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Since every man is a microcosm, in whose heart may be read all that sends armies marching, I must admit I am no better.


I. F. STONE, 1956




 





The intriguing thing about Pilate is the degree to which he tried to do the good thing rather than the bad. He commands our moral attention not because he was a bad man, but because he was so nearly a good man.


TONY BLAIR, MP, EASTER SUNDAY 1996






















AUTHOR’S NOTE





The tale told in these pages takes place in the recent past and across the north-east of England, amid some real and recognisable cities and towns. But the reader is advised that there is no ward in the west of Newcastle by the name of Hoxheath, nor is there a parliamentary constituency called Tyneside West. There is no Grey Theological College in Cambridge, nor an Excelsior Working Men’s Club in Sunderland, nor a nightclub called Teflon on Newcastle’s Quayside – and so on. That said, a good many place names in the book are taken from life, as are certain personages. The mixture is intended only to lend credence to the fictional characters and predicaments described herein. 
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PROLOGUE


St Cuthbert’s Day: Sunday, 20 March 1978





He had set himself a mission and felt beholden to it. He told Audrey as much when she came in her coat to the threshold of his room, asking would he join her for morning service at St Aidan’s. He wasn’t impervious to her plea, and the skies were looking doomy, but he had determined for this day that he would climb up to the Monument.


He had seen it from afar, perplexedly at first, for there seemed no earthly reason why a Greek temple sat foursquare atop a wooded hillside over Sunderland. His mother, the amateur historian, spoke vaguely of some civic debt to ‘Radical Jack’, Earl of Durham back in the days when the northern cities were granted Members of Parliament. Altogether John approved of the symbolic aura, and wished to associate himself with it. He had plotted a course through those woods guarding the hill’s upper reaches, an awkward style of approach, likely to ensure solitude.


That morning he donned his anorak and cycled ten miles north by A-roads, wary of cars that zipped by, blaring their tetchy horns. Keening easterly he passed through drab stretches of industrial estate before hazarding upon a long tree-lined path. Freewheeling down its slope he could see the great grey Monument, perhaps two miles distant, gravid blue-black clouds massed and settled above. He crossed the Wear by a footbridge, chained his bike to a bench by the Old Fellows pub, and trudged up a winding road that levelled out between wide fenced fields. Sedentary horses studied the intruder, then snorted and galloped away. John felt light rain on his face as his target steadily enlarged. Finding his way barred to the enclosure below the wood he took a circuitous road left, and climbed over a stile onto a grassy incline where the ground grew steep and moist underfoot – he began to feel embers of heat in his cheeks, exertion in his calves. But on and up he trudged, and soon he was stepping through a kissing gate into the cool gloom of Penshaw Wood.


Foliage made a dense canopy as he hastened along the trail. The sudden shrouded sense of hush, the deadened ash-greyness of surrounding trees, unsettled him somewhat – these and the silence, disturbed only by birdcalls and sounds of scampering in the undergrowth. A shadow lengthened in his mind. Somehow he was certain that another was present, dogging his steps – beside or behind him, in or out of the trees. He shook his head the better to clear it of such claptrap, for already through the treetops he could glimpse the apex of the temple’s lofty pediment.


Then he made out something up ahead of him, wet and dank and crumpled in a pile next to a muddy puddle. Warily drawing near, he peered down. It was an anorak, dark blue, akin to that he wore himself, but smaller – as would fit a child – and slathered in muck. The protective coat, so roughly discarded, seemed the very evidence of something ugly, some misdeed. He spun and looked all about him in the gloom, feeling a hard pulse behind his ribs. No, he was too much alone here. His composure splintered. He began to jog, then to run.


The trail wound on interminably, indifferent to his escape; until some light seeped through the trees where a passage was seemingly dug out, and he scrambled up this boggy track – breaking out onto a hillside carpeted by high bright-yellow rapeseed, stretching for half of a mile under moody skies and a cordon of telegraph posts.


Recovering his breath, he stepped over a stile in a wire fence and made the trek up a stony path, his eyes now fixed on journey’s end. It was taller than a dozen men, surely a hundred feet long, its porticos in a square of four-by-seven – a colossal achievement, as if transplanted from Periclean Athens. At closer quarters he saw the difference, the darkness – for those columns were blackened by coat upon coat of industrial cinder, made indelible by decades. In dismay he saw some crude scrapings into the stone, clearly the work of knives or chisels – ‘I Lishman 1955’, ‘S P Evans 1972’, ‘Donk’, ‘Jass’, ‘Nipper’, ‘Buns’, their claims on posterity more recent than Radical Jack’s.


He hoisted himself up onto the broad stone base and paced the perimeter of the atrium. There was no roof, and rain had puddled between the uneven cobblestones. The aura was that of some queer semi-derelict outdoor theatre, amid a blasted heath, under a bleak sky, a place fit to offer Greek tragedy to uncomprehending locals. Or Shakespeare, perhaps – Julius Caesar? But there was a kind of grandeur here, no question: he would dare to call it a transcendency.


His spirits reviving, John turned around on his heels, surveying the panoramic views. But to the north the Wear Valley was not – he decided – so very much to write home about: naught but the industrial stacks and housing sprawls of Washington. Southward, Chester-le-Street and Houghton-le-Spring yawned out for drear miles, to no greater effect on the imagination.


The traffic noise from the motorway below was muffled by elevation and the rising wind. A strange depleted feeling stole over John, one he had grown to recognise and regret but to which he could give no name. It was a kind of sadness, banal to the taste, and yet it masked an ache like hunger. He wanted something, while knowing the want to be insatiable, unrequitable. There was something out there in the world, never to be his.


He hunkered down at the foot of a column and took his diary from his anorak pouch, thinking he might scribble awhile, as had become his wont. His universe was described therein, and he felt its miserable limits keenly. He was much too proud of his opinions, he knew – the effort he invested in them, the degree to which he fancied they set him apart from his peers.


‘Shyness too is a vanity of man,’ he murmured into his chest, and, liking the sound of that, he uncapped his pen and inked with care onto the rain-specked page.


‘Divvint be shy,’ said a voice from above.


John snapped his head toward the sound and found the speaker standing but a few feet away across the cobblestones. He was short and squat, clownishly overweight, clad in a black mackintosh. Moon-faced and pasty, his cheeks were unshaven, his black hair plastered over his brow.


John was mortified. The wind had blown him so deep into self-absorption he had assumed total solitude. And yet this lump of a man had clambered soundlessly up onto the Monument’s base.


‘Sorry,’ John stammered.


‘Divvint be sorry.’


The man’s eyes were small and dark, his slight smile unwelcome.


‘Were you looking for us?’


‘Sorry? No.’


‘Aw. Thought you might be looking for us.’


The man’s fists had been sunk into his mackintosh pockets, but now he pulled out a chubby paw and gestured in the air.


‘It’s some thing this is here, eh? Some thing.’


Pushing his diary back into his anorak, John lifted himself from the cobblestone floor, not taking his gaze off this loon, the swell of whose pale belly sagged, voluptuous, between his unkempt pullover and beltline.


‘Y’knaa what this stone is? Do y’knaa? It’s grit-stone, this. Grit-stone. They call it God’s own rock, them that knaa.’


John was on his feet, but cornered. He was taller, but the loon heavier – did that mean stronger? Or slower?


‘Y’knaa how I knaa that, but? The stone? Cos it’s me job. It was me job, any road.’


‘Yeah?’ John risked a few glances about him, in directions he might flee.


‘Aye. And do y’knaa how they got them stones shifted up here? Do y’knaa that?’


John shook his head, thinking, Walk away? Jog? Run?


‘They were carried by angels. Archangels, like. Michael, and Raphael. And Urial, and Gabriel. And Lucifer. The most bee-yoo-tiful.’


The loon appeared most proud in his wisdom. Panic was throbbing anew in John’s chest. 


‘I divvint believe in God, me, y’knaa? I’ll tell you what, but, I’m so sure about the other. The other, aye. Cos I’ve seen him, that one. Seen him, in the corner. Do y’knaa him? His name, like? You want to. Shall I tell ya? Shall I? Come here, you.’


When the loon stepped toward him John felt the blood move his body, and he turned and leapt the five or six feet from the base onto the grass below, pitching face-forward. He scrabbled upright, his knees and ankles shouting in pain, forcing himself to run – and in that moment he heard the garrulous bark of a dog, then a terrier was bounding up and over the crest of the hill before him.


A human head-and-shoulders surfaced behind – a redhead female, some heavy-coated wifey. The woman looked at John and then, uneasily, beyond him, while her dog gambolled hither and thither at her feet. John strode unsteadily toward her.


‘Are y’alright, pet?’


‘I’m champion, thanks.’


He hastened past her, down the slope and onto Hill Lane, the pathway into safer, sparser woods from whence the woman and her dog must have come. Ten yards onward, his composure restored, he chanced a look behind him. But there was not a soul in sight, only the blackened Monument, inscrutable once more. 



















Book One


THE REVEREND GORE

























Chapter I


THE OUTSET


Thursday, 12 September 1996





‘Can you help me, boss? Please?’


The beggarman, pained and unclean, stood between John Gore and where he needed to be – the concourse of London King’s Cross, antechamber of the gateway to the north. The unbidden presence posed a question greater than he knew, one that Gore would rather have sidestepped on this bright and brisk morning, this day of all days.


As a rule he didn’t fret unduly about whether one’s good money should be doled out on request to the needy or distressed. His settled view – albeit the composite of a hundred different thoughts down the years – distilled into something quite simple. Yes, by such charity one soul was assisted, if only for the day; but why should the one be so favoured, when legions elsewhere were suffering the same or worse? Where was the social gain in a sole transaction? On the horns of this dilemma Gore was inclined to hang on to his so-called spare change, and if it betrayed an economy of pity – well, he forgave himself that much.


At this very moment, however, he was damnably late for a train. And so it was a small matter to fish a few coins from his pocket and be done.


As he rummaged, Gore threw glances all about him, anywhere but at the beggarman – his skin dry as a lizard, baseball hat tugged low, bomber jacket and jeans coated in dust as if he had crawled free from a collapsed building.


Finally he proffered a pound and some lesser bits, glancing to the platform clock above their heads. He had four minutes and seventeen seconds until his train pulled out of London. And yet, still, an urgent thought occurred.


‘You’re not going to buy alcohol, are you?’


‘Fucking too right I will, boss, I’m an alcoholic.’


The beggarman’s alarming grin was full of pale recessive gums. Gore’s fist closed on the coins. The clock was running – four minutes and nine, eight, seven.


‘C’mon boss.’ Plaintive anew. ‘Offies aren’t open, are they? I just wanna sandwich, cup of tea. Something, please.’


Pointless, Gore knew, to stage an inquest. He dropped the coins into the outstretched hand, nodded to stall the man’s clearly well-rehearsed abasement, and hastened his steps for platform 7, a heavy travel-bag in each fist, his coal-black topcoat flapping at his ankles.


‘God bless, eh, boss? God bless!’


He shot a glance back over his shoulder to see the beggarman grinning scarily again, miming the tilting of some imaginary drinking receptacle to his lips, gulping down imaginary mouthfuls, and finally – Bravo, thought Gore – tossing the imaginary beaker aside to wipe his mouth with a grimy sleeve.


Doors slammed all down the deep-blue carriages of the Great North Eastern train, those not travelling waving their fellows goodbye. Gore kept moving, seeing only First Class insignia in every window, until he gave up and clambered aboard at the next open vestibule. Slipping down the aisle of a deserted carriage, noting its comfortable seating and places set for tea or coffee, he marvelled anew as to why he had been such a mule in asking his employers to stump up no more than the Standard Class fare. His own ingrained nature, so wearily familiar to him: he refused – he would always say – to set himself above others; wished, indeed, to live as though the option didn’t exist. But then here he stood, at the outset of a major endeavour – maybe his life’s work. Did he not deserve the simple courtesy, the teapot fetched to table, the individually wrapped biscuit?


A partition door fizzed open onto a Standard compartment thick with restless bodies and low din. Bulging suitcases and sports bags were being hoisted overhead, rowdy children entreated to sit, brown-paper bags full of burgers and milkshakes ferried from hand to hand across the aisle. Ahead of him were a pack of six big men sporting black-and-white striped football shirts, trying to insert themselves into parallel four-seat berths. One of these gents, his scalp clean-shaven, strained his shirt with an expanse of belly so luxurious he might have been carrying twins. Gore motioned as to squeeze by, and found the lads blearily acquiescent.


He stowed his bags and counted his way down the aisle, seat number to seat number, until he came to his anointed place: 32 Facing. There, already installed and staring up at him, was a rotund teenager in a lime-green tracksuit, his broad face ruddy and belligerent. Beside him, a much smaller and leaner accomplice in a red model of the same tracksuit peered out from under a black baseball cap, drumming his fingers on the tabletop.


‘Excuse me, boys,’ Gore offered, extending his ticket, earning only a harder glare.


‘C’mon, lads,’ he tried afresh. ‘I think you’ll find that’s my seat.’


The bigger boy stirred, thumping his little friend on the arm. ‘Aw bollocks man, it’s the cloth.’


The titch, snorting, pointed a dirty finger at Gore. Then the two of them lurched from the seats and pushed their way past him, hooting. Gazing after their retreating backs, Gore poked a finger into the clerical collar snug at his throat, running it round to the nape of his neck. Other passengers were watching him with curious eyes. He lowered himself into the warm vacated seat. Moments later, the train shuddered all through its length and set to rolling out of London.




*





In the seats opposite were a young couple, their hands clasped atop the table, making conspicuous her twelve-carat sparkler and silver wedding-band. She was dark-haired and wary-eyed. Her burly husband bulged out of a yellow polo-shirt, his heavy-fringed haircut one his mother might have given him.


The woman leaned over to Gore. ‘Eee but I’m glad you got sat there, Father. Them little beggars …’ She looked to the window, as though it were all too much, then back to Gore, as though she could not let it pass. ‘I’d say it was your dog collar what did it, mind. Where do they get it from?’


Gore only shrugged, as to say it was a mystery. And as three they shared a desultory smile, reassured for the moment by the restoration of the peace, the coincidence of shared values.


Here as always Gore was quietly amused to find people of his own age or older so keen to address him as ‘Father’. True, he wore the clothes of his calling, but it seemed to him a larger issue of persona – something to do with his standing six feet and three inches, or the speckles of silver in his thick black hair, belying his thirty-one years. The frowning cast of his features, too, had always aged him, not to speak of his grave demeanour. The latter, though, was a choice of his, a matter of personal style: Gore had always been of the mind that a good minister of God needed a touch of the actor about him.


He unfolded his newspaper and bit his lip at a front page reporting strife at the annual conference of the Trades Union Congress in Blackpool. BLAIR TO SEVER UNION LINK? Scanning the write-up he gathered that a few coming characters in the Labour Party – to which he had subscribed staunchly since his fourteenth birthday – had been mouthing off about policy at supposedly private dinners. Most likely, Gore assumed, in the hope that their unthinkable thoughts be controversially made public by the journalists in attendance. It was all too clearly the behaviour of a government-in-waiting, growing bumptious in the queue for succession. Amid a list of MPs quoted in defence of their brazen colleagues, Gore searched for, and was unsurprised to find, the name of the man who would be representing him before this day was done – Dr Martin Pallister, Labour member for Tyneside West, newly promoted Opposition Whip for Education and Employment. The man, indeed, for whom his older sister was employed as strategist, spin doctor and all-round major-domo. Susannah had always been a purposeful soul, and in Pallister she seemed to have found a prime focus for her energies. They made a team, sharing the same taste in good dark suits and well-minted phrases. Gore himself had first encountered Pallister more than a decade ago, when they were both scruffy lefties of a sort. Now the MP and his sister had joined the big push to revise Labour’s gospels. That they were clearly effective in same did not allay his view that they were a gilt-edged disgrace.


His meditation was broken by murmurs from behind the outspread paper, and his arm was lightly tapped. It was the husband.


‘I’m gannin’ to the buffet car, Father, can I fetch you back owt?’


‘Oh, well, actually I’d love a tea if it’s no bother.’


Gore’s hand went to his pocket, but the man was shaking his head and clambering out of his seat. His wife smiled. ‘I’m Tina Grieveson, Father, how’d you do?’


‘John Gore. Pleased to meet you.’


‘Aw, likewise I’m sure. Me husband’s Stuart.’


‘A most considerate husband he is too.’


Stuart Grieveson returned bearing three plastic cups, a wad of napkins and a fistful of miniature milks. ‘How far you gannin’ the day then, Father?’


‘Call me John, please. I’m for Newcastle.’ He noted the recognition wrought by his horizontal vowels.


‘Aw, you’re from the north-east then?’


‘I used to be,’ Gore smiled. ‘Been away a good while. But I’m back now. For work.’


‘Aw, really?’ A thoughtful silence. Tina made as to spit something out. ‘And is it – as a vicar then? That you’ll be working?’


Gore gestured down his collared and black-clad frame. ‘No, as a circus clown.’


Stuart eked out a smile that persuaded his wife to follow suit. Gore felt they were all suitably at ease, and so grew expansive. ‘No, that’s right. What I’m doing, I’m going up to what they call plant a church.’


‘“Plant”, you say?’ asked Tina.


‘You mean start it from scratch, aye?’ said Stuart. ‘Build it out of nowt?’


Gore nodded, gratified by this speed of uptake, for he had been braced to deliver a longer explanation. ‘That’s right. It’s funny, I’ll be giving services in a local school to start with. Until we find out whether I can pull a crowd. The Church has its doubts, to be honest. But it’s the fashion right now, you see. Not new churches, as such, more like new sorts of churches.’


‘Where’ll you have yours then?’ Stuart asked. ‘What bit of Newcastle?’


‘Out west. Hoxheath?’


Stuart let out a low whistle. ‘Dear me. What they call inner-city preaching, eh?’


Again Gore sensed a familiarity of terms. ‘Are you churchgoers yourselves?’


‘Oh yes,’ said Tina. ‘It’s Gosforth where we are in Newcastle, we belong to a nice big congregation.’


‘That’ll be a blessing.’


‘Oh it is. We have quite a brilliant young vicar, I must say, fella by the name of Simon Barlow. He’s your age, probably. You don’t know of him by any chance?’


Gore forced a smile while nodding into the brim of his tea, though it was as if he had just swallowed rat poison. These two were Anglicans, then – his own people – but of a markedly different stripe. Barlow had been his contemporary at Grey Theological College, and ‘brilliant’ was a wildly naive assessment. He knew too that any church where Barlow declaimed from the pulpit was bound to be evangelical by nature, its pews filled by solid suburban couples whose lives nonetheless had seemed listless and grey until the day they met a guy called Jesus.


‘Hoxheath, but, good lord,’ exclaimed Tina. ‘You’ll not be short of souls to save round there. Them little charvers what were in your seat? Plenty more of that sort in Hoxheath.’


He was familiar with such reactions, thought them snobbish, the knee-jerk of those who imagined an afterlife populated solely by their own ‘sort’. Rather than cavil, he resorted to a stock tactic – smiling gently to himself, stirring his tea, meaning his silence to intimidate.


Stuart, though, was made of impervious material. ‘So how in hell did you get lumbered wi’ this job? I mean to say – you must’ve done summat awful to get sent to Hoxheath.’ And he chuckled.


‘Well.’ Gore set down his plastic spoon. ‘I was serving my title, as we say, down in Dorset, quite happily really. Then the Bishop of Newcastle came to me and said he had a plan for Hoxheath – for a few estates that weren’t getting reached by the older churches. He needed a man, so he asked me if I’d take it on. I didn’t think twice, really. I mean, I took it as a privilege. A duty, if you like.’ This seemed to chase the condescending smiles from the faces opposite, so Gore ventured a sharper angle. ‘It’s a challenge, of course, I know. But that’s what life’s made of, isn’t it? We can’t run from it, we in the Church. We have to be out in the world. Among the people.’


‘Aye, right enough,’ offered Stuart, after a moment or two.


‘Anyhow – it’s just the world of work these days, isn’t it? You go where you get sent, wherever you’re told to. I was told to plant a church.’


And Gore shrugged, as to say that was the size of it. Still, just the simple stating of his mission – I was told to plant a church – resonated at his core. He would never phrase it so for the layman – much too pompous to be let away with – but these were the times when he believed he was about the work his Father intended.


Pleasantry had receded, silence settled. Gore withdrew his pen and notebook from his coat, and started to embroider some jottings he had made toward a sermon drawing on St John’s account of the Good Samaritan. ‘If any man hath this world’s goods, and seeth his brother hath need, and shutteth up his bowels of compassion against him – how dwelleth the love of God in him?’


Such a well-minted entreaty, the quintessence of his tradition – the stripe running up his own spine. Mother religion, ‘the heart of a heartless world’. And yet with what ease did a well-wrought phrase become a platitude. What should be the segue? He scribbled quickly. ‘As fellow Christians we are commanded to love our fellow man as ourselves. But it’s not easy. We have all faced a stranger in need and said, “Not today friend, I have troubles of my own …”’


No, he thought, setting down the notebook. Not easy, by no means. Easy to say, for sure. Easy to say ‘You must love’. Easier still to say ‘But it’s not easy’. All talk came easily. Anything worth doing was onerous. ‘He that will eat the kernel must first crack the nut.’ The point was to do it. Also to succeed in it? Gore was unhappily conscious that for large swathes of his life he had sat on plastic chairs in small aggrieved groups, listening to just this kind of pained debate – from Labour Party branch meetings to parish church councils and back again.


As for his sermon – no doubt it needed work, but he sensed it would repay the effort.




*





Oh river city, industrial seat, Victorian marvel of Newcastle …


If no one else in the carriage seemed greatly fussed, still Gore felt a fond sentiment kindling in his chest as their train trundled onto the King Edward Bridge across the River Tyne. The sky outside was overcast but daubed with patches of serene blue, a pale sun straining to burn through tufted clouds. He craned his neck in search of the best vantage from the window. To his right, stalwartly arrayed down the river’s gentle bend, were four other crossings – their fulcrum the great radial green steel arch of the Tyne Bridge, a sight that filled Gore with boyish delight.


The general view he considered only a little tarnished by the faceless candy-coloured uniformity of offices and apartment blocks that seemed to have sprouted in clusters down the riverside toward the Crown Court – itself a blank, brute mica-pillared parody of classical form. Long gone were the derricks and trolleys and giant cranes, the colossal black trappings of heavy industry that formed the river landscape in picture-books Gore had pored over as a boy. But the banks of Gateshead now behind them were like one big building site – mounds of tilled earth, lying in wait for some forthcoming venture of labour and capital.


The train swung right toward Central Station, a shed of iron and glass looming up ahead, and then they were trundling under its high arched portico. Gore was quick on his feet and to the luggage rack, taking up his chattels and disembarking into the hubbub of the afternoon, shafts of sky-light falling on the tiled concourse, its burger shacks, sports bars and ticket hutches. He had not to go far before sighting his promised welcome party: it could only be Mr Jack Ridley holding up a white card with carefully etched letters in black felt-tip, ‘REV. JOHN GORE’. Ridley stood stock-still amid the bustling commuters, as if he had been rooted there dourly for years while the old Victorian station was slowly remodelled around his ears. A stocky man of medium height, probably in his late fifties, he wore corduroy trousers and Hush Puppies, an olive-green car-coat and a flat cap, some scant reddish hair curling out from under it. Though there was an affable aspect to his squashed nose and chubby cheeks, he was unsmiling, and something in his even, assessing gaze was flint-like – if not obsidian – as Gore drew near.


‘Jack? I’m John.’


Gore’s glad hand received a cursory clasp. ‘How do then, Reverend.’


‘You’ll call me John, I hope.’


‘Shall we’s gan? I’m parked a canny way off.’


Ridley had wrested one of Gore’s bags from his hand, wheeled and set off before Gore could quarrel. Indeed he sensed already that there would be little arguing with this man – either that, or a great deal.




*





‘How long have you been active in the parish, Jack?’


Ridley, now in bifocals, was peering through his windshield with displeasure at a lady motorist reluctant to nose out onto the roundabout. ‘Helpin’ out, you mean? Whey, since we started gannin’ to St Mark’s up in Fenham, me and the wife – before I was retired, even. Before the new vicar started and all. I’ll always help, but, where I can. If I’m asked to. I’m still at it, any road.’


Ridley refocused his riled attention on the traffic. Gore took a moment to decide where he might start decoding. ‘The new vicar being Bob Spikings? My mentor-to-be?’


‘Aw aye. He’s alright, is Spikings. Not the worst.’ 


‘And you’re not working any more yourself?’


‘Oh I’ve never stopped workin’, me. No fear. They laid us off, but, back in – must have been nineteen-eighty-six? When they shut down the County Council, y’knaa? Tyne and Wear. On the orders of bloody Thatcher.’


This last was virtually expectorated. Gore weighed his options before opening the next front. ‘What kind of work did you do for the Council?’


‘What I’ve always done. “Technical services” they called it. I’d been a carpenter and joiner, had me certificate in electrics. So if they’d problems in the housing I’d gan out and fix ’em. If they could be fixed, mind you, cos you’d see some bloody shambolic things, I can tell you.’


‘And so – you’re working freelance now, is that it?’


‘“Freelance”?’ The scowl endured. ‘I s’pose. I’d a tool shop for a bit, but I got sick to the back teeth of little buggers breaking in. I wasn’t making any money but the locksmith and the glazier got a wad out of us.’ He gave his car horn a testy smack. ‘And even then, y’knaa, I’d get neighbours coming round, some problem they’d want looking at. And what with me at the church so regular, I’d only be having me bit tea and biscuits after the service and Spikings’d bring owa some owld biddy. “Have you met wor Jack? Aw he’ll sort you out …”’


Gore was not at all certain he would have actively sought the help of such a dyspeptic individual as this man seemed. Not that he was the type who would take a penny in return, that much was clear. Nevertheless, Gore did somehow suspect that for any favour Jack Ridley might grant, one would never quite stop paying.


‘Well, I want you to know, Jack, I couldn’t be more grateful to you. For agreeing to help me out like you’re doing, with the starting up and so on.’


‘Never you mind, son,’ Ridley grunted. ‘It’ll not amount to much.’


They paused for traffic lights at Marlborough Crescent, Gore peering out at a sprawling construction site bounded by tall wire fences and boards proclaiming multiple sources of public money. Drizzling rain speckled the windshield. Ridley rummaged in his dashboard and produced a tin of mints which he flipped open with one thumb and offered to his passenger.


‘You’re on your tod, right? Nee wife or bairns?’


‘Thas’ right,’ said Gore, settling a mint on his tongue.


‘Huh. You’re on the young side, I’d say. For the job you’ve got here.’


‘I think,’ Gore ventured, ‘the Church believes that planting is a job best suited to the younger minister. In terms of the physical effort.’


Ridley looked askance. ‘Whey, I wouldn’t have this job of yours for the world. And I’m still in canny nick. Nah.’ He shook his head. ‘It’s nowt to look at, Hoxheath. Oakwell Estate’s not bad, the one where they’ve put you. They wanted to, mind. Some of them holes? Crossman Estate? Dear me how. I mean, look at that bliddy great tower block there.’


Gore followed Ridley’s jabbing finger out of the window. That – he granted inwardly – is one fuck-off big high-rise.


‘There’s folk older than me stuck up there. You can’t tell me that’s right.’


Gore had the unhappy sense of being a coerced party to an argument. He wished to rebut, but held his tongue. The plain fact was that he had accepted this job with alacrity, yet without requesting a preliminary tour of his catchment area. Newcastle, he had reasoned, was where he was from – or near enough, at any rate.


They had broached the west of town. Rain lay in puddles for the dispiriting drive down the main Hoxheath Road – one darkened civic building, a succession of shabby commercial facades, takeaways and bookmakers, off-sales and newsagents. PUB KICKING: LATEST read a fly-poster on a sandwich board. A bus shelter looked to have been assailed with a sledgehammer. Turning off the main drag, Ridley drove past a gated industrial-heating factory, the surrounding grass evenly coated with fast-food litter and leavings. A lone telephone exchange box was adorned with a red-paint graffito: CRESSA CHOKES ON COCKS. 


Gore turned his gaze back to the road, just in time to see a dark shape weave into view twenty feet shy of the car bonnet.


Ridley’s foot went to the floor, he and Gore lurching forward, Gore’s stomach turning over. Ridley hammered on his steering wheel in anger as a hooded boy, maybe twelve years old, scampered back to the safety of the pavement. Gathered there were others of his kind – a pack of them, in identical casual clobber. One cheerily clapped his pal on the back. Ridley thumped his car horn, three sharp blares. The tallest of the boys swivelled and issued a boldly defined middle-finger rebuke.


Moments later, the Fiesta pulled up into a row of parking spaces by a built-up wall and a fenced pathway into the Oakwell Estate. As Ridley locked up and checked each of his doors, Gore surveyed the dense cluster of low-rise properties, cheek-by-jowl, identikit in their yellow-brick construction and red-tiled roofs. The system of layout was immediately apparent – the small houses arranged in set squares, criss-crossed by long narrow alleys, orderly as a sheet of graph paper, though the alleys proposed a touch of menace. The last of the afternoon sun was a blessing for the moment, but Gore had begun to wonder about the level of lamplight after dark.
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In silence they stood together in the sitting room, the small sum of Gore’s worldly goods stacked all around them in sealed wooden crates, his bicycle pointlessly wrapped in paper and propped against a radiator in the hallway. A gloss-painted door yawned open onto a narrow fitted kitchen, off-white units crammed together in an awkward L-shape. A floor-to-ceiling window looked out onto a patch of enclosed lawn. The place was cold as stone and Gore knew by his nose that it had been recently wiped clean with bleached rags throughout. He traced a semicircle with the tip of his shoe on the carpet, a rough and bristly industrial textile in charcoal.


‘That’ll be black so the fag burns don’t show,’ said Ridley, returning from an inspection of the fuse-box in the hall.


‘Oh, but they do,’ murmured Gore, pointing his toe-cap at a crop of small scorched holes. He climbed the staircase that led from the sitting room to the upper quarters, and surveyed the cabin-like rooms. A turquoise bathroom with sink and shower tub, mildew leaching into the corners of the splash-back tiles. One decently sized bedroom and two cubbyhole spares, all with magnolia walls, Allied carpets and cheap pine-finish furnishings. He drew back a yellow voile curtain and peered out. Ridley was crouched on the lawn below, fingering the stem of a wilting plant. Gore headed downstairs again, keen to discharge the needful goodbyes.


‘My wife,’ said Ridley, unmoving, ‘asked us to ask you if you’d like to have your tea at ours th’ night.’


‘Oh, that’s very generous. I just have a feeling, you know – I’d like to make a start, crack on with things here?’ He gestured around him, not wishing to offend, nor to lose the chance of a break from the steady barometric pressure of Ridley’s company. Ridley, though, took several brooding moments before responding.


‘Aye, well, I see that. You’ve got your work cut out.’
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In the smallest bedroom he bolted together the panels of his collapsible desk, then unwrapped and wiped clean a framed print that he nailed into place above the worktop. The picture was a Byzantine mosaic of Christ Pantokrator, one that Gore had toted with him from place to place since seminary days. Generally wary of the graven image, he made an exception for Byzantine art. This Jesus was face-front and symmetrical, his forehead long and furrowed, features lean and lips pursed in a blank, unreadable mien. There was just a certain something in the rational, near-anonymous execution that rendered the son of God no more exalted than the man in the street.


As he wiped the glass he heard a sharp crack from out of doors, like the report of a starting pistol. Christ, was his thought. Not a gun? Then came a sizzling sound, airborne. Okay, a firework. Surely?


From a box file he retrieved a carefully pressed photocopy he had made of his catchment area from an Ordnance Survey section, and he Blu-tacked this to the wall beside Christ. 


At just after three o’clock he lifted the telephone receiver, found it functional, and dialled the mobile number he had been given, its sequence still foreign to him. But the call was snapped up on the second ring.


‘Hel-lo?’ Mildly irritable, over background buzz and chatter.


‘Suze. It’s John.’


‘Oh! Hello there, St John. Hang on … God, it’s today, isn’t it? Are you here?’


‘Yep, just got in. Just getting settled.’


‘And how’s your new gaff? Is it really, really awful?’


‘It’s fine, I’ve no complaints.’ Gore was never sure why his sister had ever strayed north of Watford again, having made home in London all through her twenties. Yet here she was, a mere few miles from where he sat as the crow might fly.


‘And have you spoken to Dad yet? Have you fixed to go and see him?’


‘I haven’t. Not yet. I will.’


‘Look, you’ve got to see him, John. He’s talking about going back to work again. With electrics and whatnot. And God knows what he could do to himself, the state he’s in.’


‘Suze, we’ve been through this, that’s rubbish.’


‘John, it’s dementia. Or some sort of clinical daftness, I’m telling you. He’s getting nearly as stupid as you.’


Further pleasantries were exchanged, but Gore could taste the usual tartness in their conversation, one that did not conclude with a pledge from either party to pay a call upon the other.




*





In fading light he pulled on his topcoat, addressed the Chubb, Yale and mortise locks of his new front door, and walked out into Oakwell’s long corridors. Rain was still palpable, but merely a mist. Strung across the full lengths of many a tightly boxed backyard were crammed lines of jeans, knickers and bright synthetic sportswear, lemon-yellow, lava-pink, slowly soaking.


He set out northward, planning a stroll of an orderly square half-mile that would return him to his door. Passing the heating factory, crossing Hoxheath Road, he turned east, past a scrappy patch of parkland in the shadow of a cluster of twenty-storey high-rises. Modular and Scandinavian, they had once proclaimed the future, perhaps, but they were forlorn and weather-beaten now. On the horizon east, St James’s Park football ground sat impregnable as a castle above its environs.


Trudging on, Gore passed a small estate where brown-skinned children hopped and skipped in the street, and the signage appeared to be entirely in Sikh. The next estate was Blake, little two-storey abodes in stained grey brick. Toiling up a poor-looking road of grocers and bric-a-brac shops, he made note of the Netto supermarket, its trolleys chained in a row like a listless gang of labourers. The houses now were back-to-back terraces, split by long alleys, their high yard walls topped by cruel shards of glass. On the street corners lads in caps loped and loitered in pairs, seemingly restless but not going anywhere. Gore kept his head low and felt happier once he reached the vast precinct of the General Hospital, before turning south and heading down past a quiet stretch of semi-detached houses that restored him to Hoxheath Road. Past a dank-looking carpet warehouse and a bedframe superstore, past a row of small shopfronts embattled behind grilles, and the office of Tyneside West Labour Party, VOTE PALLISTER in smart red capitals. To his right were long slopes of Victorian terracing declining in the direction of the Tyne’s old grey waters, and a mass of riverfront industrial works now rendered into disused warehouse space.


The Scoular Estate proposed a minor advance on Blake: solid redbrick construction, some good iron fencing, some decent garden plots. Gazing up and over the rooftops Gore made out the green-and-gold cap of a mosque, and he detoured from the main drag for a closer look. In its shadow was a squat, unlovely pub – The Gunnery by name – and a so-called YOUTH CENTRE, a breezeblock hut with a flat roof and poky high windows like a changing room for school sports. Its front doors were bolted but a quartet of boys sat outside, smoking, on a railed concrete ramp. Even from twenty yards Gore could smell something acrid on the air.


And now, unavoidably in front of him, was the Crossman Estate. A more grimly gimcrack construction he could not have imagined: brick and clapboard buildings, erected with what could only have been a callous disregard for time and weathering – dreadfully rotted window frames, low wooden fences hardly worth kicking down, front doors with numbers chalked or painted on. Stupefying amounts of rubbish were strewn about the place – not merely foodstuff and discarded wrappings, but industrial pallets, broken-backed recliners, a knackered fridge, a punctured ball. Pigeons clustered and strutted about with an air of proprietor’s ease.


It was sensory overload of a sort – more pure bleakness than Gore could fully assimilate. There had to be lives going on behind these terrible facades, the actual condition of which he was going to have to determine. But the evening chill felt much the harsher now, and he decided for the time being to suspend his enquiries into the condition of the English working class.



















Chapter II


FACTS OF LIFE





On secular occasions when it was asked of John Gore quite why he chose the vocation of Anglican priest, he had two responses ready to hand – one for such inquisitors as seemed to respect the life of the spirit, the other for those who appeared, affably or otherwise, to be taking the piss. Parties of the former were favoured with his best recollection of a moment in his early twenties when, breaking rocks in the Auvergne region of France, he had – for want of a less worn expression – ‘felt the call’. As for the piss-takers, Gore told them that he came from a little village in County Durham by the name of Pity Me, and so resolved from an early age to go forth and pity others.


It was a one-street town within the parish of St Cuthbert, and John grew to know its contours as well as the nose on his face. Northward sat the more populous Chester-le-Street, and ten miles on lay Newcastle, as much as he could then imagine by way of a metropolis. But to stray a mere mile south was to enter the environs of Durham City, with its grand Norman castle, hallowed cathedral and esteemed university college. Pity Me and its near neighbour Framwellgate Moor had been founded on Front Street in the nineteenth century, per the needs of the coalmining industry, for both squatted over St Cuthbert’s share of the vast Durham coalfield. But local mining had dwindled to a halt by the 1920s, the workers forced to shift to nearby Bearpark or to Easington on the coast. By the time of John’s adolescence, Framwellgate’s ‘Old Pit’ was buried far beneath a fenced depot belonging to the County Council, and the villages were mere dormitory suburbs of the city. 


The Gores lived but a stone’s throw from Front Street in a tidy red-brick close, their semi within sight and earshot of a thundering bypass that carried cars and lorries down to Darlington and, further yet, to that other place called THE SOUTH. And yet John always bore the vague conviction that he had received a rural upbringing. From his bedroom window he would spy on two languid chestnut mares kicking their heels in a secluded field. Many a local estate bordered on woodland that could turn surprisingly thick, albeit scythed through by bridleways. This much John learned of County Durham from the seat of his Raleigh Grand Prix bike, and he grew fond of the way in which invisible borders were traversed and works of man receded, while fresh vistas and tracts of green space opened up – stretches of field and farmland, fences of post and wire, horses and shabby-fleeced sheep.


He found Durham rich, too, in place names that struck him as novel and fantastical – Craghead, Monk Hesleden, Quaking Houses. One evening over the family’s tea he stated his intention to cycle five miles out to Sacriston, the invoking of which seemed to fill him with an instinctual piety. But his father Bill only creased his brow in a familiar manner that cancelled all debate. ‘Whey, it’s just a bloody pit village, John.’ And from the far coast of the kitchen table Susannah let out a short scoffing laugh.


Only Granddad Alec ever saw fit to indulge the boy’s fancy in this area.


‘Have you ever been to no place, bonny lad?’ Such was his stock query. John would giggle, only for Alec to make a great show of rueful head-shaking and produce from his pocket a square of yellowing paper, unfolded carefully into an Ordnance Survey. And there indeed, at the end of Alec’s fingernail – and really no further than another five-mile jaunt up the road – was NO PLACE, CO. DURHAM.




*





Alec was broad-shouldered and forthright in any social gathering. Bill was whip-thin and pensive, prone to the silent chewing of a thumbnail. Alec’s capacities looked to be distributed evenly about his sturdy physique, while Bill’s seemed to have migrated entirely upward, to that furrowed brow beneath a helmet of prematurely silvered hair. And while Bill was perennially unkempt, living in cardigans and corduroys far past their good wear, Alec clad himself always in a three-piece of black gabardine with a pressed and collarless white shirt, the fine strands of his own snowy hair brilliantined back across his scalp.


John knew in his bones that Dad and Grandad were very different men, but the grown-up world mystified him such that he couldn’t quite see why. The facts known to him were that Alec had worked in a coalmine for twenty years, his cheeks pockmarked by tiny shards of anthracite, before he was granted promotion to a managing role in the pit welfare fund. Whereas Bill drove a yellow van all round the locality, and made people’s telephones work. Why one job for money bested another was unclear to John. He assumed only that if people worked hard then they got their just desserts, but Dad and Granddad seemed not quite to concur on this point, at least on those evenings that they spent supping beer and disputing matters in the parlour by the three-bar fire.


Their regular schism was over the Labour Party – which, if Bill was believed, embodied all things slovenly in the world, even though he had once subscribed keenly to his local branch. But Alec still lived and breathed Labour. And as far as John could see, the very facts of life in the region were Labour through and through. This, though, was precisely his dad’s point.


It seemed to have a perplexing amount to do with houses – how they were built, and then allocated, by the Labour council. ‘Rotten,’ Bill decreed. ‘All out for themselves.’ John thought he would never hear the end of T. Dan Smith or Alderman Andrew Cunningham. If Bill was believed, scarcely a new home got built in the north-east but for Smith profiting by the very bricks and mortar. ‘He pays them who decide what gets built,’ Bill fumed, ‘then the bloody builders pay him for the job.’


‘How is that allowed?’ was John’s falsetto contribution.


‘Aw, it’s not against the law, son. Would you credit that? A blind man can see it’s all wrong. But owld Smith, he gets away with it, see, cos they’re all rats. All in each other’s bloody pockets, man.’ 


This was where Alec would clear this throat heftily and remark that not all parties should be tarred by the same brush. Bill, though, was merely warming to the topic of Alderman Cunningham – the ‘Baron’, as he was known, and John pictured a caped and moustachioed villain trussing a damsel to a railway track.


‘How many jobs has that bugger got, eh? He’s running Labour in Durham. Running General and Municipal union. Twenty-grand house he’s got in Chester-le-Street. And his bliddy son’s an MP. How’d he fix that up, eh?’


‘He was elected, Bill. Him and his lad.’


‘Whey, Dad, man,’ Bill scorned. ‘A bliddy parrot in a red rosette could hold that seat. Labour Party looks after none but itself.’


‘So you’d have the Tories, would you? Eh? Is that what you want?’


This seemed to be Alec’s coup de grâce, for Bill would lapse into the stoniest silence.


It was a flag-day in the Gore house when Dan Smith was packed off to prison along with the Baron and another crony, some Yorkshire architect. For Bill the joy was tempered by the return of Labour’s avuncular Mr Wilson as prime minister. John had thought his teachers would throw a party, so keen was their pleasure. But ‘Owld Wilson’, Bill was adamant, had benefited by a miners’ strike, of which Bill didn’t approve. Bill thought the miners selfish, saboteurs – whatever the sins of the Tories. Precisely what his father did admire in this seamy world, John had no clue. He could see, though, that Alec let no slur on the miners go unchallenged.


The modest bungalow where Alec lived alone was the gift of the Durham Aged Mineworkers’ Association. John’s mother, too, had been a miner’s child, and when she was no older than his age something had happened at Easington Colliery so dreadful that it could hardly be spoken of thereafter.


‘They had an explosion, see,’ Alec told John on one of the boy’s Saturday visits, as he sat in a deckchair watching his granddad pull up leeks in the small walled back garden. ‘It was all cos of some sparks come off the cutting machine, when they’d methane gas in the air. Dreadful it were. Eighty-one men, dead and gone. And your mam’s dad,’ he sighed, ‘Herbie, he was one of ’em. Did y’knaa that?’


John nodded dumbly. But he had not. And he wasn’t sure he wished to know more, for the whole world of that work, the pit-shaft and the black seam, wore a grim, forbidding aspect.
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John inherited Bill’s gangling leanness, but his mother was portly, for she relished good meat and gravy and all sorts of pies and pastries, sugared or savoury. She was partial, moreover, to a sweet wine or a sherry, and the odd furtive cigarette. She wore her thick hair in a curly mop at the front and a bunch tethered at the back and there was a dolefulness to her eyes, accentuated by the bags and the slab-like frames of her spectacles. She was no beauty – a plump mole on her cheek and a lugubrious long philtrum under her nose. But her smile was warm, serene, and suggestive of intellect. Her regard for local history led her to found a Pity Me Society, though it never found sufficient members to justify a meeting. Thwarted, she transposed her energy to instructing John on the monastic tradition of the area – how the monks of Lindisfarne bore St Cuthbert’s coffin to Chester-le-Street, so founding a community that would become the episcopal county palatinate. Weekly she marched her children down Front Street to Sunday School at the church hall of St Aidan’s, and on bright mornings set fair for games it seemed to John a huge injustice that he be dragged once more to that dusty hall.


St Aidan’s was a plain stone chapel built for the miners, set in leafy grounds behind the modern prefab hut where John was taught his Bible stories. At first he found these lessons about as appealing as the monthly visit to Terry the Barber over the road. But he tarried with his peers while a chubby young woman led them through illustrated books describing the travails of Abraham and Isaac, Joseph and his brothers, and other strangely bearded men in robes and sandals. The tales began to exert a charm – not least that of Joseph, who long suffered the disdain of those brothers, only to realise his destiny in Egypt. In due course John joined Audrey in the chapel, since Bill and Susannah had other things to do. He was not fond of hymnals, oblivious to boring stretches of the service, but keenly attendant to his own imagination, piqued as it was by images and concepts of pilgrimage and mission, of Potiphar’s wife and the Pharaoh’s dream, seven lean years and seven years fat.
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Allegedly Bill too had been book-smart as a boy, but his schooling was curtailed at sixteen, whereupon he drew his first wage as an apprentice at Bearpark Colliery. He never took to it: not the place nor the people, nor the noisy, filthy, ill-rewarded graft. Instead he had the wit to sign up for and cycle to a night-school class, and won a trainee position as an installations engineer for Post Office Telecommunication.


In John’s eyes his father appeared the consummate workman in helmet, overalls, belt and boots, climbing toolbox in hand from his Bedford utility van, emblazoned with a decal of a fat orange parrot in a vest exhorting passers-by to MAKE SOMEONE HAPPY. Whenever John peeked at the innards of that van he would boggle at the unruly forest of drop-wire, the hanging baskets of insulators, gravity switches, surge arrestors and sockets. The truly daunting fact was that his father operated solo, beginning work out by the pole on the street, up a ladder with a dispenser drum, and concluding it within the hour by the skirting of the customer’s hallway. Granted, Bill was less adept at conversing with these customers, many of them wary of what he might do to their paintwork with his drill. John couldn’t imagine how his fretful father managed such exchanges.


But these were only a portion of the complaints he would hear from across the kitchen table. It was a source of inordinate ire to Bill that, ‘in this day and age’, the nation’s telephone network should still be part of the Post Office – that the poles up which he shinned each day were government property. ‘You see that?’ Bill would jab a finger at the black bakelite phone on the Gores’ hall table. ‘That’s not ours. We rent that. It’s bloody Soviet, man.’


‘Why don’t you tell them then? Give ’em what for?’ Such was the view of Susannah, very much her father’s daughter, fifteen-year-old Saturday girl at Boots the chemist in Durham. 


‘Whey, you’ll never ever change ’em, Sue. Not the jobsworth brigade.’


In Jubilee Year the Gores moved to a three-bedroom house on Durham Moor Crescent, closer still to the city. Bill’s fierce proficiency seemed to be getting its due. In only one small respect was he a little unmanned before his family. On certain mornings after he had stepped from the house, as John and Susannah dawdled over cereals, the golden van remained stationary in the driveway for some minutes, until Audrey dropped the latch and dashed to the driver’s window. Apparently Bill would sometimes climb into the front seat and jam the key into the ignition only to discover he had forgotten entirely where he was going. Audrey began to fret. She spoke of her worry to John now and then. She had tried confiding in Susannah, who merely informed her, with seeming sangfroid, that telephones emitted microwaves and could yet fry Bill’s brain over time, if it were not already toasted.
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One pale autumnal Sunday John strode forth ahead of Audrey, from Durham Market Place down cobblestones and past the shopfronts of Saddler Street, a short distance thence to the narrow steep-winding path of Owengate which drew the pilgrim toward the broad enclosure of the Palace Green. As he trudged directly up the middle of the road, he began to hear a deep-reverberating peal of bells. Then Durham Cathedral revealed itself, sat in colossal assurance over its surroundings, five hundred feet wide from east end to west.


This, by John’s estimation, had to be what was commonly known as a work of art. And yet he could just as easily suppose the Cathedral had always been there, rising but gradually from the earth over a thousand years – like an iceberg, its sculpted summit a mere fraction of a truly awesome depth. The almighty clang of bells persisted, their shudder and judder lording over the Green, tearing the air, dispelling any rival claim. Everything in John hammered and resonated in kind. 


Within the walls, cool and calm prevailed. All visitors were pacified, made respectful. John wandered down past the massive stone columns that flanked and dominated the nave, each minutely and geometrically patterned, supporting great arches that lured the eye up to a ribbed and vaulting ceiling. Craftsmanship and handiwork, impossibly fine! This was the model of how God should be glorified.


He sat awhile in the pews, peering at a huge circular rose window set high in the east end – Christ in majesty, ringed by solemn saints. The light so cast was rare within this great shadowy space, and yet it seemed to John there was no want of translucence, as if some form of light were emanating through the very walls. Everything felt heightened, every step meaningful. Some visitors lit penny candles. Many more sat stolid, heads bowed. John wished to give his feeling a physical expression, some gesture of respect. He went to a column midway down the nave, traced on it with a finger, then pressed his cheek against the chill granite.


He found his mother again, drifting down the nave.


‘I always get the shivers a bit in here,’ she murmured.


‘Do you want my jumper?’ John enquired.


‘No, pet, I mean it just feels cold to us. The mood of it. It’s beautiful and all that, of course. But there’s no …’ She shrugged. John could not concur. Audrey seemed to read as much. ‘Well of course,’ she added quickly, ‘it’s a very special place.’


She paid ten pence and lit a candle, then they walked back by the west side, Audrey pausing before an alcove in which was set a coal-black memorial feature, etched with gilt letters, winged cherubs flying up both sides. An extravagant basket of flowers was placed on a step below. Suspended to the left, above the creamy pages of a book of remembrance, was a brass candle-lamp, which John recognised as identical to one Alec kept on his mantelpiece in Langley Park. He followed his mother’s gaze to the gilt inscription.


REMEMBER BEFORE GOD


THE DURHAM WORKERS WHO HAVE


GIVEN THEIR LIVES IN THE PITS


OF THIS COUNTRY AND THOSE WHO


WORK IN DARKNESS AND DANGER


IN THOSE PITS TODAY
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John clasped his hands across his groin, straining to recall what little Alec had mentioned of that immemorial explosion at Easington. Eventually he chanced a glance at Audrey. But she was pressing a forefinger on the bridge of her spectacles between closed eyes, rubbing distractedly, and there was nothing he could read but that she was ‘cold’, tired, ready for home.
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The Gore household had seemed at peace on a Sunday afternoon in high June, with Alec lodged in the visitor’s armchair, mugs of tea getting supped and cold meat pie consumed. Alec sucked his dentures for a while, looked first at John, then to the settee where Bill and Audrey sat.


‘I was thinkin’, does the bairn maybe fancy coming wi’ us to big meeting?’


Bill blew out his lips as to say the thought hadn’t occurred. Audrey was nonplussed. ‘I doubt our John’s one for a miners’ gala.’


John knew his father’s dislike, and his mother’s worry – that he dallied too much around Alec, failed to consort with his peers. But at least he wasn’t knocking about with all the little terrors at the shopping precinct. And Big Meeting was known to be a grand day out. Still, when he raised his voice to express a preference, it felt nonetheless like a minor treason.
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Saturday, 15 July 1978, and the done thing for Big Meeting, it seemed, was to go by bus and get there by nine. So John rode a mere handful of stops and disembarked near the County Hospital. There stood his granddad, imperturbable in black gabardine, toting two plastic carriers – one stacked with Tupperware boxes, the other with four pint-bottles of Federation beer.


‘Got your bit bait, have you, son? What’s your mam given you?’


John proffered up a single sandwich wrapped in tinfoil. It seemed a small package in the sunlight, next to Alec’s heavy load.


They stood and watched brass bands congregate at a car park in the shade of the railway viaduct. Chartered coaches and minibuses were arrayed in row upon row, their drivers in huddles, shaking off fatigue over a flask and a fag. Bandsmen were in stages of undress, vests visible between brass buttons, their gleaming instruments sat in cases on the gravel. Spot-checks and impromptu rehearsals were afoot, and the grainy ululation of bagpipes, emanating from one lone clan in kilts, rose above the parps of brass. The scale and seeming import of the day began to get its hooks into John – so many souls, ebulliently certain of why they were gathered.


‘How, there’s my team owa there.’ Alec steered him toward a set of bandsmen congregated round the banner of Langley Park Colliery that several pairs of hands were carefully unrolling. John gave his firmest handshake to each man and woman, and his granddad accepted a bottle of beer – this at nine-thirty in the morning. As John rehearsed his surprise, Alec decanted half the beer into a Tupperware tooth-mug and handed this to John with a wink, before treating himself to a healthy swig from the lips of the pint bottle. John sipped cautiously at the sharp-tasting froth, and found it not unpleasant.


They moved off en masse through Durham’s narrow streets, crossing the Wear by the broad Framwellgate Bridge, and climbing the steep cobbled Silver Street to congregate in Market Place square. John was mutely stunned, Alec a shade wistful. ‘It’s canny, but it’s not what it was. Should have seen it thirty year ago.’


Kicking his heels as others made busy, John found himself for the first time making close inspection of the square’s main statue, a huge impassive hussar rearing on horseback, plated with copper of a greenish corroded hue. The engraving identified CHARLES WILLIAM VANE STEWART, MARQUESS OF LONDONDERRY.


‘You admiring his lordship?’ Alec was at John’s shoulder, sou-rfaced. ‘If he could step down off of there I’d knock his block off. Biggest and worst mine-owner in all Durham, that one. Eh, Hughie?’ 


By Alec’s side was a rheumy-eyed old fellow wearing a dark Crombie overcoat in defiance of the sun. ‘Londonderry?’ the old fellow responded. ‘Aw aye. If he were still about the day he’d be packing this un off doon the bloody pit.’ And with gnarled fingers Hughie rattled John’s shoulder.


All around men had begun shouting, clapping and calling to order. Trumpets were being raised to lips, drums strapped onto chests, banners lofted and marchers arrayed. Two of Alec’s comrades lifted poles, their wives clutched the stabilising ropes, and the name of Langley Park was hoisted high. John peered all about him at a tide of Durham place names, thirty or more, festooned in many colours. Langley Park was decorated with a painting of the ‘Sam Watson Rest Home’. Other banners offered multiple portraits of whiskered and sober-suited gents, presumably local heroes – John counted half a dozen images of one Keir Hardie. Some favoured uplifting exhortations: ‘Unity is Strength’, ‘Workers of the World Unite!’ John was more taken by the biblical scenes on display: East Hetton Lodge, adorned with a vivid storybook painting of the Good Samaritan stooping to tend the unfortunate traveller, underscored by the legend ‘Go Thou And Do Likewise’.


The march began as a short but congested journey down the hill. Soon it was obvious to John that progress would be hopelessly slow. The old snaking streets were crammed with bodies. As they shuffled, John took care not to tread into groups of men sat by the kerbside in shirtsleeves, nursing cans and bottles, calling out merrily. The ale had worked a little magic on his own spirits. He sensed a breakaway of some bodies moving up Saddler Street in the direction of the Palace Green.


‘Are we going to the Cathedral?’ he asked Alec.


‘Nah, son, we’re for the racecourse. Some do, later on. There’s a service to get their banners blessed and that.’ The scorn in Alec’s mouth John thought odd and uncommon. They shuffled onward. Alec, though, seemed dissatisfied with the manner in which he had expressed himself. ‘I’ll tell you summat, mind. Y’knaa how after the war, the government, they bought up the mines for the country?’


John nodded, though he didn’t entirely follow. 


‘Cos before that, they were just the property of the big knobs, y’knaa? And none of them buggers gave a tinker’s toss for their men, right? But I’ll tell you who else got fat off owning the mines in the old days, and that was Dean and Chapter of Durham Cathedral. What do you think of that, eh?’ Alec’s eyes were chilly blue as always, but his cheeks were mottled. ‘Aw aye, there’s two sides to Durham, bonny lad. Never the twain shall meet.’


The incremental progression carried them over the Old Elvet Bridge, and they paused in unison outside the Royal County Hotel. From a balustrade balcony two floors up a welcoming party waved down, some with conspicuous raised fists. John recognised Durham’s Mayor, bloated in civic regalia, pressed in on all sides of the standing room by a congregation of men in grey suits and their good ladies.


‘Are they all important?’ John enquired of Alec.


‘They reckon they are. The fat fella?’ Alec pointed at a bespectacled gent with a bulbous, near luminous nose. ‘That’s Heffer, he’s in the government. Ginger nut beside him, that’s Scargill, big man in the union. They’ll be boring us stiff wi’ speeches later on.’


Langley Park turned its banner toward the balcony. The band formed up facing the same way, and struck up a tune. The lordly ones gazed down as the opening bars rose upward, bearing with them immediate cheers and applause from the gathering. The guests turned to one another, then joined in the singing, looking to Gore’s eye for all the world as though they were lined up in church. One suit even put his hand to his breast, trying, it seemed, just a tad too hard. Everybody knew the words.


‘Though cowards flinch, and traitors sneer, we’ll keep the red flag flying here …’


It seemed to John that if there was drunkenness abroad now, it was not liquor alone that had lifted spirits. Even Alec’s voice was lusty in the chorus, and he seemed, as Audrey might say, proud as Lucifer.
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Durham Racecourse Ground was a well-trodden carpet of green under the sun, munificently set with stalls and fairground attractions. The heat of the day had risen, the atmosphere thick with noise and smell. John stood with Alec as Langley Park’s banner was dismantled. Beneath the shade of a tree a short distance hence, a thickset chap with meaty sideburns was bent over, one hand on the trunk, vomiting onto the ground. Hughie shouted over cheerily. ‘That’s it ya bugger, get it out!’


Alec was quick to press coins in John’s palm and urge that the boy avail himself of the entertainments. ‘Nee fun for you, sittin’ with a load of old pit yackers.’ But John wasn’t mad for chips or candyfloss, nor did he fancy testing his strength or aim. It didn’t seem wholly appropriate. Instead, while the men munched their sandwiches, John sat and stole looks at Tommy, a lanky man, milky-eyed and jug-eared, his crinkled forehead topped by startlingly vertical tufts of grey hair. But it was Tommy’s right hand that transfixed him, guiltily, for it had somewhere and somehow suffered the loss of the four fingers, now rendered down to smooth white nubs of skin. Finally John must have looked a little too long. Tommy caught his eye and raised the wounded hand in the air between them, sharp as a warning. John felt himself blanch.


‘You after the tale of this then, kidder? Is that it?’


But there seemed no affront in Tommy’s piping high voice. Nor did the others look bothered. ‘Aye, gan on, Tom,’ murmured Alec. ‘Give him the story.’


‘It were, what? Twenty-eight year ago now? I was on back-shift, right near the end of it, more’s the pity. And this bliddy great coal truck – well, the dreg on it was fettled, see? It come down on wuh so fast I couldn’t get out the road. So it went right owa this here hand. Quick as a wink. I can still feel it now when I think.’


John had flinched. With the fingers of his good left hand, Tommy took a consoling grip of the dorsum of his right. ‘Now your grandda – him being the deputy – he ran and fetched us a bit bandage and that, from the first-aid box. Cos he was good like that, your grandda. And wor marras got us up and out, sharp as they could. Hugh here, he was banksman, see? He did the cage, got us to surface. Doctor from the ambulance station were ready for wuh. I knew, but, in me’sel. That was me done. Ruined, y’knaa? Stupid thing, but. It shouldna happened.’


Tommy paused and trailed his good fingers over some tufted blades of grass. John felt a shiver run through him, heedless of the sun’s warmth. He realised, mortified, that his eyes had moistened, and he ducked his face into his chest.


Tommy looked up. ‘Aye, that was how ah felt and all, bonny lad. I’ll tell you this, but. I passed out for a bit, after, while the doctor were seein’ to us? When I come round, he were stood over wuh, all solemn, like. And he says, “Tommy, son, now listen, I’ve stitched you up, and you’ll be grand. But I’m very sorry to have to tell you – you’ll not play the violin ever again.”’


Seasoned chuckles in the group. Tommy was pulling a music-hall face of dismay. ‘I says, “Eee, doctor! Divvint tell us that, man, I’m down to give a recital in the club Tuesday neet …”’


John watched the old men, their sides heaved with suppressed jollity. The sudden levity he found yet more impressive than the earlier stoicism, and he rubbed at his wet cheek. Alec’s eyes were on him. ‘Are y’alright there now, bonny lad?’


John swallowed, nodded. ‘It’s just, it’s not bloody fair is all,’ he said into his chest. He had thought himself barely audible but when he looked up, Alec was grinning in a skewed manner at his old pals. ‘Whey, d’you hear that, eh? He’s a Labour man, this lad. Red-hot Labour in the making, why aye.’


Aways across the field a brass band struck up, a deep mournful swelling that brought forth applause. John felt himself stir. For the duration of the opening bars he was sure he was hearing ‘The Lord is My Shepherd’, or some variation on the same. But on all sides of him it was a different set of words that Langley Park were singing or mouthing. John listened with care, until there came a great final surge of brass, a crash of cymbals, and words that seemed the stuff of hymnal.




O saviour Christ, who on the cruel tree, for all mankind thy precious blood has shed


In life eternal trusting, we – to thy safe keeping leave our dead.





He looked to Alec, who nodded a grudging respect amid the louder acclamation.
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In the dwindling days of that summer they gathered at Alec’s bungalow, under the sober supervision of Armstrong’s Undertakers Ltd. Bill was one of six who bore the coffin out into the street, Alec’s Langley Park mates Hughie and Tommy among the others. Carefully they lowered and passed the casket into the compartment of a horse-drawn hearse, tethered to two placid pit-ponies dressed with black plumes.


Alec had fallen by his own garden-gate, angina pectoris the stealthy killer, and left behind no instructions for his interment. Bill addressed the needful formalities with a certain grousing scepticism. ‘There’s nee point the Church putting a mark on a man in death when it never laid a finger on him while he was living.’ Yet he recalled one matter on which his father had been most specific, and that was cremation. ‘He always said to me, “From naught I came, and to naught I’ll return.”’ It was then a simple matter for Bill and Audrey to agree that the minister of Langley Methodist Chapel, one Charles Casson, should preside.


Lined up in a pew with his family, wearing the scratchy suit in which he had been confirmed, John found that the austerity of the Methodist service appealed to him. Yet he could not shake the obdurate suspicion that it did not quite become his grandfather, a man who had been so very much alive. There was no changing the protocol, though, not now. And when bade to do so, the congregation stood as one to sing ‘Abide with Me’. They remained on their feet as Casson offered a prayer.


‘Merciful God, we commend our brother Alexander to your perfect mercy and wisdom, for in you alone we put our trust.’ All eyes settled upon the oaken casket set squarely upon the catafalque. ‘Forasmuch as our brother has departed out of this life, we therefore commit his body to the elements – ashes to ashes, dust to dust – trusting in the infinite mercy of God, in Jesus Christ Our Lord.’ 


Staring at that coffin, John felt an inner hollow he had carried all day now fast filling up with panic. For it seemed to him, very suddenly, that this whole function had been far, far too orderly – indeed premature, remiss – to have arrived so starkly at its terminus. It was in the stillness of this fraught moment that Casson raised his head from a seemingly ruminative pause. ‘I heard a voice from heaven saying, “From henceforth, blessed are the dead who die in the Lord.” “Even so,” says the Spirit. “For they rest from their labours.”’


At John’s side Bill nodded gently. A hatchway opened slowly in the wall behind the catafalque, and the belt-driven mechanism began to convey the coffin by inches toward its final destination.


Bill drove the family to the Working Men’s Club where it was arranged that all friends and well-wishers be made welcome. To John’s surprise the reception was a concertedly jolly affair. Everybody got drunk, or attempted the feat. His father, meanwhile, surprised him, for there were a few jokesters among the gathering and Bill consorted freely with them at the bar, joining in a loudly disputed game of darts. It dawned upon John that Bill had a social circle all of his own, some kind of sodality drawn from work and the local cricket club. After he had sat watching their game awhile, it was big rubicund George Bell who staggered away from the oche and offered his darts to John, insistent that ‘the lad couldn’t do worse’.


‘You’ll miss your granddad then, son?’ Bell remarked as they loitered together, his arrows swapped for a large Bushmill’s. John nodded mutely. Bill stepped in, seemingly desirous of speaking for his son. ‘Aye, they were proper pals, him and his grandda. Weren’t you? Went off to the Big Meeting together not three month ago.’


‘Aye, aye?’ Bell winked. ‘All the comrades together, eh?’


‘Well, he’s a lefty, this one, see,’ said Bill. ‘Young communist. Fancies that Russia’s a little workers’ paradise.’


‘Aww, divvint be telling us that,’ groaned George.


John was riled by the seeming slur. It was perfectly true that he had borrowed a Pelican paperback of The Communist Manifesto from the library, and had expressed interest in nearby Chopwell village where the streets were rechristened in honour of great Soviet personages – Lenin Terrace, Marx Avenue. But in these pastimes he felt sure he was merely tugging at a red thread that had attracted his eye. ‘I never said I was a communist,’ he murmured.


‘Good job and all, son,’ said George. ‘Mind you, your dad mouths off but they’re a bit lefty in his union, all them posties.’


‘Dad’s not a postman.’


‘Quite right, son, he’s an engineer. But his union lumps in with the posties and the clerks and the lasses what do the switchboard.’


John looked from the bumptious Bell to his father. It might have been no more than the effect of his suit jacket removed and shirt sleeves rolled – that and the boozy jocularity – but Bill wore a combative look. ‘Well, speaking of commies, you should know, John, his lot used to have commies running their bliddy union.’


That sounded wildly unlikely to John, yet Bell held up his hands. ‘Oh aye. Twenty years back. National leadership, mind.’


‘What, real communists?’


‘That’s what they called themselves,’ Bill uttered between his teeth. ‘All fixing ballots in their favour, like. What do you think of that, eh, John? “Vote for me, you might as well, because me and me pals’ votes are worth two of yours anyhow.” That’s your communism, young John. People don’t want it so it’s got to be forced on ’em.’


John was feeling browbeaten, and found that he didn’t care to be lectured on unfairness. ‘That’s what unions are for, though, isn’t it? To stick up for people who don’t know what’s good for them.’


Bill was visibly more hotly incredulous. ‘What unions are for, son, is wantin’ more pay for less work and bleating if they’re asked to put up with it. Don’t bloody kid yourself, John, this lot these days, they’re not “socialists”. They’re bloody communists, man. Them at Ford Motor Cars wanting seventeen per cent on their wages. Bloody firemen wanted thirty. You know your mathematics, right? Figure that one out.’


‘Okay, that’s maybe quite a lot,’ John wavered. 


‘Whey, John, man. They want what they see others have got, but they want it by blackmail. Not by graft. The only way they know is to hold the country to ransom, cause people as much bliddy bother as they can. They’ve not done a bliddy …’ Bill was now fighting for breath and words, as if the unfairness defied both nature and description. ‘They want what they haven’t earned, man. And bliddy Labour government, they get it an’ all. Tell you, even my dad woulda given this lot what for.’


With that, Bill stepped back to the oche and threw his arrows with vehemence.


‘Naw, you’re alright, son,’ Bell said sotto voce, clapping John’s shoulder. ‘Don’t you mind your da. He’s just a bad un for keepin’ a grudge. Principled, like, aye?’


The dregs of the afternoon decanted into the evening, and John stepped out into the small lobby of the Club to locate the men’s toilet. Seeing Bill stood alone, across the frayed carpet at the threshold of the door to the street, reminded him with a start that his father had been absent from proceedings for perhaps as much as half an hour. Tentatively John stepped in his direction. Bill glanced aside, yet seemed hardly to acknowledge the presence. His eyes were vacant, his mouth set, morose. He tapped on John’s shoulder, very lightly. Then his hand flew to his face, his palm pressed into his nose, his fingers spread across his eyes and into his silvery fringe. John heard first a groan, then a sob – the detonation controlled but no less shocking.



















Chapter III


THE HOST


Monday, 16 September 1996





Gore was about his ablutions, grey morning light seeping into his cramped Oakwell bathroom. He had awoken from a senseless dream, its narrative twists already forgotten, but found himself lumbered with an equally meaningless erection. It had persisted through his rising from recumbent, and still would not relent. Now, as he urinated, he bent at the knee and applied gentle downward pressure so as to steer his stream cleanly within the bowl. Wrangling thus he was reminded of the one about the relative use of a monk with a hard-on, and grunted in amusement.


His sole purpose for the day was to present himself at St Luke’s Church of England Primary School. Soaking under the showerhead, noting the falling-away of the earlier tumescence, he affirmed his resolve to go on foot, the better to further his acquaintance with the neighbourhood. He towelled himself roughly and laid out his clerical suit. Do it proper, he decided. He was not clear what respect would be afforded the cloth around Hoxheath, but folk were as well to know his business on sight.




*





The morning was dry but brisk as Gore made his way down Hoxheath Road, sidestepping chicken bones and chewing gum. As he reached a convenience store – NEWS ’N’ BOOZE, PROPRIETOR S. MANKAD – a grey-haired woman hobbled past him clasping a crutch in her right hand, her forward motion badly synchronised with the drags she was taking from a cigarette in her left. He stepped into Mr Mankad’s, intending to pick up a newspaper. Two young women in tee-shirts – a butterball blonde and a lithe, prettier brunette – chatted idly across the counter. ‘Ah says to him, “Get on with ye …”’ The females cast languid eyes over the cleric in his austere garb. Gore smiled, said nothing, attended to the news racks. Only the tabloids were on offer, so he selected a Mirror and stepped back to the counter. In front of him now was a bleary man buying four lottery tickets from the blonde, seemingly suspicious that he had not been served correctly, counting both tickets and coins, sweating dissatisfaction. Those, my friend – Gore eyed the tickets – are not about to improve matters.


Four children barrelled through the door – uniformed, satchels on backs. ‘Oi,’ the shopkeeper barked. ‘Just two of yous at a time, nee more, right?’


‘Shut up, bitch,’ piped one child, in what Gore heard as a stab at an American accent.


‘You what? See if I get hold of yee, I’ll wring yer neck.’ Indeed she was coming round the counter, paunchily formidable, and the threat drove a couple of the kids straight back out to the street. Her brunette friend slipped toward the door in their wake.


‘Listen, I’ve gorra get on, I’ll see you, eh, Claire?’


‘Eh, Lind, while I think on, can you do the morra afternoon?’


‘Aw, Claire, I canna man, sorry, listen I’ll see ya?’


Returning to her station, vexed, Claire beheld Gore with reproving eyes as she took his coins.
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Hoxheath Community Park offered Gore a plausible short-cut and so he strode down a gravel path between tree-hemmed lawns. The municipal flower beds were meagre, maple and birch trees sadly denuding. Yet there was a pleasing hush, the buzz of the high street traffic quelled. Midway down the path Gore heeded cries and exhortations emanating from three boys, teenagers, bashing a football back and forth against the wall of a redbrick public convenience, whereon black graffiti professed MIGHTY MOUSE, NUFC and FUCK OF YOU BASTARD.


‘What a gurl!’


‘Offside, man!’


‘Whey bollox, how can ah be, Mackaz man?’


Nearing, Gore saw that one boy – tubby, slower to shift – was hugging the wall, acting as goalie, and somewhat forlornly as his pals hammered in shots from close range, much too fierce for the lad to risk flapping a hand at. Watching the bounce of the ball, the boys lustily giving chase, Gore felt a keen urge for a kickabout. Be careful what you wish, he thought, as another snapshot ricocheted off the wall and raced into his path. Instinctively he trapped and side-footed the ball back toward the boys. The one nearest to him stooped, picked it up and bore it back to him. He was a stout lad, his nose hooked, cheeks plump and ruddy, hair clippered close, every inch the pint-size juvenile Geordie.


‘Oi mistah, will ya tak’ a quick corner for us? Just quick, like?’


Why not? Gore jogged twenty feet or so hence to a suitable angle, spilled the Mitre ball onto the grass and dragged it to a prime spot.


‘Eh man! On the heid!’


From a short run-up Gore struck the ball crisply with the outside of his right foot. It hung and bent in the air, and the other boy, back to the wall, leapt to meet it, clearly intending a bravura scissors kick. He failed to connect and fell rudely on his backside.


‘Ahhh!’ said his friend, Gore’s new acquaintance. ‘You’re shit!’


Gore decided it was time for him to jog onward.


‘Sorry, Fatha. Not you, like.’


‘My name’s John.’ He waved as he went on his way.
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His watch read 9 a.m. He had timed the walk nicely, even allowing for the unscheduled stops, and yet he found himself thwarted at the final hurdle. St Luke’s – a modern redbrick construction with a pitched roof of grey polycarbonate panels – was protected by iron fencing all round its perimeter, no point of access apparent. Gore had tramped the full length of three sides before finally he saw a gaggle of children running through a gate toward a fibreglass portico. He hastened his step and fastened himself to the shoulder of one diminutive pupil, thus passing under a plain crest proclaiming FAITH HOPE CHARITY, and through glass doors. Within he was met by a familiar mingled odour – bleach, Tupperware, sour milk, unwashed hair. A bell was ringing, small bodies rushing around his knees, but one plump lady – ginger and slightly cross-eyed – was approaching him from the relative quiet of a corridor to his left.


‘Rev’rend Gore? I’m Alison, I’ll take you to Mrs Bruce.’ She led him back from whence she had come, glancing over her shoulder. ‘Your pal’s here already? I just asked him to step out.’ She gestured toward a waiting alcove at the end of the corridor, by a red door marked PRINCIPAL. Jack Ridley was poised awkwardly half-in and half-out of a hinged glass panel, trying to nurse an enamel mug of steaming tea whilst filling a pipe.


‘How do, John. Smoker’s corner, this.’ He gestured out of doors toward a doleful man in jacket and tie pacing the patio, taking joyless pulls on a cigarette. But this he dropped and stamped upon quickly, and Gore turned, hearing the same sharp heels on linoleum behind him. A woman in a suit was bearing down, mid-forties, her features small and sharp, her hair fiercely coloured reddish-brown.


‘That’s five after nine and all safely stowed but you, Ian. Get on your way there, eh?’


The shifty teacher pressed past Gore, tugging on his loose necktie.


‘I’m Monica Bruce, Reverend. Pleased to meet you.’


‘John. Likewise. This is Jack Ridley – my churchwarden, so to speak.’


‘How do,’ Ridley grunted. ‘I should say I was just lookin’ at that bit bother you’ve got out there.’ He pointed past the glass, beyond the sprawl of concrete playground, toward a derelict stone building that overlooked it, cordoned by plastic barricades and KEEP OUT signage.


‘The old school?’ said Monica. ‘Aye, we’ve had to close off that bit playground. Slates falling off the roof, see.’


‘Well, I can see about getting that fixed for you,’ said Ridley.


‘Oh no, it’s a long-term problem, that. We want to develop it, see. You can get this or that money, if you can be bothered. It’s just the forms are all thirty pages long. I get weary.’


Ridley might have heard her, but his expression was unchanged. ‘Well, I’m saying, I can see about getting it fixed for you.’


Monica patted Ridley’s arm lightly. ‘Well thank you, Jack, but it’s about more than just a roof. Shall I show you’s then? The hall and whatnot?’


They followed her, Gore endeavouring to stay apace, Ridley more dilatory in their wake. ‘I hope you don’t mind,’ Gore offered, ‘my intruding on your premises like this.’


‘Hardly. We serve the same master, don’t we? Anyhow – I’ll see that you’re made to pay for it.’


Gore smiled. There was something bracing and sceptical about this woman that made the taking of offence redundant.


‘The only thing from my angle,’ she continued, ‘is how long you’re here. Not wanting shot of you, you understand. Not when you just fetched up.’


‘It’s a moot point,’ he shrugged. ‘I’m on probation. If enough people come and keep coming, maybe they’ll build me a church. Then I’m out of your hair.’


‘Ah, but how many’s enough?’


‘Enough that I don’t feel I’m wasting my breath. Just not so many as I can’t remember their names.’


They had reached the assembly hall. Not bad, Gore reckoned. Presentable powder-blue walls, cherry-red linoleum, scuffed but not shabby, tramlines taped out for badminton. Windows down the length of one long wall, on the other an array of mounted and felt-covered display boards, each consecrated by age-group to pinned-up paintings of smiling suns, bacon-rasher skies, fluffy clouds and suchlike. There was no stage but an upright piano was pushed into a corner. A lectern stood lonesome in the midst of the floor, and they ambled toward it.


‘Mrs Boyle – Alison? – she plays the piano for us. She’ll do the same for you. We always have a hymn at morning assembly.’


‘Nice,’ Gore murmured. ‘You take your duties seriously.’


‘Oh, it’s the least we can do. Some of the parents, I daresay they still think a church school can make their kids behave. Like we were Jesuits. That’s the image, but, isn’t it? Discipline. Tradition. And not such a mix, to be honest – backgrounds and that?’


Ridley grunted.


‘Don’t get me wrong, I want us all to get along. But I’m not daft about how people look at things.’


Considering his reply, Gore saw that Monica was peering past him. ‘Oh blimey, now here’s a right one.’


Gore turned. Toddling up the length of the hall, with an oddly pronounced, near-comical swagger, was a boy of maybe six years in age – a little tow-headed tank of a kid, pink-cheeked, his lower lip protuberant, bearing in his hand a sheet of colouring paper. Pretty mouth he’s got, thought Gore. Monica clacked down upon him, her own cheeks colouring. ‘What are you doing out of the classroom, Jake Clark?’


Undaunted, the tyke grasped the edges of his page and held it up for inspection. ‘I done this. It’s mint, everyone says.’


Monica tilted her head at him, in the manner of the prosecuting counsel. ‘Did teacher tell you to come show me?’


‘Naw, man. Everyone says, but.’


‘Why then get you back to class this minute. And it’s “No, Mrs Bruce.”’


The boy stood stock-still, lower lip jutting yet further.


‘Well, get on with you. Don’t you dare get the huff with me, young man.’


His chin and brow fell – then he glared up anew at the adults, with a vehemence Gore thought almost unnerving. A strangled cry came out of him and he ran at Monica’s lectern, shoving it with both hands. It teetered and fell before their startled eyes.


‘Right!’ Monica lunged at the boy, who somehow sidestepped her. Gore hazarded a helpful move in their direction, but the boy was ducking his head down as if to charge, and thus he ran, hard and headlong into Gore’s groin. Pained, Gore just about managed to get his hands onto squirming small shoulders and pull the boy into his grasp before Monica marched up, furious, and he released him to her.


‘Your mother’ll hear about this, won’t she? You think she’ll be pleased? Do you?’ She wrenched the boy’s arm and began to drag him away, calling back over her shoulder. ‘You’s stop here, I’ll send the caretaker.’


Massaging his abdomen, Gore bent down and plucked Jake Clark’s drawing from the floor. It was a black-paint mural of a hulking man-beast – a giant, comically proportioned, with a smaller, geeky stick of a creature by his side. Above the figures was a script in a wildly looping, childish hand:
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Monica’s caretaker, a surly youth in jeans, directed the visitors without fuss to a walk-in storage cupboard. Ten feet by ten, windowless, the space was overfilled with stacked plastic chairs and boxes on shelves. Gore withdrew his notebook. Ridley put on his motoring spectacles. ‘Well,’ the older man pronounced, ‘I count eighty chairs, and I daresay that’ll do you. We don’t get that many at St Mark’s on a Sunday.’


‘Don’t you think, but – it’s going to need more? In the way of … I don’t know, decor? Trappings. Stuff to make an atmosphere.’


‘We’re Protestants, aren’t we? We don’t need palaver.’


‘Well, we need more than this, Jack.’ Gore shook his head. ‘Something. Even if it has to be begged or borrowed.’


‘Or pinched,’ said Ridley, deadpan. ‘Don’t forget pinched.’ Gore smiled as he dabbled an idle hand into an open box-load of New English Prayer Books. Ridley sniffed. ‘We’ll be wanting the Book of Common Prayer, surely?’


‘I can’t afford to buy new. This is a shoestring production.’


‘Well, you’ve got your piano at least. For your hymns.’


‘Hmm. I wonder, though. Do we really need them? Hymns?’


‘You’re joking, aren’t you, John? People aren’t going to show up just to hear you natter. They’ll want a tune.’


‘If they turn up.’


‘Divvint be soft.’


Gore’s spirits, though, were meagre. What sort of a church could this amount to? It felt more like amateur dramatics, the humdrum worries of set dressing and helping hands and ticket sales. A crisis of legitimacy was on the horizon and here they were, he and his churchwarden, grubbing about in a dusty closet.


‘I don’t know, Jack.’ He sighed. ‘I’m feeling – out of practice here.’


‘Well,’ Ridley coughed. ‘I should say. Spiking telt us he’s planning on giving you a go or two in his pulpit? St Mark’s? Just to keep you in nick ’til you’re ready to go here. A christening, he said. Or a funeral, maybe, summat you can’t mess up for him.’


Gore, having listened with interest, winced.


‘Them’s his words, not mine,’ said Ridley, looking away.




*





In all the reconnaissance consumed more hours than Gore had expected, and he was ready to make haste for home when Ridley suggested they adjourn to a suitable nearby pub for a quiet pint. He didn’t think it politic to spurn any more of the older man’s apparently friendly gestures, and so let him lead the way down Hoxheath Road in the sfumato of dusk.


As they skirted the Crossman Estate, Ridley seemed almost to avert his eyes, shaking his head as they passed the Gunnery pub. ‘Nowt good comes out of there.’ Fifty yards further on, he nodded to himself. ‘We’ll cut through here, eh? The Lord Nelson’s on the other side.’ They turned into a long alley running behind blocks of redbrick housing on the Scoular Estate, and rounding a corner they came upon a grim concrete quadrangle under yellow sodium light – a playground with swings, roundabout, see-saw and sandpit. But it was an overgrown mob of teenagers who perched on and around the swings, nursing tins of drink, a large plastic bottle being passed around. Some sort of ruction was in progress too. Gore grew wary as he and Ridley drew near. A blonde girl in a ragged-hemmed denim skirt, and her bloke – carelessly bare-chested, lean and muscled if pasty – were cursing one another over who did what to who and when.


‘Ah said, neebody fancies your rotten cunt.’


Gore saw Ridley flinch as if struck – recognised, too, one of the boys in the pack, with whom he had cheerfully kicked a ball that very morning. Mackers? The boy at least had the grace to look sheepish, electric-blue beer can snug in his fist. But they were nearly through the trouble-spot, and Gore wished only to leave it well behind.


‘Watch that language, you lot,’ Ridley barked as they passed.


‘Fuck off, y’owld fucker.’


Gore was resolved to keep walking. Ridley, small mercy, did not stop to quarrel.


‘Oi, you, I’m not finished wi’ you.’


It took Gore some nervy seconds to be certain the shouted challenge was only the resumption of hostilities behind them.


‘You fuck off, I fuckin’ hate you.’


‘Pack it in, Jason man.’


Then a shriek, and Gore and Ridley turned as one. The blonde girl had been thrown onto her backside, legs in the air, helpless as a ladybug, a streak of white underwear visible. Her bare-skin bloke strutted round her, clearly delighted, and disinclined to help her to her feet. Gore decided in a flash that this could not be permitted, and brushed past Ridley’s custodial hand.


‘Come on, what are you playing at?’


He had no clue how he would enforce the warning, which seemed only to further amuse the tough now squaring up to him. Worse, he sensed that he was being encircled.


‘What do yee want? Yee want some? Uh?’


Then Gore felt a hard shove into his back, and a near-simultaneous blow to the side of his head, sharp and dazzling. He staggered and pitched down onto the concrete. Shouts and sounds of rubber-soled motion flew all about him as his vision scrambled. For the duration of several heartbeats he was certain that unless he got to his feet swiftly then he would receive a boot to the belly, or skull.


The blow did not fall. He rose, unsteadily. The group had scattered, cleared off. The tough, though, was holding his ground, glaring, his girl cowed and wet-eyed at ten feet’s remove from him. Then he issued the bold middle-finger affront, turned and stomped off in the direction of his mates, arms aloft like a prizefighter. 


Ridley was coming forward now. Gore stared at the girl, her face so pale, mouth fraught, the band in her hair so tight. ‘We’ll see you back home,’ he said, rubbing at the sore side of his head.


‘I only live up there, man.’ She flapped vague fingers.


‘Well then, we’ll take you. Come on, you’ve had a nasty turn.’


She shrank from Gore’s open-handed gesture, but tottered along half a step behind the two men.


‘What’s your name, pet?’


‘Cheryl. I’m not yer pet.’


‘Okay, Cheryl. I’m sorry. Now do you want that fellow reported for what he did?’


‘For what, man? Nowt to dee wi’ me.’


They walked on, Gore weighing various remarks, thinking better of each. She led them through a barren yard, down a weed-strewn path, and let herself into a front door. Within, through a dim kitchen, down a hallway, Gore could see someone buried in the grasp of a sofa before a television.


‘Good night, Cheryl,’ he murmured at the girl’s negligent back.


He and Ridley walked on without speaking until they were free of the estate, Gore still massaging the top of his head, prodding its tenderness to gauge whether a keener pain was on its way.


‘Been in the wars, the day, you,’ Ridley grunted. ‘Are y’alright?’


‘Oh yeah, sure.’


‘Bloody little squirts. You still want that pint or would you rather home?’


‘No, a pint would be good now, thanks.’


‘Aye well, that’s it owa there.’


The Lord Nelson was indeed before them, floodlights and flower-baskets above its awning.


‘You sure you’re alright?’


‘No, I’m fine, honest.’


‘Well then, give over rubbing your bloody head, will you?’ And with that Ridley pushed on in through the double doors.


It was a cosy hostelry, strewn with older-looking drinkers; as they stood at the bar Ridley was greeted by a few of same. Gore excused himself and went directly to the toilet, where under a bare bulb he inspected his right cheek. He had expected a livid stamp there, but saw only a pale pink imprint of the blow. He felt relief, but a late stirring of anger too. Should he have swung for that twerp, having found his feet? Or would he have been set upon much the worse? For sure he had received no help from the boy Mackers – one small gesture of goodwill gone to waste, then.


Upon re-emerging Gore was introduced to several of Ridley’s acquaintances, all of whom appeared keen to meet the Vicar. An old dear with thick glasses and frizzy hair was sing-song insistent that they join her company. ‘Sit down, you, and tell us a story.’ Ridley waved her away amiably and set down two pints of bitter at a distant table.


‘Friendly place,’ said Gore.


‘Not bad,’ Ridley replied, tipping dominoes from a wooden box onto the tabletop between them. ‘Used to be a lot of canny pubs round here. The Smithy. The Block and Tackle. All for the shift workers, y’knaa, from the owld works.’


‘They must have been tough old places. Tough crowds?’


‘Rough and ready.’ Ridley shrugged. ‘Good people, but.’


They set to their game. Gore quickly found himself in a quandary. ‘Well, I’m knocking here.’


Ridley nodded with satisfaction at the concession, and sipped at his bitter.


‘I don’t want to keep you from your wife tonight, Jack.’


‘Aw, she’s used to us runnin’ about all hours.’ Ridley was staring at the dominoes cupped and shielded in his calloused hand. Carefully he laid down a double blank.


‘I’ve been wanting to ask your advice, actually. About the church.’


‘Oh aye?’


‘Yes, I wondered. What kind of a church do you think it should be?’


Ridley peered flatly at him. ‘What kind?’


‘I just think it needs a theme. Something a bit different to the usual. I mean, it’s not usual, this, what we’re doing. Is it?’


Ridley shrugged. ‘Well, it seems to me – if you were wantin’ to do a bit good – you would want a church that does something about them little buggers.’ Ridley jerked a thumb in the general direction of whence they had come. ‘Get them off the street.’


‘Right. We should focus on the young people?’


‘Maybe. I say that like it means owt. You’ll have a bother. They’re all that bloody ignorant. Ignorant and proud of it an’ all.’


‘It looks like they could do with something better to occupy their time.’


‘Whey, they’ve got it cosy, man. Slouching about, sucking up beer. You’ll not see ’em out of their pits before midday. Unless it’s to sign on.’


‘Do you think there’s the work for them, but?’


‘Why aye there’s work. They’ll just not do it. Their parents neither. But they’ve still got money for the big telly, and room to park their backsides, thank you very much.’ Ridley had won the game, and began to reshuffle the dominoes. Still, he was dissatisfied. ‘I’ll tell you this, John, far as I’m concerned? The Church ought to say what’s right. There’s nee point to it otherwise. I don’t like rubbish being talked. Not if a blind man can see things have gone to hell. We’re not to say, “Aw, people are just like that nowadays, lads have got it tough, police are all villains.” All that.’


‘You’re not by any chance a Conservative voter?’


Ridley looked as if he might spit. ‘I bloody well am not. Them’s the buggers took wor job. I’m a socialist is what I am, man, always have been. Tell you what that means, but. It means you work. Support your family, do right by your wife, mother of your bairns. You do the best you can, and you pass it on to your kids, so you’ve the right to expect same off them. Off your neighbour and all. That’s the way things work. Not shirking off when you feel like. Like them lads. Who divvint want to be men. Who’ve got some – some bloody lout’s notion of what it means to be a man. Which is making themselves generally obnoxious. A quick squirt up some lass then off you skip, free as a bloody bird, so you can squirt somewhere else.’


Gore, taken aback by Ridley’s terminology, looked at his hands for some moments. 


‘You’ll be sorry now you asked my opinion, I daresay.’


‘No, no. It’s better we speak plainly.’


‘You sorry yet for coming? Up here? Gettin’ stuck with an owld bugger like us, after your nice place in the country?’


Gore shook his head. ‘I don’t miss Dorset one bit. It wasn’t a happy time.’


‘Was it not?’


‘No. I’m not a country person. Didn’t fit in hugely. And there was the whole BSE thing while I was there, the mad cow disease? Had a terrible effect.’


‘Oh aye, it will have done, I s’pose. Rotten business, that.’


‘It was. But, it taught me a few things. The whole experience.’


‘Like what?’


‘Not to make the same mistakes twice.’


Ridley nodded, as to say that was a very good one right there. Then he was up and collecting his cap, lifting their not-quite-empty glasses to the bar. Rightly so, Gore acknowledged, deciding against the offer of another round. He had no reason to believe that Ridley’s causticity would dissolve in more alcohol, or that any further explication of his past and the lessons drawn from it would receive an indulgent hearing.
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