

“Mum used to have a gold cross on a chain; she wore it all the
time.

About a year ago she lost it at the school fête, she was
dreadfully upset, and I think Auntie Margaret gave it to her soon
after she came out of hospital.”

“How big was it?”

Danielle laughed.

“It was a simple cross with the edges slightly rounded, I guess
it was about two and a half centimeters high and on standard chain
about sixty centimeters long.  Don’t, whatever you do, go for
a crucifix; she has one of them, it was her mother’s, and never
wears it.”

 “Thanks, Danielle, I hope he rings.”

Danielle said in her best pseudo-offended voice, “I wasn’t
waiting for him to ring-.” And then stopped midsentence.

Peter laughed.  “Bye.”

It took Peter less than half an hour to find what he wanted.
 Later Peter arrived at HM Prison Ramsey and was shown into a
bare visiting block.  There was a large room with several
tables, each one having chairs on opposite sides.  The room
was about half full of visitors and Peter chose a table at the edge
of the room and waited.  After about ten minutes Cameron was
shown in; he sat at a table in the middle of the room, forcing
Peter to move.  As Peter sat down he surveyed Cameron; he had
lost an awful lot of weight, possibly as much as fifteen kilograms
and his normally jet black hair was now a mousy brown.

Cameron mumbled his thanks.  Peter replied, somewhat
frostily, “why did you want me to come?  It should be Celine
you’re asking to see?”

He grimaced and shook his head.

“No point, no point whatsoever.”

Peter could not help himself.

“Don’t you care what you have done to her?”

“Frankly, no,” he replied.

Peter had nothing to say in return.  Cameron then gave a
furtive glance towards the warder, who was standing at the room’s
entrance.

“But I might be able to help them with your help.”

“I’m listening.”

Cameron gave another furtive glance.

“I knew I would have to run for it sometime or other so I set
aside a couple of nest eggs just in case.  There’s one that’s
too risky for me to get to now so you might as well give the money
to Celine, but it’s not for her it’s for the kids.”

Peter stayed silent.  Cameron pressed on, anxious to impart
information to Peter before visiting ended.

“Your pulpit has a hollow base; you’ve probably noticed the
little screwed down hatch in its floor.  Lying in the bottom
of the base is an old biscuit tin, there’s some money in there,
give it to the kids.”

Peter shook his head.

“I’ll give it to Celine and indirectly it will benefit the kids,
but if I can’t give it to her, I’ll give it to Inspector
Hamilton.”

Cameron laughed.

“Its not dirty money, I made it legit.  From buying and
selling shares.”

“I’m serious.”

Cameron scowled.

“Then give the damn money to Celine, but there’s one
condition.”

“I might not do conditions.”  Said Peter somewhat
frostily.

Cameron ignored him.

“I don’t want her knowing the money came from me.  She’ll
blab about it and then I’ll have that ruddy sergeant crawling all
over me again.”

“Why me?”

Cameron replied, with a malevolent grin.

“Because I can trust you.  Some of the others I know might
just run off with the money.”

Peter grew suspicious.

“How much money are we talking about?”

“Enough to get them out of immediate trouble.”

Peter decided to push his luck.

“You said nest eggs,” emphasizing the plural, “where are the
other eggs?”

Cameron grinned.

“You just worry about the one I told you of, I’ll worry about
the others.”

Suddenly a bell rang.  Cameron stood up.

“Thanks for coming, don’t call again,” he said brusquely and
walked away.

 

It was Tuesday morning before Peter could inspect the pulpit
unobserved.  Monday evening, being choir practice night, had
been out of the question.  Peter carefully unscrewed the hatch
in the floor of his pulpit and peered inside.  The hatch had
obviously been placed there during the installation of the sound
system for there was a junction in the microphone cable that ran
under the hatch. The base of the pulpit below the cable seemed to
be filled with the sort of wood-chips that you get from a garden
centre.  Peter had a root about in them and found the old
biscuit tin.  He hauled it out, taking care not to snag the
microphone cable.  Peter then had another root about in the
wood-chips for he was sure that he had felt something else lying
next to the biscuit tin.  He had, it was an old mousetrap.
 Peter then replaced the hatch and screwed it down; he then
carried the tin back to his house, remembering on the way that it
was a Tuesday so Jo might appear, but he doubted it, after all it
was the week leading up to her wedding.  Once inside Peter
examined the tin, but it was so rusty that he had no idea what sort
of biscuits it had once contained.  The lid had been sealed
with Selotape and Peter cut round the lid with his penknife and
lifted it off.  He tipped out the contents, which were not
quite as Cameron had implied.  There was some money: £575 in
mixed notes and $13,000 in $100 dollar bills plus a small plastic
money bag with £18.80 in various mixed coinage.  However there
was also a false passport in the name of John Dunne with attendant
driving license and an identity card showing that Mr. Dunne worked
for the Gas Board.  Peter leant back in his chair, as he had
feared Cameron was not being purely altruistic, the price for
Celine to have the money was for Peter to destroy the false papers.
 Peter sat and thought, he guessed that the false papers could
lead back to the forger, who in turn could inform the police of
other forged papers; Cameron had after all said that there was more
than one nest-egg.  In the end Peter was swayed by the money.
 He fed the false passport and paper part of the driving
license through his shredder and cut up the cards.  He then
placed the shredded paper and the plastic fragments in the bottom
of his dustbin bin-bag under some putrid leftovers.  Peter
then went to see his usual bank clerk, who by now was not so bored
whenever Peter arrived.  Peter sat down and gave what he hoped
was a friendly smile.

“I know that I have closed the St Cedd Benevolent fund, but I
have had a late donation in US Dollars, please could you exchange
them into Sterling for me?”

The clerk smiledback.

“Actually the account is not yet closed as I’m still waiting for
the Cathod cheque to clear.  Would you prefer to pay the money
into the account and write out a cheque?  I still have the
cheque-book in my bottom drawer just in case Cathod have lost the
original.”

Peter was more than happy to do this.  In the end, by
adding a little bit of the Sterling he had a cheque for £9,000 made
out to Celine.  He then went round to see her.  She was
still in her old house, but packing up to move.  Peter noticed
that she had sold some of her larger pieces of furniture, including
her piano.  To Peter she seemed to have aged ten years and
looked worn out.  Celine took Peter into the garden where
there were two old deck chairs by the pond.  After a few
pleasantries Peter handed her an envelope.

“There are a number of charities who I have been approaching on
your behalf,” he said with a clear conscience as in fact this part
of his spiel was true.  “This one, the St Cedd Benevolent
Society has come up trumps.  They only give one-off payments
so I can’t approach them again, in any case I think that the
charity is to be wound up soon.”

Celine opened the envelope and burst into tears.

“Peter I can’t possibly… So much money…”

Peter said, “Use it wisely.”

She nodded .

“I’ve been so worried about the children and their future; I’ll
use this to ensure that they don’t suffer too much.”

Peter replied.

“It’s for all of you, use some for yourself.”

She peered in the envelope.

“Why the cash?”

“Thought you might need some instant money while you were
waiting for the cheque to clear.”

She wiped her eyes.

“Who do I write to? I mean I must thank them and let them
know.”

She burst into tears again.

 “No-one,” replied Peter.   “I’ll let them know
how thankful you are.”

They were then joined by Lucy and Wendy and Celine showed them
the cheque.  Lucy looked at the cheque and then at Peter, she
walked over to him and said quietly.  

“This St Cedd Benevolent Society seems to have been throwing
their money around lately; they’ve just funded an Internet café at
the Seafarer’s Centre.”

Peter replied carefully.

“It won’t last; their just allocating some funds from generous
benefactors; I’m led to believe that the fund will run out of money
soon and be wound up.”

Lucy gave Peter the peculiar look again.

“That’s almost exactly what Mark said.  If I didn’t know
better I’d say you two were up to something.”

Peter had no answer.

 

Peter arrived home lunchtime to find Jo in the kitchen heating
up some soup; on seeing Peter she emptied another can into the
saucepan.  

“How’s the house coming on?”  he asked as he went up behind
her and kissed her hair.

She looked at Peter and then concentrated on the soup.

“I can’t believe the house is so large, it just seems to swallow
everything; and this kitchen; I’m never going to fill all these
cupboards!”

Peter smiled.

“Give it time, give it time.  Nature abhors a vacuum and
I’m sure you’ll spread out to fill all the available space.”

Jo just snorted.

“I have a message for you from someone called Jennifer. 
She said that she’s finished clearing out the undergrowth and has
found something really interesting.  Apparently she’s going to
be in the churchyard all afternoon.”

Jo gave Peter a sideways look.

“Not having secret liaisons already are we?”

Peter laughed.

“Definitely not.  Jennifer is a record clerk with a
penchant for Victorian history.  She’s looking to solve an old
mystery in our graveyard.”

Jo poured the soup out and she put it on the worktop, Peter
suddenly noticed that there were four cups.

“Would you mind fetching the girls?”

Peter went upstairs and found Danielle and Louise in Danielle’s
intended bedroom.  The room had been transformed into what
Peter could only think of as a purple boudoir with a half-decent
mural of a seaside scene on one wall.  The girls were sitting
on double futon that had been folded into a settee and both were
wearing earphones that were plugged into a portable CD.  The
floor of the room looked like a bad rubbish tip; Danielle was
obviously moving some of her stuff in.  Peter clapped his
hands and indicated that there was food downstairs. They took their
earphones off and stood up.  Danielle turned to face Peter,
grinned and pulled up her top, exposing her navel; in it was a
small gold ring.

“You didn’t need my help then?” said Peter.

Danielle laughed.

“Mum told me to meet her at the shop yesterday and had Daphne do
the deed.”

“Daphne?”

“Mum chickened out.  She got everything ready and even
swabbed my navel, then she said that she couldn’t do it, not on me,
and handed over to Daphne.”

Louise grinned as well, “but she did mine though.”

Peter followed them downstairs.  Danielle continued as they
descended.

“You should have heard the lecture though.  How to keep it
all clean; how to help the wound heal, and that it was against her
better judgment.”

“And,” said Louise; “we could wait two years before she’d give
permission for anything else!”

They walked into the kitchen and Danielle said to her mum, “just
telling Peter about my navel ring.”

Jo looked at Peter shaking her head; “I must be losing my
touch.”

They talked over the soup and sandwiches and before Jo looked at
the clock.

“Can you run me down to the shop please Peter?  Janice is
giving a tennis player a sports massage and I want to watch.”

Peter said a short prayer to himself.

“I don’t need the Rover this afternoon, why don’t you borrow
it?”

 “Not yet, maybe later,” she replied in a sort of sheepish
voice.  Then she added, “I’ll just nip in the loo first.”

When she had gone, Danielle quietly said to Peter in a very
adult and protective manner.

“Peter, she doesn’t drive unless she absolutely has to.
 She absolutely hates it, it’s something to do with the stress
of driving.  She certainly would not dream of taking your
precious Land Rover.”

Peter murmured his thanks before Jo emerged from the toilet and
they walked to the car.  Once inside Jo poked his arm.

“And what were you two whispering about?”

Peter decided to come clean.

“You and driving.”

Jo looked out of the side window.

“Sorry Peter I should have told you. I hate it, I absolutely
loathe it.  I’d rather walk.”

Peter grabbed her hand.

“Nothing to be sorry about.  I hate flying.”

Jo looked in amazement at Peter and frowned.

“Just how much do you hate flying?

Peter let go of her hand to negotiate a corner.

“Enough that I have done it only twice.”

Jo considered this.

“When is the last time you flew?”

Peter paused to think.

“Twelve years ago.  I had to fly; it takes too long to go
to Iceland by sea.”

“You’ve been to Iceland?”

“Yes, sorry haven’t I mentioned it?  It was on one of those
exchange programmes; I went to Iceland for three weeks and one of
theirs filled my shoes for three weeks.”

“Like it?”

“Loved it, you should try their snow-mobiles, they’re great
fun.”

Jo returned to the subject of flying.

“Would you fly again?”

Peter suddenly sensed that he had disturbed some of Jo’s plans.
 

“If you were there to hold my hand, yes.  Otherwise,
no.”

Jo bit her lip and sucked on her lip-ring, always a sign that
she was thinking.

 “Does our honeymoon involve flying?” He asked.

“I did ask you to renew your passport.”

Peter pulled up as near as he could to Jo’s shop and turned the
engine off.  He turned to face her and held both her
hands.

“I’m serious.  If you are beside me I’ll cope.  Any
chance of knowing where we are off to?”

Jo sighed.

“I was going to keep it a secret, but they say anticipation is
half of the fun.  We’re going to Budapest for ten days.”

 

Peter was quite surprised; he’d heard that Budapest was a lovely
city, but it would have hardly been top of his list for a romantic
honeymoon.  Jo must have seen the surprise on his face for she
suddenly smiled from ear to ear.  

“I have a few excursions planned; for instance on the weekend we
are there were going twelve miles north-east of the city to a nice
rural location.”

“Oh,” said Peter, “what’s it called?”  As they started to
walk to the shop.

Jo could hardly contain herself, “The Hungaroring.”

Peter stopped dead.

“How?” he managed to stutter.

“Marjorie.  Remember you told me you though you saw her in
the pit-lane at Brands Hatch.  She has got contacts and we’ve
got pit-lane passes and grandstand seats for both days.”

“But that costs a fortune,” said Peter.

Jo shook her head.

“Courtesy of an F-1 team, but which one I will keep secret until
we get there!  Oh, and we’re having dinner with the team on
the Saturday evening.”

Peter was momentarily dumbstruck.

“But it’s got to be a honeymoon for both of us I mean…”

Jo laughed and poked him on the arm again.

“Don’t worry, Budapest has enough art galleries and museums to
keep me going, and I’m told the city centre shops are
fantastic.”

They arrived at the shop and Peter kissed her goodbye before she
ran inside.  As he turned to go he noticed that there was
another photograph in the window.  It showed the top of a
woman’s arm and tattooed on it was a little pink heart with a red
arrow through it.  Written above the heart was one word –
Peter.

 

Tuesday evening Peter did not know what to expect.  The
following night the Major and Henry had invited him out for a stag
night, so on the Tuesday evening Peter, Jo and Danielle (plus
Louise of course) had been invited to The Fisherman’s Friend for a
pre-wedding reception.  When they arrived they found a sign on
the pub door that read, ‘sorry, closed for the evening – private
party’.  On entering they found the pub virtually full of both
the regulars and the Saturday evening group.  Bunting and
posters had transformed the dingy bar and there was a banner above
the bar proclaiming ‘congratulations to Jo and Peter’.

Peter began to have serious doubts about what lay in store, but
everyone cheered as they came in and Taffy lined up a half of St
Cedd’s for Peter, Perrier water for Jo and two Colas for the girls.
 Peter soon found out that in the rear bar there was a finger
buffet.  After they had been there about ten minutes, Taffy
rang the bar-bell for silence and then proposed a toast for Peter
and Jo.  He then announced the back room open.  Again
everyone cheered and Peter and Jo were guided towards the room.
 Once inside they stopped just inside the door.  Fully
three-quarters of the floor area was taken up by the biggest
model-racing car circuit Peter had ever seen.  The model cars
were each about twenty centimeters long and radio controlled,
although they were obviously also on guide rails sunk into the
track.  Taffy saw the look on their faces.

“Thought we’d have some fun, and settle whether or not women are
better drivers than men.”  

Four people could race at a time and soon races were under way
and some sort of knockout competition started.  It proved to
be a wonderful evening; everyone seemed to enjoy having a go on the
race track and just mingling and talking for the rest of the time.
 The grand finale ended up between Damian, Louise and Taffy;
Damian won.  During the evening a number of people came up and
gave individual congratulations to Peter and Jo; about half way
through the evening Kimberley and Damian did just that.  As
they were talking Kimberley suddenly produced a small parcel and
gave it to Jo.

“This is from us – I hope that you are as happy as we are.”
 

In the parcel was a wooden pepper mill.  Kimberley looked
embarrassed.

“We didn’t know what to get and… ”

Jo reached out and held her hand.

“Thank you Kimberley, it’s just what we need.”  She then
gave Kimberley a hug.  

Peter looked at Kimberley, her hair had grown back and she
looked totally normal, you would not have thought that just a few
weeks ago she was at death’s door.  He leant towards her.

“How are you?”

She blushed.

“Very happy.  I have a lovely house, a wonderful husband, a
smashing daughter and I’m alive.”

 “Is everything OK now?” Jo asked.

Kimberley shrugged her shoulders.

“I feel fine.  The doctor’s say that I have made a complete
recovery and that there should be no lasting effects.  Except
that I have a few holes in my memory.”

“You mean around the time of the accident?”

“Yes and no.  I still can’t remember the accident, but I
also can’t remember a thing about my last two years in junior
school.  I was showing some old photographs to Damian and when
we got to those years I didn’t recognize a thing.”

“Are you worried about it?”

Kimberley smiled.

“On no.  It’s just one of those things, but the consultant
finds it interesting as he cannot explain why this should be;
apparently it’s quite unusual.”

Peter finally dropped Jo and Danielle home just after midnight.
 As he drove home Peter wondered what the post-wedding
reception was going to be like; the congregation at St Nathaniel’s
had said that they wanted to lay this on, especially as they had
not had a vicar married while at St Nathaniel’s in living
memory.  Wednesday was spent largely making sure that
everything was in place to cover for Peter during his time on
honeymoon.  He did not think it fair to leave it all to
Charmian and so had arranged for a couple of retired ministers to
help her out with the mid-week communions.  He had just sat
back in his chair when he saw Charmian virtually running up his
drive; there was something in her demeanour that told him that he
might just have to re-arrange everything again.  He let her
in, she was virtually breathless.

“Peter I’ve had an e-mail from Angus.”

“Is it special?”

She sat down on the pew in the hall.

“He’s in Scotland at his base; apparently they had to come back
for something of other.  He’s going to be there for a week or
so.”

Her face said it all.

“And you want to go and see him?”

She nodded.  Peter contemplated what it must be like.
 He knew how he would feel if Jo disappeared for months on
end.  He’d want to take every chance he could get to see her.
 

“Then go.”

He could see that she was torn between duty, and love.
 

“I said go.  There is nothing here that I can’t re-arrange.
 There is an old Jewish proverb, you must take the opportunity
of a lifetime within the lifetime of the opportunity, so go.”

She squirmed on the pew.

“I’ve booked a number of people in my diary to visit this week,
and… ”

Peter cut her short.

“Give me the diary pages, I will sort it out, now go.”

She opened her small backpack and withdrew her loose-leaf diary,
extracted the pages and gave them to Peter.  She asked
sheepishly how long she could have.

Peter smiled.

“Up to three weeks; no let’s say a month max.”

She shook her head.

“If he says no more than two weeks he’ll be gone before they’re
up.”

She picked up her backpack and gave Peter a small parcel.

“I was going to give this to Jo tonight.  I hope you are
both very happy.”

Peter took the parcel and thanked her, he then said, “Do I have
to say it again?”

She laughed, “No, I’m going.”  She virtually ran down the
drive and out of sight.

Peter then spent an hour re-arranging his cover and phoning
round explaining about Charmian’s non-visits.  Virtually every
parishioner said the same thing, that she ought to see Angus; only
one gave a frosty reply, but then that particular one always
believed that every cloud had a black lining.  Eventually
Peter opened Charmian’s small parcel; it was a wooden salt-mill,
the exact twin of Kimberley and Damian’s pepper mill.

 

 Later that day Peter climbed into the Major’s Volvo with
some apprehension.  He had no idea what lay in store and the
fact that they had insisted on driving him just made matters worse.
 Eventually, at just before 8pm, they ended up at a very posh
country house restaurant a couple of miles the other side of
Ipswich.  Henry said that were on a bit of a tight time-scale,
so the had to order for him, but had taken some soundings from Jo.
 They went almost straight into the restaurant and already
seated at a large round table were Sam, Roger, Mark, Dan and Tom.
 The meal was exquisite and the company jovial, but the pièce
de résistance for Peter was the pudding.  They had cooked
bread and butter pudding especially for him.  By the time they
had finished the coffee it was nearly 10pm and Peter began to
wonder what sort of time-scale Henry had alluded to.  At
precisely 10pm the Major looked at his watch.

 “Time for phase two.”  He announced.

They took Peter outside and drove him to Christchurch Park in
Ipswich.  Part of the park is a natural amphitheatre and Peter
was taken to this and sat down on a small hillside overlooking the
stage below.  Henrycoughed.

“Jo said that you liked Shakespeare, the Royal Shakespeare
Company are doing an open-air performance of Henry V, but they were
performing earlier at Colchester Castle, hence the late start.”

 Just then a trumpet sounded and the performance began.
Henry V was not one of Peter’s favourite plays, but he enjoyed it
thoroughly.  Also enjoyable were the pseudo-Elizabethan
jesters than entertained the crowd during the interval.  The
whole affair finished around 2am.  As they were walking back
to the car Peter noticed Henry on his mobile phone; he smiled at
Peter.

“Phase three” was all he would say.  

They drove back to Felburgh and along to Felburgh Creek
finishing up in the golf-club car park.  However, they did not
take him to the clubhouse but to the beach below.  On the
beach was Sam, Roger, Mark, Dan and Tom plus a campfire with some
fish grilling on sticks over the fire.

“Thought that we’d finish with breakfast on the beach,” said the
Major, “nice bit of symbolism and all that.” 

Peter finally got home just as the dawn chorus was starting,
well fed and well cared for.  As he flopped into bed he was
content, especially as he had no appointments on Thursday except Jo
coming for lunch.

 

Peter was woken by his mobile phone ringing.  He sleepily
answered to hear Jo say that she would be round for lunch in half
an hour and sorry she was late.  He managed a cheery “that’s
OK” before looking at his watch.  He then tried to break the
world record for getting ready in the shortest time; he made it,
fully washed and dressed, to the kitchen a full three minutes
before Jo turned up.  She eyed him suspiciously.

“Good night?”

He replied in the affirmative.  “Thought so,” so said,
“you’ve got your sweatshirt on inside out.”

They both laughed and exchanged stories.  Jo had had her
hen night the night before as well.  Apparently Jo, Daphne,
Lucy, Margaret, Janice, Wendy and Marjorie had all gone to the
health Spa.  They had all had a sauna and a massage followed
by a fresh orange juice.  On the way home they had then
stopped at an Indian restaurant and had a giant curry.  Peter
thought on previous conversations.

“I thought Margaret was taking Danielle shopping today?”

“She is and she has, we’re not all like you and sleep in to
lunch-time at the first opportunity.”

Peter then told of his stag night and the late finish, Jo
eventually agreed that there were extenuating circumstances. 
When they had eaten their lunch Peter asked if Danielle had moved
into Margaret and Sid’s yet: she was staying there while they had
their honeymoon.  Jo smiled.

“Change of plans.  Margaret and Sid have booked the four of
them on a holiday.  While we leave for Budapest, they leave
for Cornwall.”  

“Four of them?”

Jo laughed.

“They’re taking Louise, who else?  Margaret figured it
would be the only way they could get some peace!”

Peter then told Jo of Charmian’s hurried exit and showed her the
salt-mill.  She grinned.

“There’s a conspiracy somewhere here.  Janice has just
given me her wedding present.  It’s a spice mill, and guess
what?  It exactly matches the other two mills!”

 

Friday morning Peter was walking Aquinas in the churchyard
before delivering him to Jane, who was looking after him for the
next two weeks.  As he rounded the church he found Jennifer by
the walled graves.  She seemed more excited than usual.
 The walled graves were now free of brambles and Peter could
see the headstones lying inside.  Jennifer could hardly
contain her excitement.

“There are five memorials in here – five!”

“Not four as you expected?”

She shook her head whilst bouncing up and down with
excitement.

“As I expected there are the headstones of Tomas, Emma and Joe,
but there are also two smaller stone tables.  One for an Anna
Stokes and one for a William Jefferson.”

So they had children,” said Peter.

Jennifer continued to bounce up and down.

“That’s not all the tablets give the parents.  Anna was
born of Joe and Emma, more or less as you would expect; and William
was born of Tomas and Queenie.”

 “Who’s Queenie?” Peter asked.

Jennifer waved her arms about.

“Absolutely no idea.  But there’s more – I think.”

“More?” said Peter wondering how much more complicated could
this get.

Jennifer pointed to the stones.  

“They don’t give the dates in the normal manner.  Normally
it says something like 1854 – 1935, but these stones both give the
exact date of death, they both say died Easter day 1934.
 What’s more the stones were cut by the same stonemason, they
have identical marks.”

“Any ideas?”

“Millions,” she said, “that’s what makes this hobby so
exciting.  I’ve now got two, possibly three, more pieces of a
jigsaw puzzle to follow up.”

Peter smiled.

“Finished here then?”

“For the time being, unless my further research brings me
back.”

Peter wished her well and went home; as he walked he pondered,
perhaps, he thought, tangled lives are not just the prerogative of
modern society.

 

Friday evening, his last as an unmarried man, was spent packing
for the honeymoon and laying out his clothes.  He’d just
finished when the doorbell rang.  Jo was on the doorstep.
 Once inside she ventured no further than the pew in the hall.
 One look at her told Peter the problem. 

“Last minute collywobbles?”

Jo nodded.

“What if we are making a terrible mistake?”

Peter sat next to her and held her hand.

“I don’t feel that I am making a mistake.  Marrying you is
one of the best decisions I ever made.”

“You’ve made better?”

Peter nodded.

“Becoming a Christian.  But if we take God out of the
equation, you are the best decision I ever made.”

Jo stayed silent.

“What are you worried about?” Peter asked gently.

Jo shook her head and sighed.

“I don’t know.  It’s just that it’s a big step.  Two
becoming one and all that.”

She paused.

“I had this silly notion.”

She looked at Peter.

“I thought that you’d wake up to reality and see me as I really
am and just disappear like the Revd Graye.  Then tomorrow I
would arrive at the church and…”  She squeezed his hand.
 “I know it’s silly, but I just had to come and check that you
were still here.”

Peter put his arm round her shoulders.

“I have seen you as you are, that’s why I am marrying
you.”  Then he squeezed her hand.  “I’ve had the
collywobbles too you know.  I very nearly ruined Jane’s life
and I don’t want to ruin yours, so I thought should I just let you
stay happy and single.”

“I don’t want to be happy and single, I want to be married and
ecstatic.”

They kissed for a little while before Jo got up to go.  As
she left she whispered.

“See you tomorrow, I won’t be late.”

 

Come the wedding day itself everything for Peter went like
clockwork and by ten forty-five he was just putting his suit jacket
on and thinking that in just over an hour’s time he would be
married when he froze.  He was just imagining himself at the
altar with Jo beside him and Charmian in front of him when he had
realized that Charmian was hundreds of miles away.  In all the
re-arranging he had forgotten to book someone else to replace
Charmian at his wedding.  Peter mentally ran through the
options.  Bishop;  off on a pilgrimage in Belgium,
Jasper; currently visiting Berwick, Jane?  Peter stopped for a
moment, Jane was probably contactable, as far as he knew she was
coming to the wedding, but how do you ask your ex-wife to officiate
at your marriage to her replacement?  Peter was still
panicking over this when Mark arrived.  Mark took one look at
Peter’s face and knew something was wrong.  

“What’s up?”  he swiftly asked.

Peter sat down; he had gone an ashen white.  

“I’ve forgotten to find a replacement for Charmian.  We’re
going to have a bride and a groom but no priest to officiate.”

“Oh is that all,” said Mark casually.

Peter almost lost it.

“Is that all!  It’s my marriage we’re talking about!”

Mark smiled.

“I’ve met Charmian and Angus strolling along the sea-front
earlier this morning.  Apparently the submarine is currently
in dry-dock and the crew has a fortnight off.  Charmian has
brought Angus down to Felburgh so he can see where she is working.
 She also said that she could not miss the wedding of the
year.”

 Peter relaxed for about a millisecond.

“But she thinks she is coming as a spectator, not one of the
main players.”

Mark shrugged his shoulders.

“But she’ll be there and I’ll waylay her and explain the
situation; it will all work out, don’t worry.”

Mark looked at his watch.

“Come on we shouldn’t be here.”

So they left for the church.  On the way Mark asked Peter
if he had Charmian’s mobile phone number and when they arrived Mark
tried ringing her, but he could only leave a message in her
mailbox.  Once at the church Peter was put through the routine
of photographs that he had seen many bridegrooms endure and then
went to sit at the front of the church.  Time ticked by and at
eleven forty-five, with just fifteen minutes to go, Peter was
beginning to panic again.  Mark returned from somewhere and
said in a quiet voice to Peter.

“No sign of Charmian yet, but Jane’s here. Shall I ask her?”

 “Only as a last resort.”  Peter replied and on seeing
the perplexed look in Mark’s eyes added, “It’s complicated, but it
would be difficult, maybe impossible, for her to officiate.”

So they waited.  And waited.  Time began to suffer
distortion; the clock raced by and yet time seemingly stood still.
 Finally at five to twelve Mark got up.

“I will have to ask Jane.”

Peter gave a miserable nod; then, miraculously, Charmian walked
through the church door with a tall redhead in naval uniform on her
arm.  Mark practically ran down the church.  Peter put
his head in his hands.  A few moments later Charmian was
beside Peter both grinning and looking apprehensive.  “Mark’s
explained the situation and I’ll nip in the vestry to change.
 Mark already has the registers laid out for me.  But I
have never done this before and we haven’t had a rehearsal.”

“Don’t worry,” said Peter, “if necessary I’ll talk you through
it as we go along.  You don’t know how glad I am to see
you!”

Charmian went to the vestry and Mark came and sat down by
Peter. 

“Jo’s arrived just after Charmian and I’ve sent her round the
block.”

“What did she say?”

“When I told her that you were here, but the priest was late she
dissolved into a fit of giggles and said that it could only happen
at your wedding.”

Just then the organ started up with the opening strains of the
entry of the Queen of Sheeba and everyone stood up.  Peter
took a few steps forward to stand at the chancel steps and turned
round to look down the aisle.  Jo looked magnificent. 
She was wearing a white silken wedding dress with a high collar
that was topped by her ruby choker and was carrying a bouquet of
summer flowers.  She was also wearing virtually no jewelry
except for her engagement rings, a ruby lip-ring and, of course,
her nose ring.  As she advanced towards him Peter knew that he
was in the right place and was doing the right thing.  He
smiled to himself; he still had not completed a year at Felburgh,
but with Jo by his side he knew he could stay here forever.










Chapter 21
Footknot


On a pleasant sunny day in late September, a little group
assembled at St George’s church in Lower Glumburgh.  Lower
Glumburgh, despite its former glory, is now only a tiny village
with a few cottages.  The only service held there on a regular
basis is the eight o’ clock communion, although the whole benefice
is supposed to attend evensong on the forth Sunday on the Month.
 As Mark and Lucy lived in the Glumburgh Benefice, Peter has
Jane to read the banns for three Sundays at the main church
service, as the law demands.

The fact that this was the eight o’clock, which two deaf old
ladies attended with their dog, made no difference to the law, but
it did provided for anonymity.  The little group comprised of
Lucy, Peter, Tom and Jane, and they waited patiently for Mark as
the trees rustled around them.  Mark had been told by Lucy
that morning to put on his wedding suit and come to Lower Glumburgh
to help Jane out with a service; she had not given him any time to
ask questions.

Mark duly arrived and was somewhat surprised to find the little
group; he was even more surprised to find it was assembled for his
wedding.  As Lucy had requested, it was a quiet no-nonsense
wedding attended only by those who needed to be there; Peter to
officiate plus Tom and Jane as witnesses.

Despite its simplicity it was a very moving affair as Mark and
Lucy re-pledged the vows they had made before in another time and
in another place, completing the circle of their lives
together.

It also seemed to Jane the most fitting place to wear, for the
first time, Tom’s little ring on the second finger of her left
hand.
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Barnabus
Makes Someone Smile (2010)
Barnabus notices a smal child who does not seen to smile, ever.
However, with a little lesson from a peculiar cat Barnabus learns
how to make him smile.



	


Vignette
(2010)
Brian is a vicar on the edge, the edge of suicide that is. He
has a number of rural parishes and they all contain farmers who are
on the edge, or over the edge, of bankruptcy. It is all out of his
control and try as he might he cannot deal with all the pain and
angst and it has finaly got to him. But he is not allowed to find
relief in the comfort of a cold bullet via circumstances that are
again out of control. However, as his life spirals downwards there
is one chink of light, perhaps, just perhaps it will provide him
with a way out.



	


Barnabus
Prepares for Bonfire Night (2010)
Fireworks can be pretty and bonfires can be warming, but to
hedgehogs they can be deadly. Barnabus works out a plan to keep the
hedgehogs safe, but it is not that simple.



	


Barnabus and
the Lost Spider (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, believes that everything in his
church is in exactly the right place. Then he opens the boiler room
door and finds...



	


Barnabus and
Loadza Mice (2010)
Barnabus is bored, in fact Barnabus is very bored. So he decides
to invite a few friends over for a video party, unfortunately
...



	


Barnabus
Trusts a Cat (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, doesn't like cats very much and
certainly wouldn't normally trust one with his life, but one
Christmas...



	


Barnabus and
the Inheritance (2010)
A Barnabus Church Mouse Story.

Barnabus gets a surprise letter telling him he's got an
inheritance. What can it be? His mind runs wild, is it money? A
Mansion? Perhaps it's a ...



	


Barnabus and
the New Year (2010)
It's New Year's Eve and Barnabus as all alone in his church
basement home. Have all his friends gone out and left him? he feels
really miserable, and then...



	


Barnabus and
the Winter Supply (2010)
Barnabus has been a diligent Church Mouse, he has stored enough
food to feed all the mice in his church for the whole of the
winter, but then it starts to rain up North and other mice are in
trouble, what should he do?



	


Alien
Gel (2010)
Henry is a perfectly normal person in a perfectly normal world,
then he is forced by circumstances to buy a weird hair gel. From
then on his life begins to change as the hair gel starts to
interfere in it's own peculiar way. The question is: can Henry keep
it under control?



	


Barnabus
Meets Ratatooee (2010)
It's Christmas Eve and all is well in Barbabus' church, that is
until there is a scratch on the door and the appearance of a very
hungry Romanian rat. Should they say there is no room, or let him
and his companions in?



	


Wilfred's
Heavely Journey (2010)
Wilfred, the churchyard rat, is feeling off-colour and
downhearted, so he decides to go on holiday. He chooses a cruse,
but it turns out to be not quite what he expected.



	


Spike
and Mother's Day (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has a problem, a real problem. It's two days
before Mother's day and he hasn't got her a present, and even worse
has no idea what to get. Can his friends help him or not?



	


Spike
Learns to say Sorry (2010)
Spike the hedgehog absolutely loves cycling, but his father has
given him two basic rules to obey and one day Spike forgets them,
it leads him into all sorts of trouble.



	


Spike
Plays Hedgehog Rugby (2010)
Spike the hedgehog has been made captain of the local hedgehog
rugby team, but will his first desision at his first match be a big
mistake?



	


Barnabus
needs an Albatross (2010)
The church needs money to repair the church tower and Barnabus
and his friends hatch a plan that they hope will give the church
the money it needs. Trouble is it all depends on finding a rare and
special bird.



	


Boris
the Dancing Beaver (2010)
Boris is a beaver like no other. Forget swimming, forget
chopping down trees; Boris loves to dance. But, just what future is
there for a dacing beaver? His brothers think he's a nisance, but
Boris is sure dancing, somehow, is his future.



	


Barnabus and
Hank the Armadillo (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, is looking after his church as
normal and has an American guest, Hank the armadillo. However, they
do not get on very well until the church boiler begins to throw a
fit.



	


Barnabus and
Risk Management (2010)
Barnabus, the church mouse, has to entertain his friend's Aunt.
She is a bit of a snob and loves to find fault with the state of
Barnabus' church. She discovers a box of soft toys in the wrong
place and has a good moan, but Barnabus has an unusual answer; one
involving sky-diving!



	


Sarah
has a problem (2010)
Sarah the skunk has a couple of problems; one being her temper.
She just can't keep it and when she gets angry those around her get
squirted with her special smell liquid. It's not a recipe for
keeping friends, so she hasn't any. Then one day...



	


Arboreal
Love (2010)
Can trees feel for human beings as human beings feel for trees?
Not everybody thinks so, but one old lady holds a secret: a secret
of a love and passion for a tree that knew no bounds. But could
this love be infectious?



	


The
Last Assignment (2010)
They are highly trained operatives. They have been specially
prepared for any mission. They are kept under tight reign. But
there is this special assignment, could it be their last?



	


Cold
(2010)
Jim Tarrent is an ex-army sergeant turned private investigator
following his untimely departure from the army. On solving his
first case he gains a partner and together they look like they will
make a go of his business. However, Jim has a traumatic past that
he cannot seem to leave behind and his partner is probably no
better off. Then two cases hit them that could change their lives,
and their detective agency, for ever.



	


The
Rectory (2010)
Stephen Holmes is the type of person for whom every silver cloud
has a black lining. Up to now he has led a fairly uneventful life.
Uneventful that is if you forget that everything he touches has a
knack of turning to dust or biting back. So much so that after
nearly a decade as a bank clerk he has not progresses more than one
tiny step up the promotion ladder; so much so that he’s really
given up on living and thinks of himself as just existing; so much
so that you’d hardy call him a good catch or for that matter any
sort of catch. However, a surprise letter offers him the chance to
change all that and to begin a new life, nay a new wealthy life.
But he knows that every time someone fills up his glass with beer
it has a habit of leaking out through unnoticed cracks, so can it
all be true, and are there really new horizons ahead?



	


Lumen
in Let Your Little Light Shine (2010)
Lumen is a glow worm with attitude. Currently he's fed up with
being a glow worm and lurned his lights off. But there is a
problem, if his light doesn't shine, just where does his energy
go?



	


Book
Woman (2010)
Mary is the Manager of a private lending library in the sleepy
Suffolk coastal town of Eastburgh. She originally wanted to be a
journalist, but following a dreadful accident that she was forced
to realign her career aspirations. Mary has a reputation of being
rather short with people and fending off chances of friendship, not
that she has much chance of friendships as she works full time and
cares for her elderly mother.

However, Mary’s nicely ordered world of books and home is slowly
turned round thanks to an unexpected discovery, a young girl and
Mary’s changing inner needs.



	


The
Soulmate Agency (2010)
The Soulmate Agency is a dating agency with a difference.
Instead of pairing people up they invite groups of people away for
a week and run them through a series of exercises to help them get
to know one another. However, that is not to say the owner doesn't
have a hidden plan of possible matings. But one assorted group, as
soon as it arrives, starts to defy the odds...



	


Trembine
Halt (2010)
Trembine Halt is a tiny Cambridgeshire village. Like most small
villages the dozen inhabitants have their various foibles, but they
have learnt to live together and support one another when
necessary, even coping with the odd transitory interloper. However,
lurking underneath are emotional hang-ups, hidden relationships,
suicides and selfishness. All would remain as it was, except on one
snowy day a freight train gets stuck in the village and the
addition of the extra person starts off a train of events that will
have long term repercussions.



	


Nocturnus
(2010)
John Smith and Jane Doe (yes that’s their real names) are
ordinary people living separate lives. He as a peripatetic lecturer
and she as a night-time cleaning manager. In the normal course of
events their paths would probably never cross. However, some events
are far from normal and the two get thrown together to dispose of a
corpse.

The question is can they get away with it? Especially as it's
not just the police after them.

But the story is more than just a simple tale of misdeed and
misdemeanor. Jane leads her nocturnal life for very good reasons
(well good to her) and John prefers to travel rather than stay at
home for equally valid reasons (well valid to him.) So as their
lives are forcibly intertwined are their reasons still valid or are
they redundant?



	


The
Face (2010)
Brian is the type of guy who likes to have everything cut and
dried and his life on a well-ordered track. He’s been in the same
teaching job since leaving university and spends every summer
holiday house-sitting for his cousin George. However, this summer,
after seeing a woman's face in a supermarket, his life starts to
change in ways he would never have contemplated. However, there is
more to come and his well ordered life starts to spiral way out of
control, the problem is that he rather begins to like it that
way.



	


Botanago
(2010)
Botanago refers to a mathematical formula, which is invented
within a robotics company by an eccentric and irascible middle aged
research engineer called Albert, who is not all he seems.

All would be well if they left him alone to think his
mathematical thoughts, but in Jeddle Robotics lie people with
ambition and downright managerial ruthlessness that Albert
detests.

So while he strives to perfect his cherished formula, he must
also deal with the rest of his life, and that is nowhere near as
easy.



	


Ruth
(2010)
Ruth is a runner with a unique sexual chemistry that combines in
almost near perfection with the story-teller; but she says little
and wants nothing else. However, as far as he is concerned this is
enough, then the unexpected happens and life gets turned on it's
head...



	


Bitter
(2010)
Jim Tarrent and Jenn Tarrent are settling down to a new routine
in their detective agency following their marriage.



They have the usual mix of cases, but also pick up a case for
military intelligence involving two dead service personnel
discovered in unusual circumstances while Jim (who still dreams of
his army past) plugs away at solving a child hit and run mystery no
matter what it costs.



However, both cases lead them into murky territory where simple
objectives have morphed into potential scandals that no-one on high
wants revealed.

Jims unusual evidence gathering skills and Jenn’s organisation
lead them further on than anyone else, but perhaps the outcome is
not worth the trouble involved.

(Bitter is a sequal to 'Cold')



	


Sydney takes
a stand (2011)
Sydney the frog only has a small muddy puddle as a home and now
the council want to take it away - there comes a time when every
frog has to make a stand. Unfortunately this time the stand is
against a giant digger; can he survive?



	


Barnabus can
Fly! (2011)
Barnabus the church mouse has got himself into a pickle again!
He's been teaching the mouslets all about bats, but now he can't
find one and his class are beginning to disbelieve him - can there
be a solution?



	


Barnabus and
the 'Swerve' (2011)
Barnabus has a lot on his mind; the church want to sell off
their ancient pipe organ and he needs to find a way to beat the Red
Rodents at Mouse Volley ball. The answer could lie in something
very different...
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