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Prologue





The priest wasn’t wearing a dog collar. He was casually dressed in an open-necked shirt, blending in with the other men in the room.


He had not come there by chance or by accident. It wasn’t that sort of place: one had to know it was there. Though located in the heart of Soho, it was accessed through an alleyway and down a flight of stairs. There was no sign advertising its presence, and no loud music blaring forth onto the street to attract a passing fun seeker. It was far more discreet than that, its music provided by a lone pianist in the corner. Men came there for various reasons, most of which they would not necessarily want to become public knowledge.


It had been a steamy day in London, and the dimly lit, windowless room was hot, airless, reeking of cigarette smoke, alcohol, sweat and testosterone. And it was crowded as well, many tables occupied, the clot of people round the bar throwing off even more heat.


The priest’s shirt clung stickily to his back, from nervousness as much as heat. As a precaution he chose a table close to the piano, where the tinkling of the keys would mask any conversation; though he didn’t expect to be overheard, there were times when it was best to take no chances.


After a moment he was joined at the table by a young man – little more than a boy. They engaged in an earnest discussion. One of them did most of the talking; the other listened carefully, nodding now and then in agreement or at least acknowledgement.


A bulging envelope appeared on the table between them.


‘You understand?’


‘Yes.’


‘Half now, half later.’


‘I understand.’


A finger nudged the envelope an inch towards the other side of the table.


‘Do you want to count it?’


‘I trust you.’


The envelope, folded in half, was slipped into a pocket. The priest left; the boy left.


The pianist’s fingers moved over the keys. He had seen many such transactions in this place. He shrugged and put it out of his mind.



















Chapter One





On the afternoon of her first official Sunday as Curate of All Saints, Paddington, murder was the last thing on Callie Anson’s mind.


Instead, her head ached with trying to process and remember all of the people she had met: their names, their faces, their attitudes. By and large, she had been given a warm welcome. Those who were opposed to having a woman curate – and she knew that there was a handful in the congregation – had presumably stayed away. And there had been a few barbed comments which could be taken more than one way, along the lines of ‘I never thought I’d live to see the day when we had a woman in the Sanctuary’.


But most people had been lovely. Old women had greeted her with tears in their eyes, wishing her all the best. Young men had gripped her hand, declaring that it was about time.


And the Vicar, the Reverend Brian Stanford …


Brian, as he had insisted she must call him, had been kindness itself. ‘You must come to supper tonight,’ he’d said. ‘Relax and take it easy this afternoon, and come to us in the evening. It’s time we all got to know each other. Isn’t that right, Jane?’ At that point he had turned to his wife for confirmation.


She had nodded; she had even smiled, but her eyes had narrowed fractionally. Callie, a woman who noticed things like that, told herself that it was only to be expected. After all, it was generally known that wives did not always appreciate having guests sprung on them at the last minute by well-meaning husbands, and this must be as true of clergy wives as of anyone else.


‘If it’s not convenient…’ Callie had said, addressing Jane Stanford.


But Brian had answered for the both of them. ‘Oh, of course it’s convenient. After Evensong, just come across to the Vicarage. Jane will rustle something up.’


In the end, of course, Callie had accepted the offer of hospitality. It wasn’t as if she had anything better to do, she told herself. No one to cook for. Nothing in the diary. There wasn’t even anything particularly appealing on the telly that night.


Though she should get on with her unpacking. Callie sat on her sofa and looked at the tea chests which ranged along the wall. She’d had a week to unpack, in between her ordination and her first day on the job. And what had she done? She’d gone to Venice for three days, leaving the tea chests behind in the otherwise empty flat. On her return she’d managed to get the kitchen in order, as well as the bedroom and bathroom, so she could eat, sleep, and keep herself clean. But the book shelves gaped at her emptily in silent reproach at her laziness, and the tea chests reinforced her guilt. She was by nature an orderly person; living in any sort of chaos depressed her. Sighing, Callie roused herself from the sofa and opened the nearest tea chest.


Novels. She would put them here in the sitting room, on the built-in book shelves, and the theology books would go into the tiny second bedroom which would serve as her study.


Her new flat was not large, but Callie felt that it would suit her very well, once it was sorted out to her satisfaction. It was, almost literally, living above the shop: the flat was on the first floor, above the church hall. The proportions were pleasing, with high-ceilinged rooms, and the sitting room boasted an original Victorian fireplace flanked with book cases. The kitchen was rather old-fashioned and overdue for a refit, but Callie thought she could live with that.


She emptied three tea chests and arranged the books in alphabetical order. Then, feeling that it was time for a break, she went through to the kitchen and switched the kettle on.


The doorbell buzzed.


Callie wasn’t expecting anyone. She went to the door and opened it a crack. Her younger brother stood on the landing outside her door, half obscured behind a large sheaf of flowers.


‘Peter!’ She opened the door more widely, smiling in delight.


‘Aren’t you going to invite me in?’


‘Come in! I’ve just put the kettle on.’


‘Music to my ears. You must have known that I was coming, then.’ He presented the flowers to her with a graceful flourish. ‘Here, Sis. For your housewarming.’


‘Peter, how sweet.’ She hesitated for a moment as she accepted them. ‘Let’s see if I can remember where I’ve put the vase.’


He followed her into the flat, neck craning unashamedly in curiosity. ‘So this is where they’ve put you, then. Not bad, is it?’


‘Sorry. I’m still not quite unpacked.’ Callie indicated the tea chests as they passed through the sitting room towards the kitchen.


Peter Anson laughed. ‘I moved three years ago, and I’m still not quite unpacked. To say the least.’


‘I’ve noticed.’ In Callie’s opinion, her brother had made disorganisation into an art form. His packing crates had become part of the décor of his flat, almost replacing the need for furniture.


‘The kitchen’s a bit small,’ Peter observed. ‘And surely those units have been there since about 1950?’


Callie opened the cupboard under the sink and found a large vase, which she filled from the tap. ‘True. But wait till you see the bathroom. They’ve left the Victorian claw-foot bath, but they’ve put in a brand new power shower. Perfect for a curate on the go.’


Peter, who had started rummaging in the nearest cupboard in search of the biscuit tin, turned to stare at her. ‘I still can’t believe it,’ he said. ‘My sis – a curate.’


‘Well, it’s true.’


‘What do they call you, then?’ he asked. ‘They surely don’t call you “Father”, do they? Or “Mother”?’


Callie laughed as she took a scissors from a drawer and began snipping off the bottoms of the flower stems. ‘Good question. To tell you the truth, I don’t think they quite know what to call me. They’ve never had a woman curate here before. So I’ve been telling them just to call me “Callie”. Some of them don’t seem very comfortable with that. Any bright ideas?’


‘I’ll give it some thought.’


While Callie arranged the flowers, Peter made himself useful by preparing the tea and carrying the tray through to the sitting room. He placed it on a convenient tea chest; Callie followed him and put the vase of flowers on the hearth in front of the fireplace.


‘Thanks so much for the flowers,’ she said. ‘They really lift the place, don’t they?’  


Peter surveyed her handiwork and nodded. ‘I like the fireplace. Does it work?’


Callie shrugged. ‘I think so. I haven’t had a chance to try it yet.’


‘That will be nice and cosy come winter. Given the right person to curl up next to —’


She cut him off, aware that her voice was sharper than she’d intended. ‘Peter, don’t.’


‘Sorry, Sis.’ He looked repentant. ‘I thought maybe what’s-his-name had come to his senses by now.’


‘You know perfectly well that his name is Adam. And no, he hasn’t changed his mind. I haven’t seen him since … well, since the ordination.’ Her tone, controlled and chilly, warned him to drop the subject.


‘Sorry,’ Peter repeated, and took the hint as she sat down on the sofa and began to pour the tea. He reached over and accepted his cup, reaching for a biscuit with his other hand. ‘Have you seen Mum?’


Callie grimaced. ‘Yes, I dropped by a couple of days ago. To give her something I bought for her in Venice.’


‘Let me guess. She didn’t like it.’


Her laugh was rueful. ‘Well, I should have known. I got a little cat for her collection – a glass one, from Murano. And she said that I ought to have remembered that she collects china cats, not glass ones.’


‘Well, that’s Mum for you.’ Peter lifted his eyebrows and sighed.


Callie felt a tightness across her shoulders. She consciously relaxed, laughing again. She shouldn’t let her mother get to her; she knew that. And at least Peter understood – the one person in the world who did.


‘You had a good time in Venice, then?’ Peter asked. They’d talked on the phone, briefly, since her return, but they were both in a hurry on that occasion and this was the first opportunity she’d had to tell him about her trip.


When it came down to it, though, she found it impossible to put her experiences into words. ‘It was…wonderful,’ she said. ‘Having a good time doesn’t begin to describe it. I’ve never seen anything as beautiful in my life as that city.’


‘Did you take lots of photos?’


Callie shook her head. ‘No. That wouldn’t have done it justice. Venice is so much more than the sum of its parts. I just…well, I just absorbed it. I walked for hours and hours, and just soaked it in.’ She sipped her tea absently, remembering. She recalled the play of light on the stone of San Marco, the way the gold mosaics of its domes lit up the interior like millions of tiny lamps …


Peter put his cup down with a clatter, cutting into her thoughts. ‘What did you bring me?’ he demanded, reverting to the little boy he’d been years ago. ‘You said you’d brought me something.’


His eagerness made her smile. ‘Just a minute. Let me finish my tea.’


He helped himself to another biscuit. ‘I hope it’s not a glass cat. Or a china one either, for that matter.’


‘I’ll have to find it. I think I’ve put it in the bedroom. I wasn’t expecting you today, after all.’


It was impossible to be cross with Peter, she thought as she searched for where she’d put his gift.


Peter had made himself comfortable in her absence; he was sitting crosswise on the chair, his head tucked into the angle of the wing and his long legs dangling over the arm. Callie’s heart lifted, as it always did at the sight of him: he was so graceful, so elegant, grown up yet boyish still.


‘Here,’ she said. ‘A gondolier’s hat.’ Callie proffered it – a straw boater, festooned with dangling ribbons.


Peter took the hat, settling it at a rakish angle on his head.


‘Thanks, Sis.’ He grinned mischievously. ‘At the risk of sounding like Mum, I would have rather had the gondolier.’


Callie chose to misunderstand him. ‘I don’t think Mum would have fancied the gondolier.’


‘Very funny.’


‘Anyway,’ she went on in the same bantering tone, ‘what would Jason have said about that?’


The grin faded from his face, and suddenly he seemed very young indeed, far younger than his twenty-six years. ‘Actually,’ Peter said, gulping, ‘Jason’s left me. Last week. Went off with a nineteen-year-old chorus boy.’


Callie’s heart welled with sympathy. ‘Oh, Peter. I’m so sorry.’ And she was: Peter seemed to go through boyfriends the way most people went through paper tissues, but Jason had been around for several months, and the two of them had appeared almost settled together. Peter had confided to her that he had hopes for a long-term relationship with Jason; evidently Jason had not shared those hopes.


He made an effort to smile, but he looked like nothing so much as a miserable schoolboy whose pocket money had been stolen, and his voice quavered. ‘So you see, Sis, it looks as if the two of us are in the same boat, doesn’t it? We’ve both been ditched.’


Callie went to him, her arms outstretched.


In a way, Callie wished that she didn’t have to go to Evensong. She and Peter had hugged, had shared their misery and even shed a few tears together. It was therapeutic for both of them; she hated to have to cut it short. But on the other hand, as she was going to the Stanfords’ for supper, it was useful to have Evensong in between to collect herself and regain her equilibrium. Peter had dredged up emotions in her which she had kidded herself had been dealt with and banished. Now she admitted to herself that it was far from the case.


As she knelt for the prayers, Callie took deep breaths. She had to get on with her life. She had a new job, a new flat, and the prospect of many new relationships as she got to know the people in the parish. She should be thankful that it was so, thankful that her life was full of promise and possibility. But she couldn’t stop thinking that somewhere less than a mile away Adam was probably also at Evensong. And someone else might be at his side.




 





Jane Stanford hadn’t gone to Evensong. No, she’d been left behind to prepare supper. Offering hospitality was one of the accepted duties of a vicar’s wife, and she had never resented that. Throughout Brian’s ministry Jane had always been conscious of her privileged position at his side, embracing the obligations that position brought with it: she had, in her day, taught Sunday School, run the Mothers’ Union, headed up the flower rota, made countless cups of tea and produced endless traybakes and scones. She had edited the parish magazine, typed it herself and duplicated it on an old hand-cranked Gestetner machine in the days before high-speed photocopiers. She had typed Brian’s sermons, often improving them subtly, hoping
 that he wouldn’t notice. Many times through the years she had even been a surrogate vicar, listening to the whispered confessions and guilty tears of people who were too afraid or in awe of the vicar to speak to him; everyone knew that something told to the vicar’s wife would reach his ears, and no one else’s.


It was a high calling, that of a vicar’s wife. There were moments, of course, of being fed up with it all, of wishing that one’s home were one’s own and not an extension of the parish hall. There were times when the burden of making the meagre vicar’s stipend stretch to the end of the month, to put food on the table for her family every night and still eke out enough money for everything else, seemed impossible – for unlike many clergy wives, it was a point of honour with Jane that she had never worked outside the home. But when Jane had met Brian all those years ago, when he was an ordinand and she embarked on secretarial training, she had determined from the start that it was what she wanted: to be married to Brian, and to have all that came with being the wife of a clergyman in the Church of England. She had never, for more than a passing moment, regretted that choice.


Tonight, though, Jane was feeling a bit low. She told herself that it wasn’t really surprising. She had worked flat out over the past few weeks as the boys prepared to go off to university, making sure that they had everything they would need to take with them and that it was all packed properly and in a fit state. Buying all those last-minute things for them had stretched the budget, as well. It had always been one of the difficulties of having twins, she recognised: the demands on the budget had inevitably come in twos. When Charlie needed new trainers, Simon always needed them as well, and the same was true now of tuition fees and books. For the first time in her married life, Jane had thought seriously about getting a job to fund the expensive proposition of having two boys going up to Oxford.


But when she’d broached the subject to Brian, he’d been horrified. ‘You can’t do that now,’ he’d said. ‘Not after all these years. I mean, who would look after me?’ Then he’d given her a hug. ‘We’ll manage somehow, Janey. You’ll manage. You always do.’


So that had been that. And she had managed.


Jane had always prided herself on being able to produce a reasonable meal for visitors at short notice; it was something she was called upon to do with some regularity. Usually this wasn’t a problem, with judicious use of things from the freezer and a stock of tins in the larder. At the moment, though, the larder and the freezer were both a bit depleted. It wasn’t very sensitive of Brian to have invited the new curate to supper tonight, of all nights. She couldn’t very well give the woman beans on toast.


There was a packet of spaghetti in the larder. But what to put on it? Jane got down on her knees and pulled things out of the freezer. At the back she made a serendipitous discovery: a container labelled ‘Bolognese sauce’. It was a legacy from a parish supper, some months ago now, when they had ambitiously over-catered; the left-overs had been prodigious in quantity. ‘You take it, Jane,’ the other women on the catering team had urged. ‘You have those boys to feed, and Father Brian.’ So Jane had filled a shelf of the freezer with little containers, and they’d eaten Bolognese until the boys were sick of it. This one little remnant of that bounty had escaped undetected, and now was welcomed by Jane as a positive Godsend. Never mind that it might not be at its best. There was a nub of cheese in the fridge, and if she grated that over the top perhaps it wouldn’t be noticed.




 





‘Do you fancy a pint, mate?’ Neville Stewart paused by the desk of his colleague Mark Lombardi.


‘Great, Nev.’ Mark looked up at him, distracted from his paperwork for just an instant. ‘I’ve nearly finished.’


They were among a dwindling number of policemen left at the station, early on Sunday evening. Neither of them was scheduled to be there, but both had come in for their own reasons, and now it seemed the right time for them to call a halt to their activities and leave together for some liquid refreshment.


Neville Stewart was an Irishman by birth. His name, with its roots so strongly on the eastern rather than the western side of the Irish Sea, was a source of mild amusement, sometimes hilarity, amongst the English. But in Dublin, where he’d grown up, it was little short of an incitement to riot. ‘I can’t tell you how many times I’ve had the crap beat out of me because of my name,’ he’d once told Mark. ‘Very early on, I knew there were only two things I could do about it: change my name, or leave Ireland.’ London had proved a safe haven for him, and in spite of the soft Irish lilt in his voice which he’d retained, and his predeliction for drinking Guinness, he had assimilated very well. Now in his late thirties, he had risen through the ranks of the CID to become a Detective Inspector, and a very good one, with responsibility for major crimes.


Mark Lombardi was a few years younger – just over thirty – and a Detective Sergeant whose speciality in the CID was as a Family Liaison Officer. He was London born and bred, though both of his parents had come from Italy, and he was proud of his Italian roots.


There was a natural affinity between the two, not least because of their non-English backgrounds, and they often had a drink together when their schedules permitted it. These drinking sessions sometimes went on for rather longer than intended but, unlike most of their colleagues, neither of them had anyone at home waiting for them – no wife, no girlfriend – so it didn’t matter, as long as they were in fit condition for their next stint of duty.


The pub to which they regularly repaired was an anonymous sort of place without a great deal of character, but it possessed the virtue of being close to the station, and the beer was a few pence cheaper than in the more upmarket pubs. Besides, they offered Guinness on draught.


‘My turn to buy, I think,’ Neville announced. Mark found a table, and Neville joined him a few minutes later, balancing a pint of Guinness in one hand and a Peroni in the other, trying hard not to lose a precious drop of either.


‘So,’ said Neville, after they’d quaffed the first few refreshing mouthfuls, ‘I haven’t seen you since you got back from Italy. Had a good time, did you?’


‘Fine. I always enjoy Venice.’


‘And your granny was in good health?’


‘Remarkable,’ said Mark. ‘She’s in her eighties, but she’s very fit. She still does her own shopping every day.’


‘She’s still on at you to find yourself a wife?’


Mark shrugged and nodded. ‘She won’t give up until I do. And of course she keeps trying to help me out – every time I’m there, she dredges up some young women and makes sure I meet them. It’s my duty, she says. My duty to la famiglia.’


‘Sounds just like my granny,’ Neville commiserated. ‘Though in Ireland no one expects a bloke to get married before he’s forty. It’s well known that the sap doesn’t start to rise till then.’


Mark, in the process of sipping his beer, sputtered and choked. When he’d recovered, he pointed out to his friend, ‘You don’t have much time left, then. You’ll be forty in a couple of years. Then no more excuses.’


‘Don’t remind me,’ Neville groaned.


Neville wasn’t averse to women: far from it. On the contrary, he was well known amongst his colleagues for his success with the ladies. Blessed with more than his fair share of charm, and above average looks to boot, he could have had his pick of any number of women. But he preferred to sample their goods – freely offered – rather than buy into anything permanent. ‘I’m just not ready to settle down,’ was his mantra. So far he’d managed to get away with it.


‘Let’s change the subject,’ said Neville, knocking back half his glass in one swallow. ‘What were you doing at your desk this afternoon? I thought you were off until tomorrow.’


‘As a matter of fact, it had something to do with my trip to Italy.’ Mark followed suit and took a long drink, aware that the next round was his and that Neville would soon be ready for a second Guinness. ‘Tying up some paperwork. Turns out there was some bloke on the plane who had bumped off his wife in Venice, and thought he’d get away with it.’


‘Oh, I heard something about that.’ Neville assumed a look of professional interest.


‘The usual story, it seems. Clearing the way for another woman. His Italian girlfriend came back with him on his wife’s passport.’


‘Doesn’t sound like Immigration were doing their job,’ grumbled Neville.


‘I’m sure they’ll catch hell for it, if that’s any consolation.’


‘So how did he get caught? If they made it through Immigration?’


Mark drained his glass. ‘That’s a long story, best left for the next pint. I’ll get you one, shall I?’







 





Evensong was over; in the vestry, vicar and curate took off their surplices and cassocks. ‘Shall I go home and change?’ Callie asked.


‘Mufti? Oh, no need for that,’ Brian Stanford assured her. ‘Just come along with me. Jane will be waiting.’


It was only a short distance, but the wind was blowing cold, and Callie didn’t have the benefit of a clerical cloak like the one Brian wore; she was glad to reach the vicarage, with its promise of warmth.


The warmth, though, was merely relative, as the heating had only just come on. Brian apologised, adding, ‘If it were up to Jane, we wouldn’t put the heating on at all until the end of October, no matter what the weather. She tells me that I have no idea how expensive heating oil is.’ He shook his head. ‘And I’m afraid she’s right – I don’t worry about things like that. I leave it all to her.’


Jane appeared at that moment, proffering a small bowl of crisps. ‘Would you like a drink, Miss Anson?’ she asked. ‘Wine? Sherry? Fruit juice?’


Brian intervened before Callie could reply. ‘I’ll open a bottle of wine, shall I?’


‘Yes, all right.’ Jane sat on the sofa, and indicated that Callie should take one of the arm chairs.


‘It’s so kind of you to have me,’ Callie said impulsively. ‘I do hope it hasn’t caused you any trouble.’


‘It’s our pleasure, Miss Anson,’ said Jane, without warmth.


‘Oh, please – do call me Callie. Everyone does.’


Jane seemed to be inspecting her. ‘An unusual name.’


She was used to explaining it. ‘My given name is Caroline,’ she said. ‘But when we were small my younger brother couldn’t say his “r”s. So I’ve been called Callie ever since.’


Brian came through from the kitchen with a bottle of red wine and three glasses. ‘Here we are,’ he announced, beaming jovially. ‘This will warm us up.’


‘Miss Anson – Callie – was just telling me about the origins of her interesting name,’ Jane addressed him, then turned back to Callie. ‘So do you have other family? Other brothers and sisters?’


‘No, just the one brother. There are four years between us, but we’ve always been quite close. He lives just across the river, in Southwark.’


‘And your parents?’


Callie felt as if she were being given the third degree. ‘My father died a few years ago. He was a Civil Servant, in Whitehall. My mother still lives in London.’ She made an effort to deflect further questions. ‘I understand that you have two sons.’


Jane softened visibly. ‘Yes. Twins. Very clever boys, both of them. They’ve just gone up to Oxford for their first term. Charlie is reading Theology at Oriel, and Simon is reading Law at Christ Church.’


‘You must be very proud,’ said Callie. That, at least, was a safe thing to say.


‘Oh, yes,’ Brian agreed, handing Callie a glass and sitting down beside his wife on the sofa. ‘Cheers, Callie.’ He raised his glass. ‘Here’s to a successful partnership at All Saints.’


‘Cheers.’


Jane didn’t look overjoyed at the toast; she raised her eyebrows at Brian and took a sip of the wine. ‘I’ve always looked on our marriage as a partnership,’ she said to Callie, almost belligerently.


‘And so it is,’ Brian assured her, draping an arm across her shoulders and giving her a casual squeeze. ‘You know I couldn’t possibly manage without you, my dear.’


Callie observed them, middle-aged and content with each other: Brian, with his sandy, receding hair and prominent nose, and Jane, the almost quintessential vicar’s wife, chunky in her ancient Laura Ashley skirt, round-faced, bespectacled and with her dark hair skinned back from her face into a lank pony tail. A team, dependent on each other. What sort of partnership would she and Adam have had in another fifteen or twenty years? She didn’t want to think about that …


But Jane was on to the next question. ‘What did you do before you were ordained? Brian went to Theological College straight from university, of course – everyone did in those days. But I believe that nowadays they like their ordinands to have another career first.’


Callie gratefully turned her thoughts from Adam. ‘To tell you the truth, when I was at university, ordination was something that never crossed my mind. I wasn’t much of a church-goer, in fact. I wasn’t even very much aware of the battles over the ordination of women.’


Brian seemed interested. ‘What happened?’


‘Well, I followed my father into the Civil Service. It was a good career. I enjoyed it. Then…well, then my father got sick. Cancer.’ Now she was back on painful ground; she told the rest as quickly and non-emotively as she could: how during his illness she had come to know and respect the hospital chaplain, Frances Cherry; how the respect had grown into a deep friendship; how, after her father’s death, Frances had helped her to discover her vocation to the priesthood and put her on the path leading to ordination.


‘So that’s it,’ she said. ‘Before I met Frances, I didn’t even know that women could be priests. Afterwards, I knew that I had to be one.’


And then, with the second glass of wine, came the question that she should have been expecting, but wasn’t.


‘Have you set a date yet?’ asked Jane.


‘A date?’ Callie echoed, not yet comprehending.


‘Your wedding. Brian told me that you’re engaged to a fellow ordinand. He’s the new curate at Christ Church, I believe?’


The question struck Callie like a physical blow, and for a moment she was breathless with the pain of it. Of course Jane would have known about Adam, she realised. She’d told Brian all about him at their initial interview, had explained that it was one reason why she was so interested in serving her curacy at All Saints, in the adjoining parish to Adam’s. In a year or so, she’d told him, when they were both settled into their parishes, they would get married.


Oh God, oh God, oh God, her head hammered. If only…If only Adam hadn’t gone on that particular parish placement …


The silence stretched out painfully, as Callie searched both for her voice and for something to say. The voice, when she spoke, was less wobbly than she’d feared it might be.’ I’m afraid that’s not going to happen,’ she said. ‘It’s been called off. We…changed our minds.’


‘Oh,’ said Jane, narrowing her eyes. ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’




 





Somehow Callie got through the evening. She was going to rub along just fine with Brian, she decided – he was quite sweet, if a bit wet. And Jane?


Fortunately, she thought, she wasn’t going to have to work with Jane, at least not directly. Jane had been perfectly civil to her, but there was something there that she just couldn’t quite put her finger on …


Letting herself back into her flat, Callie was unexpectedly assailed by a feeling of desolation at its emptiness. It was silly – she had lived alone before, and that had never bothered her. Now, though, she longed for some living creature – a dog, or even a bird or a goldfish – to welcome her back. Fighting back a lump in her throat, she went to her phone and checked for messages. There were three, according to her call minder.


Not Adam, she told herself, while hoping against hope that one of them might be. Even if he weren’t ringing to say he’d changed his mind and seen the error of his ways, even if he just wanted to say hello and see how she was doing …


The first message was from Frances Cherry. ‘I just wanted to know how your first Sunday went,’ her friend said. ‘And I need to have a word with you about the Deanery Chapter meeting. Give me a ring in the morning, if you have a chance. I’ll be at home until late morning.’


The second was from Peter. ‘Good to see you this afternoon, Sis,’ he said. Odd, thought Callie – not for the first time – that the person who had been responsible for her nickname never called her anything but Sis. ‘Hope I wasn’t too much of a wet blanket. Give me a ring whenever. And by the way, you’re better off without what’s-his-name, in my humble opinion. I never did think he was good enough for you.’


Callie supposed that was meant to make her feel better. Holding her breath, she pressed the button to listen to the final message. She exhaled slowly as she realised that the male voice wasn’t Adam’s. ‘This is Mark,’ it said, then paused. ‘You know – Mark, Marco, from the Venice flight. You gave me the tip about Mr Hawkins and his wife, and I thought you’d like to know what’s been happening. Here’s my number.’


Callie wrote it down, with an unexpected flutter in her chest.



















Chapter Two





Unlike Callie, whose vocation had come to her late, Frances Cherry had always wanted to be a priest. Her father was a priest; she had grown up steeped in church life, a child of the vicarage. From earliest days, her favourite games involved not dolls and tea parties but playing at celebrating Mass. Carefully she would lay out her ‘altar’ on a little table, meticulously placing the elements. As an only child, she rarely had a live ‘congregation’, making do with a variety of dolls, but that didn’t seem to matter. With great solemnity she would say the words of consecration, lifting her plastic chalice of Ribena in reverent elevation.


To his credit, her father never told her that she couldn’t be a priest, that the Church had not yet caught up with her sense of vocation. It was years before she discovered the horrible truth: women could not be priests.


‘But it’s not fair!’ she raged.


‘You can serve God in many other ways,’ her mother tried to soothe her. ‘You can marry a priest, like I did. Or you could be a Deaconess.’


In the end, Frances did both.


She was accepted for training as a Deaconess, and went to theological college. It seemed to compound the injustice that she was educated alongside men who would one day be priests, receiving exactly the same training as they did. Those were difficult years for her.


But it was there that she met the man who would be her husband: Graham Cherry. Unlike some of the other ordinands, he never dismissed her strong sense of vocation. ‘The Church will see the light one day, Fran,’ he would say to her. ‘Just hang in there.’ That didn’t make it any easier to bear on the day, a few weeks before their wedding, when a bishop laid hands on Graham Cherry and made him a deacon. And a year later, when he was priested, it was even worse for Frances. She was happy for him, of course, and shared in his joy, but she felt as though she would forever be locked out of the only club she had ever wanted to join.


Frances, by then, was working as a hospital chaplain. It was one of the few fields of ministry which was available to her as a woman, since she could administer communion to hospital patients using elements which had been consecrated by a man. She enjoyed the job, and found that she had a real gift for working with the sick, the dying, and their families.


Within a year of their marriage, though, Frances discovered that she had achieved perhaps the one thing her husband was incapable of: she was carrying a child. The baby hadn’t been planned, but when it happened, they were both delighted. Frances continued working until virtually the last moment, and went back to her job a few months after Heather’s birth.


She told herself that she should be the most content of all women: she was a wife and mother, she had a rewarding job at which she excelled. Yet still, deep in her soul, she knew that something was missing. She felt it most strongly each Sunday morning as Graham elevated the chalice and said the words of consecration, but the ache was with her always, gnawing at her contentment.


Needless to say, when the Movement for the Ordination of Women arrived, Frances was ready to be enlisted for the battle.


That was where she had first met Leo Jackson, now the Area Dean of Bayswater. He was one of the handful of brave men whose sense of justice and equality had put him in the forefront of the fight. Then he’d been a young vicar, working in a deprived area of London. He’d felt so strongly about the cause that he had campaigned for a seat on General Synod, and won. His vote had counted, that day in November of 1992.




 





Frances recognised Leo’s voice as soon as she picked up the phone. Leo didn’t just talk, he boomed. And his West Indian lilt seemed to get stronger through the years, rather than diminishing.


‘Frannie, my love!’ he shouted down the phone. ‘How are you, my pet?’


She held the receiver a foot away from her ear, smiling. ‘Doing very well, Leo. And you?’


‘Couldn’t be better!’ He paused, lowering his voice a notch. ‘Listen, Frannie. I want to ask you to do me a favour.’


‘Ask away,’ Frances invited; there was little she wouldn’t do for Leo Jackson.


‘This Clergy Chapter meeting tomorrow. I know it’s short notice, pet, and I know that you don’t usually come to Clergy Chapter, but I’d like for you to deacon for me at the Mass before the meeting.’


‘Well,’ said Frances. ‘You know why I don’t usually come.’


‘Oh, THEM,’ he exploded. ‘They’re not worth worrying about.’


They might not be worth worrying about, Frances reflected, but they could certainly make life quite unpleasant for her.


‘They’ll be very upset if I deacon the Eucharist. They might walk out.’


‘Let them walk. It’s at my church, and I can have any deacon I want!’ He added, ‘They wouldn’t come at all if we weren’t having a speaker they’re interested in.’


‘Something about silver?’ Frances remembered.


‘Yes. Just up their street. Silver, vestments, all that sort of poncy stuff that they love. Tat. They wouldn’t miss it for anything.’


‘Well…‘said Frances again. ‘I was planning to come, actually. As moral support for Callie Anson.’


‘Brian Stanford’s new curate.’


‘That’s right. She’s a good friend of mine, and I don’t think it’s fair to let her walk into that lion’s den on her own.’


‘Good for you, pet.’


Frances hesitated a moment before going on. ‘And there’s another reason why she needs moral support, Leo. A more personal reason. She was planning to marry Adam Masters.’


‘Richard Grant’s new curate at Christ Church,’ Leo said at once. ‘Yes, I knew that.’


‘But he dumped her, just a few weeks ago. Right before their ordination. Apparently he met some girl on his parish placement, and that was the end of his engagement to Callie.’


‘Oh, God.’ Leo’s reaction was heartfelt. ‘Poor kid. And he’ll be at the meeting.’


‘I expect he will. So I thought I’d go along with her and hold her hand, so to speak.’


‘Good woman.’ Leo paused. ‘And you’ll deacon for me, then?’


‘All right,’ she capitulated. ‘As you say, if they don’t like it, they can walk.’




 





Callie made a bit of time in the morning to return her phone messages. She wanted to hear what Mark – or Marco, as she thought of him – had to tell her, but she was strangely nervous about talking to him. Buying time, she rang Frances first; the number was engaged. Even though her brother’s message hadn’t indicated an urgent need to speak to her, she tried him next. He answered after a number of rings, grumbling at her for ringing so early in the morning. Apart from that, he seemed to have regained his equilibrium and was his usual bouncy, optimistic self. So much, she thought, for his broken heart over the perfidious Jason.


On her next try, she reached Frances.


‘You must have felt the vibes,’ Frances said. ‘I was just talking about you.’


‘Who to?’


‘The Area Dean. Leo. I was telling him that I was planning to break a long-standing habit of avoiding Clergy Chapter to give you a bit of moral support.’


Adam, Callie thought. Frances must know how she was dreading the prospect of seeing him. ‘I really appreciate that.’


‘I thought I ought to prepare you for what is likely to be a fairly unpleasant experience,’ Frances added.


‘Well, I did figure out that Adam would probably be there.’


Frances gave a mirthless laugh. ‘It’s not just Adam I’m talking about. There may very well be some people there who think you’re an abomination, and won’t hesitate to tell you so.’


‘An abomination?’ Callie was shocked at the word, and at the depth of feeling in Frances’ voice. ‘But they don’t even know me!’


‘Nothing personal, mind you,’ Frances assured her. ‘But you’re one of those hateful creatures who have destroyed their Church. Someone who thinks she can be a priest, even though they know better.’


‘I don’t understand.’ Callie had never encountered any overt hostility to her new vocation; at theological college she had been affirmed in it, and though she knew there were people out there who weren’t so positive, she was unprepared for anything like what Frances was talking about. ‘I thought that all the people who were against the ordination of women had left the Church of England. Had gone off to be Roman Catholics or Orthodox or something.’


‘Oh, would that it were so. The Church is still ordaining young men who don’t believe that women can be priests. Insane, or what?’ Again Frances laughed. ‘At any rate, I didn’t mean to alarm you, just warn you. And they might not be there anyway.’


‘But who are they?’ Callie asked. ‘What do they look like, so I’ll know to steer clear of them?’


‘By their shirts ye shall know them,’ intoned Frances solemnly. ‘Avoid the men in black.’


Callie echoed her words, thinking of the film. ‘Men in Black?’


‘The blacker their shirts, the higher their Churchmanship.’


‘Of course.’ Callie realised what Frances was talking about: the coded messages given out by clerical shirts. By and large, she knew, Anglo-Catholic clergy almost always wore black, mimicking the Roman Catholics, whilst those of a more Evangelical bent might wear pastels, bright colours or even stripes, and middle-of-the-roaders often favoured grey or pale blue. And then there were the clerical collars, from the narrow Roman bands worn by the High to the broad expanses of white at the necks of Evangelicals. ‘By their shirts ye shall know them’ was indeed an apt observation. ‘I’ll watch out for the black shirts,’ Callie promised.


Frances added, ‘I have to say, though, that the Evangelicals probably won’t like you much, either.’


Callie sighed. ‘Because of the Headship thing, you mean.’


‘That’s right,’ affirmed Frances. ‘Women having authority over men is a big no-no for them. They have real problems with women priests for that reason. But they’ll be much nicer to your face than the other lot will,’ she added. ‘They’ll be all smiley and nice, and you’ll never know what they really think of you.’


‘I’m not even a priest yet,’ Callie protested. ‘I’m just a lowly deacon. I don’t have authority over anyone.’


‘True. And for that reason the Evangelicals might just about let you get away with it.’


Again Callie sighed, wondering what she’d let herself in for. ‘I can see why you avoid Clergy Chapter,’ she said. ‘That sounds like the safest thing to do.’


And that, she thought, was even without the question of Adam.







 





It was mid-morning before Callie rang Marco Lombardi. She had a clear picture of him in her mind as she picked up the phone: the curly black hair, the warm brown eyes, the smile. On their one meeting, when he’d sat next to her on the plane from Venice, she’d found him attractive in personality as well as in appearance. He had drawn her out, encouraged her to talk, made her feel like an interesting person. There was something about him, about the way he’d smiled at her …


But she was being silly, she told herself firmly. He had been displaying good manners, no more than that. He would have been the same with anyone. He hadn’t singled her out; he had found himself with her as a seatmate, and had made the best of the situation.


And besides, it was way too soon to be thinking about anything like that.


With renewed determination she punched in the number he’d given her.


‘Marco?’ she said when a male voice answered.


His response was immediate. ‘Callie. Thanks for ringing.’


‘How did you know it was me?’


He laughed: the warm, deep laugh she remembered. ‘No one but my parents ever calls me Marco. And you certainly aren’t my mother.’


‘Oh,’ she said, gulping. ‘Shall I call you Mark, then?’


‘Not at all. I like it,’ he assured her. ‘It reminds me of Venice.’


Venice. For an instant Callie was there, walking along the Grand Canal…


‘Speaking of Venice,’ he went on, ‘I thought you’d want to know what’s happened with your Mr Hawkins.’


‘Hardly my Mr Hawkins,’ she laughed. ‘But of course I want to know.’


‘The body. It was his wife, all right – it’s been positively identified. And the paperwork is underway for him to be extradited back to Italy.’


‘So he did kill her,’ Callie said, satisfaction in her voice.


‘At this point, I don’t think there’s anything more than circumstantial evidence that he did, but I’m sure that my Italian colleagues will put that to rights.’


Callie wasn’t sure whether that was meant to be ironic or not; she didn’t know Marco Lombardi well enough to tell. ‘What about the woman?’ she asked. ‘Gabriella? Will she be extradited as well?’


‘No need for that,’ he assured her. ‘She’s already back in Italy. Deported. Don’t forget, she entered the country illegally, on someone else’s passport. HM Immigration don’t fool around with that sort of thing – as soon as they nabbed her, she was on the next plane back.’


‘Well. That’s that, then.’


‘I wanted to thank you for your part in it,’ Marco said. ‘Without your keen eye, they might very well have got away with it.’


Callie felt satisfied, yet oddly deflated. ‘Well, thanks for letting me know.’


‘Not at all.’


There was a pause as Callie tried to think what to say next. She considered ‘see you around’, but realised it was unlikely that their paths ever would cross again.


Marco finally spoke into the silence. ‘Callie,’ he said, tentatively. ‘I was wondering whether you might like to go out some time. For a meal, or something.’


Her heart thudded. ‘You mean…like a date?’


‘Not if you don’t want to think of it like that,’ he said. ‘It can be just on a friendly basis, if you’d prefer.’


‘Yes, I’d like that,’ she assured him. ‘I don’t mind what we call it, but I’d like to see you.’


‘How about Saturday evening? I’m off duty.’


Callie laughed. ‘Well, I’m on duty on Sunday morning, but as long as it’s not too late …’


‘How about an early pizza? Say, seven o’clock?’


‘That would be perfect.’


They made arrangements to meet. This time, when Callie put the phone down, she was smiling.




 





Later on Monday morning, Frances Cherry was at the hospital, making her rounds. Walking down a corridor between wards, she was so lost in her own thoughts that she didn’t see Leo Jackson until he boomed her name.


‘Frannie, my love!’


Her head jerked up and she found herself engulfed in a bear hug, acknowledging his greeting against a massive chest. ‘Hello, Leo,’ she said, muffled.


He released her, grinning in delight. ‘Just imagine. I talked to you earlier, and now I have the pleasure of seeing you in the flesh. That’s amazing!’


‘Leo, I work here,’ she reminded him, returning his grin.


‘And so, sometimes, do I. One of my parishioners is in for a little op, and needed a bit of hand-holding. In spite of your wonderful ministrations,’ he added.


Frances took a step back and looked at him, altogether larger than life. He was, as usual, wearing a clerical collar and black stock under a wildly coloured African tribal dashiki, looking like an exotic tropical bird – albeit a gigantic one – amongst the hospital greens and drab hues of the rest of the people in the corridor. Leo was like some primal force, pulsating with energy. Seeing him always made her smile; being with him invariably made her feel better about life in general.


‘Are you busy, pet? Come for a cup of coffee,’ he urged.


‘I was on my way to the caff for a bite of lunch,’ Frances said.


Leo took her arm. ‘Better yet. I’ll come with you. If you don’t mind being seen with me, that is,’ he added with a twinkle. ‘People might talk.’


‘Let them talk,’ Frances laughed, falling into step beside him.


They must be quite a sight, she thought: the enormous black man, and the petite, slender woman with red hair and the very fair skin that so often goes with hair of that colour. Both in clerical collars, and neither fitting in any way the traditional stereotype of the British clergy. This, though – like it or not – was the Church of England in the twenty-first century.


Together they went through the queue and then, in the midst of the busy lunch hour, found a table which had just been vacated. Frances sensed, as they settled down with their food, that Leo had something he wanted to tell her. She also knew that he would do it in his own time; it would be counter-productive to rush him.


So for the first part of the meal they talked about the Deanery.


‘You probably don’t realise what an uproar there’s been about the curates,’ Leo said, sighing.


‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, in the first place, there’s your friend Callie Anson.’


Frances frowned. ‘How is Callie a problem?’


‘That should be obvious,’ Leo said wryly. ‘She’s a woman. You of all people ought to know that this Deanery hasn’t been very woman-friendly.’


‘So why is she here?’


Leo paused as he conveyed a forkful of an unidentifiable curry mixture to his mouth. ‘Because the Bishop and I wanted her here. Brian Stanford kicked up a bit of a fuss about it – he’s not been known as a strong supporter of women priests.’


‘Then why did he agree to have her?’


The Area Dean wiggled his eyebrows at her and grinned wickedly. ‘Because we told him it was Callie Anson or no one. Take her or leave her. And at the end of the day, Brian Stanford wanted a curate more than he didn’t want a woman, if you know what I mean.’ He added, ‘I’m not saying that he’s bone idle, but our Brian doesn’t like to do any more work than necessary. He’s been coasting for years.’


‘Callie will be all right,’ Frances said stoutly. ‘She’s a hard worker. And she’s more strong-minded than she seems.’


‘She’ll need to be, with that other lot baying for her blood.’


Frances scowled. ‘Father Vincent, you mean.’ Her emphasis on ‘Father’ was deliberate and ironic.


‘And Father Jonah. Our local chapter of Forward in Faith.’


‘Backward in Bigotry, more like,’ Frances muttered. ‘I don’t know how they have the nerve to use the word “forward” when all they want to do is hang on to the past for dear life, and pretend that women priests don’t even exist.’


‘In their books,’ Leo reminded her, ‘they don’t exist. You remember that famous – or infamous – remark by one of their lot: that it was no more possible to ordain a woman than to ordain a pork pie. A woman may believe she’s ordained, and other people may believe it, but that doesn’t mean she’s a priest. Not as far as they’re concerned.’


Frances stabbed her fork at a lettuce leaf. ‘It makes my blood boil.’


‘You can almost understand where someone like Vincent Underwood is coming from,’ Leo said thoughtfully. ‘He’s a dinosaur. An old-fashioned Anglo-Catholic, who’s been surrounded by “Father knows best” all his life, and doesn’t know any different. He just can’t accept that today’s Church isn’t the Church he’s always known. There are times when I almost feel sorry for him.’


‘Not for very long, I hope,’ said Frances with another savage stab.


‘The one I don’t feel sorry for is Father Jonah,’ Leo grimaced. ‘He’s young enough to know better.’


‘I haven’t had much dealing with Father Jonah,’ admitted Frances.


‘Best to keep it that way. Jonah loathes everything that you stand for – I don’t suppose he would throw you a life preserver if you were drowning. And he doesn’t have much use for me, either,’ he added.


‘Because you’re …’ Frances caught herself in time, and left the sentence dangling.


‘Because I’m West Indian,’ Leo stated. ‘“Son of a slave”, he calls me in his more charming moments.’


Frances lowered her fork and stared at him. ‘But he’s…’


‘Nigerian. And thus pure-blooded and vastly superior. Which he never lets me forget.’


For a few minutes Leo was silent, applying himself to his curry, and Frances didn’t know quite what to say. She picked at her salad, then ventured, ‘You said there had been an uproar over the curates. Plural. I can understand why the fuss about Callie, but…?’


‘Adam Masters,’ Leo said. ‘With him, it was a question of money.’


‘Money?’


‘You know how desperate our finances are in the Diocese. Everywhere in the C of E, in fact. And the Deanery’s resources couldn’t stretch to two new curates in one year.’


‘Then how…?’


Leo gave a rumbling laugh. ‘The only ones in the C of E who have any money are the Evangelicals. Apparently, with Richard Grant’s guidance, the people of Christ Church prayed about it, and God told them that they were meant to have a curate, so the congregation put their hands in their pockets and are paying for him themselves.’


‘But doesn’t that go against everything?’ Frances frowned. ‘Against the structures and the discipline of the parish system?’


‘Of course it does. But they don’t care.’ A note of bitterness had crept into his voice. ‘It’s God’s will, they say. You can’t argue against that. Even if that sort of thing ultimately brings the Church down.’ He shook his head. ‘Who’d ever want to be Area Dean, I ask? It’s a thankless job.’


‘It must be difficult for you, holding everything together,’ Frances sympathised. ‘No end to the problems. Not to mention dealing with the great range of Churchmanship.’


‘I don’t know which are worse,’ grumbled Leo. ‘The bloody Evangelicals, or the bloody-minded Anglo-Catholics.’


‘And you in the middle.’


‘No one knows what to make of me.’ He had regained his equilibrium, and gave her a sly grin across the table. ‘Liturgically High Church. Theologically liberal. In favour of everything that both sides hate: inclusive worship, women priests.’


‘You’re a real trouble-maker,’ Frances said with great affection.


‘I suppose,’ he chuckled, ‘that’s why they made me Area Dean. Just to get up everyone’s nose.’


‘That, and the fact that you’re brilliant at it.’


Leo threw his head back and laughed his booming, full-throated laugh. ‘Tell that to Vincent Underwood, pet. Or Richard Grant.’




 





It wasn’t until they had finished their meal and gone back through the queue for coffee that Leo got round to what he’d really wanted to tell Frances. The lunchtime crowd had thinned out a bit by then, and they were able to find a table with no immediate neighbours.


Leo tore open a sachet of sugar and sprinkled it over his coffee. ‘One of these days I’ll give it up,’ he said, almost to himself. ‘I know it isn’t doing me any good.’


Frances waited, sensing that he was working himself up to it.


He stirred his coffee, took a sip, then leaned forward and announced, ‘Frannie, I’m in love!’


‘Oh,’ said Frances carefully.


It was an open secret, at least amongst those he counted as his friends, that Leo Jackson was gay. Indeed, he had never particularly tried to hide his orientation. On the occasion of Frances’ first meeting with him, many years earlier, he had told her that he had felt impelled to join the fight for women’s ordination because of his own circumstances: as a gay black man, he had said, who knew everything there was to know about marginalisation, he had no choice but to stand beside his sisters at the barricades.


But as far as Frances knew, at least in the years they had been friends, Leo had never had a partner. She had always assumed that he was celibate, or if not that, at least extremely discreet.


That was what had protected him, as far as the Church was concerned: though official Church policy was clear in its condemnation of homosexual acts, especially amongst the clergy, it was more understanding on the matter of orientation. People couldn’t help what they were, the Church seemed to say, but they could help what they did about it. In practice, of course, things were quite different, and the unofficial policy of ‘turn a blind eye’ was prevalent throughout many quarters of the Church of England, not least in the Diocese of London. Still, Leo would almost certainly not have found preferment, would not have been made Area Dean, if he’d been living openly with a partner.


‘Aren’t you happy for me, then?’ Leo said, beaming at her.


She took a deep breath. ‘Yes, of course I am.’


Then it all came out in a rush. His name was Oliver Pickett. Leo had met him some weeks earlier, when Oliver had turned up at church. ‘A seeker after truth,’ Leo said. ‘He was looking for something, looking for answers.’


Apparently he had found them.


He had asked Leo if he might come round to see him at the rectory, to discuss some questions about the Christian faith. It had gone on from there.


‘We fell in love,’ said Leo simply, his face shining with a touching wonder. ‘I’m not sure how it happened. But it did. I love him. And he loves me. That’s the most amazing part of it, Frannie. He loves me.’


Her heart ached for him, anticipating the problems that he, blinded by love, couldn’t foresee. ‘Leo, you are being careful, aren’t you?’ she had to say.


‘Careful?’ he countered defensively. ‘If you mean safe sex, then of course we’re being careful. I’m not stupid, you know.’


‘That’s not what I meant. I meant…careful. Discreet.’


The smile returned to his face. ‘Oh, that. Yes, we’re being careful. He hasn’t moved in or anything. We don’t go out in public together. And I haven’t told anyone. Not a soul, till now. But I just had to tell someone. And I knew I could trust you, Frannie my pet.’


‘You can trust me,’ she assured him. ‘I just want what’s best for you.’


Leo leaned across the table and took her slender white hand in his large black one. ‘Oliver is what’s best for me,’ he stated with a radiant confidence that almost convinced her. ‘He makes me happy. Happier than I ever thought I could be. He’s made me realise that, after so many years of self-denial, I really can have it all. I don’t have to give up the Church for love, or deny myself the love of another human being for the sake of the Church. I can have both.’


Frances swallowed and squeezed his hand. ‘Then I’m very happy for you, Leo.’


‘I want you to meet him,’ Leo said impulsively. ‘I want you to see how wonderful he is.’


Frances realised that he was asking her to compromise herself, but for the sake of their long friendship, she didn’t hesitate. ‘Yes, I’d like that,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘I’d like to meet this paragon.’


Leo responded to her smile with a dazzling one of his own. ‘Come to tea tomorrow. Before the Clergy Chapter meeting. You can meet him then.’






















Chapter Three





Callie hadn’t had much opportunity, in her scant few days in the parish, to familiarise herself with much more than the location of the shops, so she welcomed Brian Stanford’s suggestion that she should accompany him on his weekly Monday afternoon round of home communion visits. She would meet a few more of Brian’s flock – now hers as well – and it would give her a chance to learn a bit more about her new territory. And besides, it was a beautiful early October day, sunny and warm.


The parish of All Saints Paddington was a diverse one, encompassing a quantity of very grand Georgian terraces, some of them still single-family dwellings while others had been broken up into flats or bed-sits or converted into upmarket nursing homes; in addition there was a council estate, albeit a well-maintained one.


The parishioners who merited a weekly visit from the vicar were in various stages of decrepitude which prevented them from coming to church; some lived alone, while others were in nursing homes or care facilities. Brian and Callie went round the parish on foot, and in between each visit he filled her in on the circumstances of the person they were about to call on.


The first few visits were to people of some means and social standing, people who had once been forces to be reckoned with in the church, and still exerted influence through their stewardship cheques.


Elsie Harrington, though, Brian explained as they walked towards the council estate, was quite a different matter. She and her husband Dennis had been members of the church for years, but their contributions towards its life were largely in the form of labour – time and talents – rather than money. Elsie had cleaned the brasses weekly, polished the eagle lectern till it gleamed, washed and ironed the altar linen, even scrubbed the stone flags of the floor. Dennis’s stewardship had been exercised outside of the building: he had kept the tiny bit of grass in the churchyard mown, and had planted and tended the flower beds with loving care. He’d made sure the railings and steps were in good repair, and the gutters and drains clear of leaves. Dennis continued to provide those services; Elsie was no longer able to do her part, nor was she able to get to church at all. While not totally bed-ridden, she was incapable of negotiating the stairs to and from their second-floor council flat, and the council had not yet managed to re-house them on the ground floor. Therefore every Monday afternoon Brian took her the sacrament and stayed for a chat. He tried to make it the last visit of the day, he explained; the Harringtons could always be counted on for a good cup of tea and a slice of cake.


Callie was fairly winded by the time they’d climbed the two flights of stairs to the flat. While Brian rang the bell, she admired the profusion of pot plants on the narrow exterior landing.


‘Dennis has real green fingers,’ Brian said. ‘There’s nothing he can’t grow, if he sets his mind to it.’


‘What a shame he doesn’t have a garden.’


‘All the better for us,’ grinned Brian. ‘He’s made the churchyard his garden.’


The door swung open; Callie took in a compact, wiry elderly man with scant hair plastered to his skull, very prominent ears, and wearing a well-darned cardigan of pale green. He smiled at Brian, then his face fell. ‘Hello, Father,’ he said with something less than enthusiasm, narrowing his eyes in Callie’s direction.
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