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Chapter 1


Plop!


The vicar of the church of St Joseph of Arimathea feels a drop of water strike his head, right where the hair has begun to thin, exposing the beginnings of a bald spot. He’s halfway through his Sunday morning sermon, for which he has chosen as his text Galatians VI. The drop of water makes him pause, look around the church for a second and lose his thread.


The front three rows are occupied. He knows the names of each member of the congregation as well as he knows his own. The same faces appear at every coffee morning, wine and cheese evening, and every other event that he and his wife Christine organise in the constant struggle to keep this church alive. There is deaf Mr Bell and his wife. Alan and Myra Johnson. Mike Graham, the churchwarden. Old Miss McFarlane. They are all over sixty. If they have children or grandchildren, they never bring them. There are rarely any new faces. There are almost never children in the church, except at Christmas or for weddings or christenings, hauled in by their parents who turn up once and never reappear again.


At the back of the church sits George, next to the door, his face in shadow. He never sits at the front. And he always slips away before the service has ended, leaving a pound coin on the collection plate. He’s shy. It’s understandable.


The vicar gathers his wits and returns to his sermon. His pause has been so momentary that nobody has noticed. Sometimes he wonders how they would react if he simply got up and left in the middle of the service. Is Martha Taylor, sitting there in the front row clutching her hymn book, listening to a word he says? Or has ever said? It would be interesting to know.


Plop! Another drop strikes his head. He looks up. He can’t help it. He peers up at the whitewashed vaulted ceiling above him and sees, spinning down towards him from an infinite distance, another drop of water, which smacks him lightly on the bridge of his nose. He raises his hand to his face to wipe away the moisture and continues his sermon.


His voice drones in the silent church, rises and falls as he tries to breathe some life into the words. What would the sixteen middle-aged or elderly men and women sitting in front of him think, if he were to suggest, ‘Well, this is a terrible waste of time. Why don’t we all go to the pub?’


But, of course, he would never say that, he would never even think of saying that, the words just popped into his mind. Maybe a demon put them there. He doesn’t think so. He doesn’t believe in demons. He doesn’t believe in angels either.


Plop-plop-plop.


It is an un-looked-for baptism. The cold water trickles down his neck, moistening his collar. It runs down his forehead and then down his cheeks, so that it looks as if he is weeping. The drips increase in their frequency until they become a thin stream, as if someone up there has turned on a tap.


‘We seem to have a leak in the roof,’ the vicar says. Faces look up at him. They show no curiosity, no alarm. They show no emotion at all. They don’t quite know what the vicar is talking about. A door bangs at the back of the church and then George comes down the aisle, his face averted, with a bucket that he’s found in the vestry where the cleaning lady left it. He marches quickly up to the lectern and helps the vicar move it out of the way, then places the bucket underneath the leak in the roof. A moment later, he’s disappeared once more into the shadows at the back of the church.


The vicar brings the sermon to an abrupt end and nods to the organist, who strikes the chords of the next hymn: ‘How Cheering is the Christian’s Hope’. A little later, he invites the congregation to take Communion. Everyone comes to the altar except, of course, George. The service draws to its conclusion. When the vicar walks back up the aisle, George has gone.


The vicar walks to the church door, inspecting the meagre contents of the collection plate as he passes it. He stands at the door of his church, still wearing his surplice, and shakes the hand of each member of his congregation as they shuffle homewards.


‘Thank you for a nice service, vicar.’


‘Lovely to see you. Will you be at the coffee morning next Saturday? Christine is so looking forward to seeing you.’


‘Oh yes. Wouldn’t miss it.’


The departing churchgoers speed up as they leave the shelter of the church porch. Rain is falling steadily from a dull grey sky. Soon the last of them has disappeared through the gate that opens onto the lane below.


Mike Graham, a churchwarden, stays behind. He helps the vicar to lock everything away in the vestry and tidy up. Then they look at the bucket on the floor of the chancel. The drips are slowing down, but their point of origin is clearly visible in the large, circular damp patch on the ceiling.


‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking, John?’ asks Mike.


‘We’d better go and look.’


They go outside. The rain has turned to a fine drizzle that wets their faces as they walk along the gravel path that leads around the church to the exterior walls of the chancel.


The church of St Joseph of Arimathea is not that old, though an ancient church once stood where the present building is situated. This building is constructed in the Gothic style, put up during the period of the Oxford movement in the mid-nineteenth century and funded by local mine-owners. It must have been a handsome edifice when it was first used not quite two hundred years ago. The limestone it was built with was once honey-coloured, but is now darkened by acidic streaks so that it looks as if the church is made of soot. It stands on top of a hill, surrounded by a churchyard, with views across the valley.


From here on a clear day you can see down the Tyne Valley to the market town of Hexham. You can see the square tower of the abbey. The abbey was built over 1,300 years ago, part of the diocese of Lindisfarne, one of the very earliest places of Christian worship in Britain. Cuthbert, one of the first British saints, was a bishop here. In Hexham Abbey there is a sense of a magical connection back to the earliest times in the history of Christianity. There is no such sense of connection in St Joseph’s.


And looking north from the hill on which St Joseph’s stands, you can see the ridge along which runs Hadrian’s Wall. Built in the second century, a few of its mile castles and forts still survive and there are sections of the wall itself standing here and there along its eighty-mile course that have somehow escaped being plundered for their dressed stones. There’s hardly a building of any age in this part of the world that does not have stone from the Roman Wall in it. Even the foundations of St Joseph’s are Roman stone. Directly below the church are the wet slate roofs and smoking chimneys of the small town it serves.


The churchwarden and the vicar back off a little from the path, standing in the grass and weeds that encroach upon the gravestones in order to peer up at the roof of the church.


‘Oh God,’ says Mike.


‘Bastards,’ says the vicar.


Somebody’s been on the roof and has ripped off a long section of lead flashing that lined a gully. The whole area is badly damaged. Slates are broken or have been thrown onto the ground below. There’s hardly a roof there at all. They walk forward again and inspect the gravel.


‘They had a ladder here,’ says Mike, pointing to two indentations in the path.


‘Vandals,’ says John Elliott, his heart bursting with rage. The veins on his neck swell, and his face reddens. If one of the perpetrators had been in front of them right now, his life might have been in danger.


Mike gets out a mobile phone, takes pictures. ‘That’s going to cost us,’ he says. ‘I’ll call the police.’


‘Thousands of pounds,’ agrees John. ‘And for what? A few hundred pounds’-worth of lead?’


‘They say it goes to China.’


Mike calls the police while the vicar walks up and down the path.


‘They can’t spare anyone at present,’ says Mike, after a brief conversation on his mobile. ‘They’re busy. They’ve got my number.’


‘Bastards,’ says the vicar again. It isn’t clear whether he means the vandals who took the lead or the police, who obviously have better things to do than come to the scene of this particular crime.


‘It must have happened last night,’ says Mike.


‘I’ll contact the insurers. We’d better get some plastic sheeting up there until it can be fixed.’


‘I’ve got a friend who’s a builder,’ says Mike. ‘I’ll call him. He’s probably in the pub right now.’


The vicar remembers his random thought earlier on about taking everyone to the pub. He has a mental picture of the inside of a pub late on a Sunday morning: cheerful people jostling to get to the bar, laughter and fellowship and conversation as everyone gets a pint or two inside them before going home for the Sunday roast.


He wishes he was with them.




Chapter 2


Christine is cooking Sunday lunch when he returns home. Home is a small, detached house on the hillside below the church, built on the site of a much larger Victorian vicarage that once stood there. The original vicarage has been pulled down and the grounds have been developed as a housing estate. The vicar and his wife live in one of the new houses. It is built so badly that when the wind comes from the southwest, it feels as if it is blowing straight through the house. None of the windows fit properly. The pointing is already crumbling, even though the house is only a few years old, and damp patches appear on the bedroom walls when it rains.


‘How did it go?’ asks Christine.


‘Same as usual. Less than twenty in church. What’s for lunch?’


‘Chicken.’


The vicar has to go out again in the early afternoon, to pursue one of his many and varied duties that never cease, even on a Sunday afternoon. Chicken is a lot cheaper than sirloin or a leg of lamb. The vicar can’t remember the last time they ate a joint of roast beef.


‘Someone’s stolen the lead flashing from the church roof,’ he tells Christine, coming into the kitchen as she is basting the chicken.


‘Oh no!’


‘It will cost thousands to repair.’


‘How could anybody do such a thing?’


‘I don’t know.’


John Elliott goes to the fridge, takes out a can of beer and pops it open. He pours it into a glass and sits at the kitchen table. Indeed he doesn’t know. He doesn’t know anything any more. He doesn’t know why he goes on with a job that he no longer enjoys, struggling to preserve a church that most people in the town have turned away from. If you stopped someone in the streets and asked for directions to St Joseph’s, chances are they wouldn’t be quite sure how to get there. Chances are that one or two people you stopped might never even have heard of the church.


John Elliott doesn’t look particularly ecclesiastical when he takes his dog collar off. He’s just under six foot, square-shouldered and solidly built, with dark hair cut short and a ruddy face: the complexion of someone who has always spent a great deal of his life out of doors.


He was born in the Scottish Borders, in the town of Hawick. His father was a minister in the Church of Scotland. He grew up in a family where God and rugby were the two important things in life. His father was a respected man in the community and had once been a promising rugby player himself. His father’s religion and his occupation in the church meant the house was always full: members of the congregation calling in for cups of coffee, to discuss their personal woes or else the prospects for ‘The Greens’ – as the local rugby club was known – that season. His father’s love of sport meant that John Elliott devoted most of his weekends to playing rugby. He became a promising member of a junior team, and was spoken of as a candidate for playing in the Borders Cup in a few years time, if life had gone right for them all.


Life didn’t go right for the Elliott family. When he was just sixteen, his father sickened and died. There was almost no warning: that is to say, his father and mother concealed his father’s illness from John and his sister Karen until almost the last moment. Then, at the young age of fifty, Charles Elliott went into hospital and never came out again alive.


The effect on the family was dramatic. The house they lived in was the property of the diocese and had to be made available to whoever would become Charles Elliott’s successor. John Elliott’s mother Helen couldn’t face life in Hawick without her husband. Without consulting her children, she decided to move back to Alnwick in Northumberland, her home town, where she had a cousin with a house large enough to accommodate her and her two children.


John Elliott’s life could have gone in a different direction if the family had stayed in Hawick. He had felt no special leaning towards the Church at the time his father died. He wasn’t even sure he shared his father’s faith, while accepting that his father had done a good job as a minister. If his world had not been turned upside down so suddenly, it is probable he might have become a trainee accountant or solicitor. Or else, he could have got a job working as an auctioneer at the Mart. Those were the sorts of careers his friends were pursuing as the time approached when they would leave school. But it wasn’t to be.


John felt a weight of guilt on his shoulders when his father died. He blamed himself for not noticing that his father was ill, for not spending more time with him and for continuing to give him the sort of worries that all teenage children give their parents. He was too busy enjoying life. He shouldn’t have blamed himself when his father died, but he did. When his mother decided to move south, back into England, he saw her misery and her loneliness and told himself that the only way to make her happy again would be for him to follow in his father’s footsteps, and dedicate his life to the Church, even if it was a different church, the Church of England.


His belief, or his lack of it, didn’t seem to be an obstacle. His own observations of his father’s profession led him to the conclusion that being a minister, or a vicar, was mostly about community work. He had no objections to that.


He was never an academic child, but he worked hard at his new school in Alnwick and managed to stay on to do his A levels. And his life didn’t just consist of studying. Before he left the Borders, he’d met a girl at a rugby club dance: Christine Johnstone was her name. He’d liked her, and he’d liked her parents, Charlie and Rose, who lived on the edge of Kelso, a town about twenty miles from Hawick. He kept in touch with her even after they moved south of the Border.


Then, against all expectations, he won a place at the University of Durham to study Theology. Now he had to decide whether working in the Church really was his vocation. He persuaded himself that it was. He convinced himself that his optimism was strong enough to overcome any difficulty. His enthusiasm infected his tutors and lecturers, and persuaded the Bishops’ Advisory Panel of his fitness to become an ordinand. He trained in parishes in small industrial towns up and down the North East coast, learning a little about the hard side of his future job.


At last he was ordained and, in his early thirties, a plum of a job fell into his lap. That’s how it seemed at the time, anyway.


The incumbent of St Joseph’s had had a nervous breakdown and – just at that moment – there was no obvious successor. There were plenty of other clergymen who would have liked the job, but somehow John Elliott’s name had caught the bishop’s eye and he was offered the position. He’d been going out with Christine for years by that stage and now he could offer her a house and the security of a regular salary. They married in Kelso; the wedding party took place on a sunny day in May in the garden of a pub looking out across the Tweed. The river was silver in the sunshine. The two families, John’s old friends from his Hawick days, and some of his new ones from south of the border, gathered on the lawn and sipped pints of beer.


John very often looks back on that day as the happiest day of his life. His new wife looking pretty in her wedding dress, all five foot four of her. His mother bursting into tears every few minutes, and then smiling damply to show that she too is happy. His friends are all around him, and there’s lots of banter. His old coach from the rugby club gives a short but pithy speech that has everyone in fits of laughter. His tutor from Durham University has taken the day off to see him get married. A good day, even if his father was not there to see it. The world was at his feet.


His new parish, where he would take up residency after the honeymoon in Greece that Christine’s parents had paid for, would be a blank slate upon which he could write the story of his life. It would be a story of hope for other parishes: John Elliott would show what could be achieved by hard work and a vigorous faith. He would fill the church with a congregation of young and old alike. It would reverberate to the sound of many voices. He would raise money to repair it and clean it and paint it: the old building badly needed attention. He would promote the work of the Church throughout his parish.


It hasn’t quite worked out like that. His wedding day – so clear, so bright in his memory – remains the landmark day of his life because the days that have followed it, seven or eight hundred of them, are less and less satisfactory. The days that he is living through now, as another Christmas draws near, sometimes feel to him as dark as the skies on this wet and gusty Sunday.


It’s not his marriage. His marriage is a rock in a stormy sea. Christine is sensible and down to earth and keeps her husband from over-indulging in self-accusation. She may be small, but she’s full of energy. She’s a teacher at the Temple School, the local primary, and is well thought of, she makes friends easily. That they have a social life at all is mainly due to Christine. Although John Elliott doesn’t see it himself, he’s becoming morose.


He thinks he’s a failure, that’s the problem. All of the goals he set himself when he took on the living of St Joseph’s remain just that; goals, further away now than on the day he first arrived here.


He thinks it must be his fault when his parishioners tell him they’re too busy to come to church on Sunday. ‘Our lad plays football on Sunday mornings.’ ‘My husband works most Saturdays, Sunday’s the only day we can do our shopping.’ ‘I’ll come next week if I can.’ He’s heard all the excuses. Mostly, people don’t even bother to explain. They just stare at him and say, ‘Nah, I’ve better things to do with my weekend.’


The only people he can persuade to come to his services are the frail, who want to get on the right side of God, if there is a God, before it’s too late; the terminally bored, who will go anywhere and do anything to see another human being for a few minutes every week; and George. George’s reasons for coming to the church aren’t clear, but John Elliott doesn’t want to ask him, in case he decides to stop coming and the congregation shrinks from seventeen to sixteen. The same sixteen people who have been coming, week after week, since the previous vicar left.


He knows that some of the churches in the valley still have full congregations. Sometimes he wonders if it’s the place itself – as if somehow the air at St Joseph’s is exhausted, as if all the oxygen in it has somehow been consumed, leaving nothing to nourish the flame of belief he feels it is his duty to preserve.


John Elliott’s marriage is what keeps him sane. Christine loves her job as a primary schoolteacher; it helps with the money and it keeps her busy. She loves children. She’d love a child of her own too, but so far they haven’t been blessed. John wants a son more than anything, and sometimes he prays that God will give them a break, that God will direct his eager spermatozoa to the most fertile ovum, that this collision will form a zygote, that the zygote will become an embryo, that the embryo will become a bright, healthy young boy, quick on his feet and a natural scrum half.


But they haven’t been blessed. Not yet.


Christine slaps a plate down in front of him. ‘You haven’t been listening to a word I’ve been saying,’ she says, in an exasperated tone he’s becoming used to. That’s his fault too: sometimes he doesn’t listen to a word she says, because he finds it too easy to get bound up in his thoughts.


‘I’m sorry,’ he replies. ‘I was wool-gathering.’


‘I said, “I’ve been given Joanna Dixon’s class. Year Five.”’


‘Why, what’s happened to her?’


‘Maternity leave. I told you.’


‘What are they like?’ asks John Elliott.


‘You’ll see. I want you to come and help me on Wednesday afternoon. There’s an indoor football game I’m to supervise, and I don’t know the rules.’


‘Won’t your headmistress mind?’


‘No,’ Christine tells him. ‘As long as you don’t start lecturing them about God. She’s very keen not to offend the parents of children brought up in other faiths.’


Christine’s voice has a note of sarcasm. The headmistress of the Temple School is known for her up-to-date views.


The two of them sit and eat their roast chicken in silence. Then Christine says, ‘You’re not much fun to be with these days.’


‘Am I not?’ replies John. ‘I’m sorry.’


‘Do you have to go out this afternoon? We have so little time together at weekends.’


‘Unfortunately I do. I’ve promised to go and visit Alfred Stone.’


Christine has to be reminded of who Alfred Stone is: the former vicar of St Joseph’s.


‘Oh, he’s the one who’s in St Mark’s.’


St Marks is a hospital which houses a low to medium-secure unit for the long-term care of the mentally unwell.


‘That’s right. He hasn’t been well enough to have visitors for a long time, but they promised to ring me if he recovered sufficiently, and I got the call yesterday. So I feel I ought to go.’


John Elliott leaves home half an hour later, and drives in his Nissan Note towards the sad towns of the North East littoral, where old colliery villages have either been abandoned or else have morphed into housing estates for commuters working in Newcastle. Sandwiched between a huge corrugated metal barn selling second-hand cars, and a retail park, he finds the Victorian building that is home to the Reverend Alfred Stone.


The hospital, which was built by private subscription in the 1880s, looks from the outside as if it belongs on the sea front in Bournemouth: a stranded Grand Hotel that has washed up among this wilderness of metal sheds. Inside the lighting is harsh, the place smells of fresh paint, and the floors are green lino. He makes his way to the ward where Alfred Stone is staying and finds a nurse.


‘He’s in the TV lounge,’ she tells him. ‘At least, that’s where he was five minutes ago. I’ll go and find him.’


She returns in a moment.


‘He’s gone back to his room. I’ll take you. Who did you say you were?’


John Elliott explains.


‘Only he’s still a bit nervous about visitors. Here we are. Don’t stay too long. He’s been doing so well, and we don’t want to over-tire him and have a relapse now, do we, my duck?’


These last words are addressed to a frail-looking man in his sixties. He is in his pyjamas and sitting up in bed. A pale face, watery-blue eyes and a beaky nose and thin lips are framed by grey hair which has been allowed to grow too long, so that it curls over the collar of his pyjama jacket. He hasn’t shaved for a day or two. He sits with the pillows plumped up behind his head and looks at John Elliott with apprehension. Outside, the grey cloud has parted for a moment and a square of sunlight falls on the counterpane.
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