
        
            [image: cover]
        

    

 




 


A Particular Friendship

 


The Queer Testament Book 4

 








A Particular Friendship

 


The Queer Testament Book 4

 


by

Paul Van Der Spiegel

 


Perceptions Press

 


an imprint of

Castle Carrington Publishing

Victoria, BC

Canada

 


2021


 


A Particular Friendship

The Queer Testament
Book 4

 


Copyright © Paul Van Der Spiegel 2021

 


All rights reserved. No part of
this publication may be reprinted, reproduced, stored in a
retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic, mechanical, photocopying and recording, or otherwise,
now known or hereafter invented without the express prior written
permission of the author, except for brief passages quoted by a
reviewer in a newspaper or magazine. To perform any of the above is
an infringement of copyright law.

 


This
is a work of fiction. Names, characters,
places, events, locales, and incidents are either the products of
the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any
resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is
purely coincidental.

 


First
published in paperback in 2021

 


Cover
Design: © Paul Van Der Spiegel
2021

 


ISBN: 978-1-990096-53-2 (paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-990096-54-9 (Kindle electronic
book)

ISBN: 978-1-990096-55-6 (Smashwords
electronic book)

 


[image: tmp_46d32d01f8a9b2c48d67d79ec7db410e_8hU2bF_html_m5500acc8.png]

Published in Canada by

Perceptions
Press

www.perceptionspress.ca

 


[image: tmp_46d32d01f8a9b2c48d67d79ec7db410e_8hU2bF_html_m43402fa8.jpg]

an imprint of

Castle Carrington
Publishing

www.castlecarringtonpublishing.ca

Victoria, BC

Canada


 


Dedication




This book is dedicated to the
memory of Bob Summerbell, born October 16th, 1960, who
died aged twenty-nine years old.

Bob trained in psychology at the
University of British Columbia. In his spare time, he volunteered
on telephone helplines supporting the distressed and despairing.
Bob became president of the campus LGBT society a few years after
his brother, Richard, and then served a term as the student
representative on the University Senate.

After graduation, Bob got a job
touring the area for the provincially owned automobile insurance
company, advocating auto-safety to high school students. As part of
his role, he organised events like ‘Battle of the Bands’ to raise
the profile of wearing seatbelts and to highlight the dangers of
drinking and driving.

This, and many other instances
of Bob inspiring people, came out at his funeral, and it was enough
to make one gay friend stand up and protest, ‘He wasn’t a saint’ to
make the point that Bob, like any man, could fuck and be fucked.
But the throng of people who said that Bob had talked to them at a
critical moment and got them back to self-respect was too strong to
be resisted.

You never know how many good
things someone has done in secret, until their funeral.

Bob Summerbell’s name is written
on the AIDS Memorial in Vancouver, so that he, and how he died, is
not a secret.
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One

 


Angel







 


1.

 


Shivering beneath his
embroidered vestments, Father Thomas spoke the opening words of the
Penitential Rite:

 


I confess to Almighty God, and
to you, my brothers and sisters, that I have sinned through my own
fault, through my thoughts, through my words, through what I’ve
done, through what I’ve left undone.

 


The priest struck his chest in
supplication, watching as his breath condensed, hearing his voice
amidst the murmur of the congregation, words distorted and
mechanised by a pre-historic induction loop system, an analogue
susurrate seeping from the shadowed corners of the stone-built
church.

As the parishioners of St.
James’ Church, Bussell, emptied their souls of sin and opened their
hearts to the grace of God, Tom stole a glance at the former lover
sitting in the middle aisle, the man who had been, the man who
always would be, the love of his life. Between them, the pillar
candle on fire, the illuminated manuscript laid open on the altar,
the ecclesiastical mundane eroticised for a moment in time.

The drone of the scattered
congregation was swallowed by the domed vault of the Jesuit-built
building. Then, silence filled the void, with occasional traffic
noise from Greengate puncturing the presence of the Eternal.

Antony was dressed in a long,
woollen overcoat, a scarf around his neck. The stubble beard suited
him, making him look dignified, more handsome than ever.

The Gospel reading was from
Matthew, with Christ being challenged by dogmatists to explain the
spousal relationship of a woman who had married seven short-lived
brothers.

“Whose wife will she be in
heaven?” the Learned had demanded.

‘In the resurrection they
neither marry, nor are given in marriage, but are as angels in
heaven,’ northern, working-class Jesus had responded,
blindsiding his elitist, big-city opponents.

In Jesus’ inclusive, diverse,
non-binary heaven, Tom could see validation for people like
himself, priests who had subordinated their sexuality to the glory
of God, gay men and women who had pledged themselves to celibacy to
serve God and their fellow human-beings, same-sex attracted
followers of Christ, who worked for an earthly organisation that
condemned their hearts as sinful, that defined their lovemaking as
‘intrinsically disordered.’

Not for the first time, Tom
wondered how Jesus had remained unmarried, why Paul of Tarsus had
urged the unwed to stay single?

‘Lord I am not worthy to receive
you,’ he said, after the Fraction of the Bread, ‘but only say the
word and I shall be healed.’

True Faith, Tom reminded
himself, was not a leap into an unreasoned certainty; it was a step
into a reasoned uncertainty. True Faith was not the assertion of
salvation for ‘big B’ Believers and surety of damnation for
everyone else. Instead, it was trust in the timeless source of
love, despite being unlovable. It was trust in a ubiquitous force
of forgiveness, despite being unforgiveable. True Faith was the
courage to face God by those scarred, scourged, stymied by
life.

People queued, hands cupped, to
receive the blessed body of our Lord. Some knelt at the altar rail,
heads bowed, to receive the priest’s blessing. Others knelt, hands
by their sides, to receive the communion wafer on their tongue.

‘The Body of Christ.’

Antony accepted the communion
wafer on his tongue.

‘Amen,’ he said.

After the blessing and final
hymn, after another profuse apology for a broken central heating
boiler, Tom hurried to the Sacristy with altar-girl, Sophie,
holding the Crux Simplex before them.

After she had tidied the altar
and brought in the chalice for cleaning, Sophie Arundel waved her
goodbye as she pulled her coat around her.

‘See you, Father,’ she said,
disappearing through the doorway and into the belly of Saint
James’.

Tom waved, then laid his
chasuble and Alb inside the sacristy Credens, the vision of placing
a communion wafer on Antony’s tongue awakening feelings that had
been buried beneath decades of decades of the rosary. The soft
knock on the wooden door froze the breath in his chest.

‘Father Morton, may I come
in?’

‘Of course,’ Tom said, striding
over, reaching out, drawing Antony into a bear hug, exuberance
masking his anxiety. ‘Good Lord, it’s been…’

‘Twenty-five years,’ Antony
said, smiling, holding Tom’s hands, ‘and you haven’t changed a
bit.’

Tom laughed out loud.

‘I’d like to believe you,’ he
said, searching for the wedding band on Antony’s ring finger. ‘You
look well. How long are you home for? How’s that husband of
yours?’

‘I’m back to look after my
mum.’

‘I always think of your mum
fondly. She was a second mother to us, back in the day. How is
she?’

‘She sends her love, Tom.
She’s…’

Tom was transported back to a
tangle of limbs inside a duvet on top of a mattress thrown from its
divan, and the embarrassing moment Antony’s mum had brought
breakfast into her son’s bedroom.

‘terminally ill.’

‘I am so sorry,’ Tom
said, snapping out of his reverie, reaching out for Antony’s arm.
‘Is there anything I can do?’

‘Tell your boss to pull his
finger out,’ Antony said, pointing to the ceiling.

‘Ah, unfortunately that’s not
how it works.’

‘How exactly does it work? I’m
all ears, Tom.’

Embarrassed, Tom could say
nothing.

‘I’m not much of a fan of
religion. It has cost me dearly… cost the world dearly.’

‘I’m sorry I…’

‘If you were to administer the
Sacrament of the Sick to my mother, it would mean the world to
her.’

Tom caught his breath.

‘Yes,’ he said, ‘of course. Does
your mother not have her own parish priest? It must be Father
Mulhern if she still lives…’

‘If this is too much trouble for
you…’

‘It isn’t too much trouble. When
would you like me to come, Antony?’

‘Whenever you can—the sooner,
the better.’

‘Tomorrow midday?’

‘Thank you,’ Antony said,
passing a slip of paper over. ‘This is the address. I appreciate
you helping us.’

‘The same house,’ Tom muttered,
unbelieving, as he unfolded the note.

For a moment, neither man said
anything.

Tom’s eyes welled up. He could
not help himself, and he wiped his sleeve across his face.

‘Sorry,’ he said, ‘I’m just a
little bit overcome, seeing you, again, and such sad, sad
news.’

‘‘It is really good to see you,’
Antony said. He kissed Tom on the cheek.

‘Father Morton,’ the voice
called from the rectory doorway, ‘your supper is ready.’

‘Joan!’ Tom said, startled.
‘This is Antony, Antony Keane, an old and very dear friend of mine.
Antony, Joan looks after me during the week. I am the best-fed
priest in Lancashire, as I’m sure you can tell by my
waistline!’

‘I’m pleased to meet you,’
Antony said.

‘Likewise,’ Joan said,
unsmiling.

‘Midday tomorrow, then, Father
Morton.’

‘Midday, it is,’ Tom said.

After locking and bolting the
front entrance of the church, switching all the electric lights
off, checking that no candles had been left burning, and re-setting
the burglar alarm, Tom turned the long key in the sacristy door
that he imagined served as an airlock between the expanse of the
spaceship church and the safety of the command module rectory. His
in-flight dinner sat waiting for him on the kitchen table—a portion
of thick-crusted, carbonised meat pie with shrivelled garden
peas.

Tom sighed and dug into his meal
with his knife and fork.

‘Your friend seems nice,’ Joan
said, entering the room and fastening her coat, ‘a little bit light
on his feet though, if you know what I mean.’

‘No,’ Tom said, chewing, ‘I’ve
no idea what you mean.’

‘Put your plates in the
dishwasher, Father, and I’ll see you tomorrow. There’s seconds by
the oven if you’re still hungry.’

‘Thanks, Joan,’ Tom said, trying
not to choke.

The glass front door of the
rectory shook on its hinges as Joan made her exit.

The incinerated pie was barely
edible. Joan was bound to find it if he put it in the bin. The idea
of digging a hole for unwanted food in the graveyard was quickly
dismissed.

This town has eyes and ears
in every wall, Tom reminded himself.

If he walked to the council bin
outside Home Bargains and discarded his wretched dinner there, he
knew, somehow, that he would get found out. Offering Joan Bird
various housekeeping duties had seemed like a charitable thing to
do, given her family’s perilous financial position. The money Tom
paid her mattered, he knew that. But, by God, she was no Nigella
Lawson. Her seamstress skills, on the other hand, had come in very
handy.

Light on his feet. What the
hell did that mean?

Then, it dawned on him what Joan
had been suggesting, and Tom felt stupid, angry, and a little bit
scared.

He thought of Lillian, Antony’s
dying mother, as he picked at the food.

The plan came together. Tom slid
the remnants of the fat and gristle pie into an orange Sainsbury
carrier bag and left it next to his bike and helmet in the back
hallway.

Tomorrow morning, the pigeons
in Bussell Park are in for a real treat, he thought. But
whether they will be able to fly again is another matter!

Father Thomas Morton poured
himself a generous bowl of Kellogg’s Frosties drenched with silver
top milk and switched the television on in the lounge to watch
The Simpsons.

Unable to concentrate, thinking
about his day, thinking about Antony, Tom switched the TV off,
traipsed upstairs to the bathroom, climbed out of his clothes and
surrendered to his gay biology.

 


2.

 


Thomas sat by the side of the
overturned car. His little brother was nowhere to be seen. His dad
was upside down, talking, but his head was smashed, and his
moustache was bloody. Thomas couldn’t remember if he had been
crying, but Daddy was trying to reassure him. Thomas tried to pull
his daddy’s head through the window when he stopped talking. He
tried pulling him by his hair, but Daddy was asleep and wouldn’t
move.

He was walking down the road
forever, a big road like an empty motorway. The girl was with him,
and she was his friend and held his hand and helped him.

‘Are you okay?’ she asked.

 


3.

 


Tom pushed his bike up the
gravelled driveway. He threaded the nylon-clad lock through the
frame and wheels and secured it to a black cast iron drainpipe next
to the bay window. The eaves of the red-brick, Victorian,
semi-detached house loomed above him.

He remembered the parties in the
backyard, the nights when a group of friends drank beer together,
smoked weed, and watched the latest movie releases on VHS. He
remembered that night, the night he had lost his virginity
for the second time, the night that had changed his life forever.
Then, he saw the old man looking back at him in the glass of the
front door.

How has time passed so
quickly, he asked himself, accelerating like an exponential
curve from birth towards death, transforming the mop-topped, skinny
teenager into this rotund cleric, this impious imposter counting
down the months and years to retirement?

Tom pressed the white doorbell
recessed in the polished stone of the door surround. Antony’s form
appeared behind the bevelled glass and turned the key with a
click.

‘Come in, Tom,’ he said, pulling
the juddering wooden door wide open. ‘Bloody thing! Every time it
rains, it swells up. We need new doors and windows.’

‘Don’t you dare put plastic ones
in this house,’ Tom said, standing on the doormat, ‘or I’ll
personally excommunicate you.’

‘My membership is already
revoked,’ Antony snapped. ‘Something to do with the sin of sodomy
and not giving-a-God-damn what He, or anyone else, thinks about how
I live my life.’

The colour drained from Tom’s
face.

‘That was a poor attempt at
humour,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry. It was wrong of me.’

‘No, I’m sorry,’ Antony said. ‘I
didn’t mean to bite your head off; it’s been a difficult couple of
days. Come inside, please. Cup of tea, Vicar?’

‘I do understand.’

‘Do you?’

‘You’re right. I don’t
understand, not fully: but I am here for you, and your
mum.’

‘Weak tea, milk, no sugar, if I
remember correctly. Are you going to come in or stand out there all
day?’

‘Well remembered,’ Tom said,
stepping past Antony into the carpeted hallway. ‘That would be
lovely, thank you.’

‘I never forget, you know that.
You rode from town on that museum piece?’ Antony said, gesturing to
the bike chained to the drainpipe. ‘I’m guessing that monstrosity
isn’t carbon fibre, probably not even aluminium—more like cast
iron.’

Tom stood opposite the wide,
dark-wood bookcase recessed beneath the stairway, breathing it in,
absorbing the power of the literary treasure trove that he had
plundered as a teenager, noting with delight the twin volumes of
Florio’s translation of Montaigne’s Essays, the dog-eared
’70s original hardback copy of Susan Cooper’s The Grey King
that he had read cover-to-cover over the course of a single
weekend, Alan Garner’s The Owl Service, Bernard Shaw’s
Man and Superman, the volume of Maupassant’s short stories,
the biography of Frederick the Great of Prussia that had taught him
that gay people could be great leaders.

‘You know me and cars,’ Tom
said, unable to take his eyes off Lilian Keane’s exquisite book
collection. ‘Me n’ Shadowfax have put some serious miles in
together across the years.’

‘Best calf muscles in Bussell,’
Antony said, as he slammed the door back into its frame. ‘That’s
what I remember. You’d put the riders on the Tour de France to
shame.’

‘No skinny leg jeans for
me.’

Antony chuckled, ‘Go through to
the sitting room, Tom. I’m sure you remember the way.’

Tom stood for a moment, looking
around and about him, lost inside the cavernous hallway, absorbing
every detail of the well-remembered house. The wallpaper and
decoration had been changed, but everything else—the dark oak
stairway, the coving in the ceiling, the ornate carven woodwork,
the doorways—were exactly as they had been all those years ago. The
warmth of familiarity spread through him, and Tom reminded himself
there was no such thing as houses haunted by people, just people
haunted by houses.

‘Jesus!’ Antony said, as he
brushed past to turn the handle and open the door for Tom.

‘When was the last time you had
a shower? I thought it was the manhole overflowing again, but it’s
you, you filthy beggar. Do priests not have baths these days?’

‘Do I smell, really?’ Tom said,
destroyed. ‘I didn’t realise. I am so sorry. I’ll go if you
want me to go. I will do.’

‘If this is what living on your
own does to a man, then heaven preserve me from the single life.
Christ, Father Morton, you’re humming. Does Sister Joan never tell
you that you stink?’

‘No, she doesn’t.’

‘Get yourself upstairs and
showered. Scrub yourself clean, man. You’ll have to wear the same
clothes, unfortunately. There are towels in the airing cupboard.
Show me your teeth… For crying out loud, Tom, you should be looking
after yourself better than this. You used to have lovely
teeth!’

Scolded, embarrassed, Tom
climbed the creaking wooden staircase with its runner fastened to
the steps with mottled brass rods. He found the black and white
tiled bathroom opposite the master bedroom. Then, he locked the
door, stripped, and did as he was told, cleansing his body with
Clarins for Men bodywash as the heat penetrated his skin.

Fifteen minutes later, Tom
turned the flower-painted handle of the white, panelled door from
the hallway and stepped into a place reeking of his and Antony’s
shared history. Inside the sitting room that had been cinema, dance
floor, drinking den, drugs den, restaurant, and debating chamber
for their group of friends, an oxygen cylinder and face mask now
stood at the side of a power lift reclining armchair.

‘Feel better?’ Antony shouted
from inside the kitchen over the noise of an extractor fan.

‘Yes, thank you. I left the
towel in the basket by the sink.’

‘Good man.’

‘Which bedroom is Lillian in,
Antony?

‘Mum is in the room round the
corner, off the hallway.’

‘The red dining room?’

‘That’s the one—but it isn’t red
anymore, and it isn’t a dining room either. We have a carer, Mary,
who comes in during the week. She’s with Mum, now. At weekends,
it’s just the two of us.’

‘That must be tough.’

‘It is what it is.’

How long have you been home?’
Tom asked, seating himself on the floral settee by the window that
looked out into the tiled conservatory. A pair of spectacles were
laid on an open laptop by the coffee table, and Tom felt an
overwhelming urge to reach out and touch them.

‘Five months. Before then, I was
shuttling back and forth from Devon.’

‘Five months?’ Tom
exclaimed.

Antony placed a tray of hot
drinks and toasted sandwiches cut into triangles on the coffee
table. He lifted the laptop with the glasses still perched on top
onto the windowsill.

‘It’s not been easy,’ he said.
‘Please, help yourself.’

‘Why didn’t you…?’

‘Just because, Tom. Let’s leave
it at that.’

‘And how is your husband?’

Antony sighed, ‘David is living
with his new boyfriend, somewhere in Camden. I was traded in for a
younger model, a handsome devil who delivered for one of our nut
wholesalers, which is ironic given that David is allergic.
Naturally, I changed supplier.’

‘I am sorry to hear that,’ Tom
mumbled, as he tucked into a cheese and tomato toastie.

‘Shit happens. It’s not the
first time I’ve been unceremoniously dumped: years ago, the love of
my life ran off with a Palestinian carpenter.’

‘It wasn’t like that.’

‘What was it like, Tom?
There was no message, no goodbye, just wham-bam, thank you, man,
and, then, you and the Big J skip off into the sunset together,
holding hands.’

‘You must have hated me.’

‘I never hated you, Tom. I hated
myself.’

‘How… why would you hate
yourself for something that I’d done?’

‘I have a wonderful shop manager
in Ottery,’ Antony said, ignoring the question. ‘She looks after
things for me, day-to-day. But it certainly hasn’t been the easiest
of years. By the way, you do smell better.’

‘Good.’

‘I said better, not good.’

Tom laughed. ‘Are you not
eating?’ he asked, as he picked up his second sandwich.

‘I’m not hungry.’

‘Why would you hate yourself,
Antony?’

‘Would you like to go for a
walk, Tom? Two of us not arriving, getting nowhere—like The Beatles
song. Mother Mary will be here for another hour or two.’

Tom thought about the finance
forecast reports he had to write for the two churches—dull, dreary
work he had been putting off for weeks now.

‘If you’d rather not, I totally
understand,’ Antony said.

‘I’d love to,’ Tom said, ‘I’d
really love to.’

They slammed the door behind
them and crunched down the drive. The short walk along the path at
the side of the road, down the hill, was a trip down memory lane
for both men: two friends, two former lovers, discussing which
five-bed executive house on the new estate sitting atop the dingy
newsagents that had sold them cigarettes, beer, and vodka when they
were underage. The road curved past the explosives works with its
health and safety sign celebrating ‘112 days since our last
accident!’ Then, the four linear equations were before them—the
Leeds-Liverpool Canal, the Blackwater River, the Manchester to
Southport trainline, the M6 motorway, intersecting and twisting
their way through Hick Bibby Valley like serpents.

The steps from the carpark of
The Erie Arms led down to the canal, the stones worn and slippery
with wet green moss at the edges, crushed beer cans and chocolate
wrappers littering the straggly undergrowth beside them. The
cobbled towpath ran beneath the low road bridge, the restricted
head-height causing Antony to shuffle his way through the darkness
at an angle, winding his way between dank puddles and the path’s
stone edging. Instinctively, Tom reached for his hand as the two
stepped back into sunlight.

‘Evening, Father,’ the jogger
said, as he raced from behind the two men.

‘Oh, hello,’ Tom said, letting
go of Antony’s hand, watching as the figure sped away.

‘Who was that?’

Tom grimaced, ‘I think it was
Mike Arundel, Sophie and Danny’s dad—they are altar-servers at
Saint James.’’

‘The cat’s out of the bag, now,
Father Morton,’ Antony teased.

‘What do you mean by that?’

‘We were, you know, holding
hands, you and me.’

The canal stretched out before
them, hugging the tree-lined valley floor, running parallel to the
river and the railway.

‘Arundel senior thinks he’s an
alpha male,’ Tom said, as they walked, ‘always walking around with
his chest puffed out, driving in a four-by-four so that he is a
foot higher on the road than everyone else. You know the type.’

‘Unfortunately, I do,’ Antony
said, ‘I’m one of them!’

‘Ah well, Sophie is the apple of
his eye. Young Danny, on the other hand, is a sensitive soul.’

‘You need to keep an eye out for
him, then.’

‘They say it’s a small world,
but Bussell is a bloody fishbowl,’ Tom said. ‘You did the right
thing leaving. Sometimes it is…just… petty here, small-minded.’

‘You left first. You went to
that seminary at Ash Burrow. We didn’t see you for months, and when
you came back you were…’

‘I was what?’ Tom said, stopping
in his tracks.

‘Changed,’ Antony said, ‘and
you’d found somebody else. Don’t deny it, I could smell him on
you.’

Tom shuddered. ‘I have comforted
the sick and the dying,’ he said. ‘I have done my best to help
people find their own way to God. There is a joy that surpasses
this transitory…’

‘Good for you, Mother Teresa!
And does your invisible best-friend keep your bed warm at
night?’

Tom bit his tongue as they
walked along the track between the river and the canal, dodging
dank puddles with bike tracks imprinted in the soft mud, dodging
dog shit, and smashed brown beer bottles.

‘God helps me when I need Her
the most,’ Tom said, as the noise from the motorway grew.

‘And what would the venerable
Derek Worrell, Archbishop of Preston, have to say about that
particular gender heresy?’

Tom turned cold hearing that
name, and he was suddenly light-headed, clammy beneath his collar,
feeling like he was going to puke on his shoes.

‘Are you okay?’ Antony asked,
reaching out. ‘Say something, Tom… you’re shitting me up.’

‘That man… would happily feed
people like us to the crocodiles,’ Tom stammered.

‘People like us?’

‘Yeah, people like us.’

‘Reptiles are allergic to
Catholics, aren’t they? Didn’t Saint Paul sit around a barbeque at
a beach party with a snake hanging off his arm!’

‘He was shipwrecked,’ Tom said,
his head spinning. ‘Crocodiles are amphibians, aren’t they?’

‘You look terrible,’ Antony
said. ‘What is it?’

Tom shook his head, tears
welling up in his eyes.

‘Let’s keep walking, shall we?’
he said.

The two men reached the elevated
section of the motorway passing hundreds of feet above their heads.
As they did so, the Southport train rattled past, horn blaring,
passing under the motorway and then over the two stretches of
water.

‘Blake’s Four Zoas,’ Tom said,
shouting to be heard over the noise, ‘strength, faith, hope, and
love. The four-chambered heart. The will to love is being, the will
to power is non-being.’

Antony sighed, ‘We need to be
getting back to the house, Monsignor Morton.’

‘I was raped,’ Tom said, staring
at the cloud-shielded sun, ‘at Ash Burrow. I’ve never told anyone.
Not you. Not Pete. Not Michael or Shaun. They don’t know. Nobody
does, especially my mother. It would break her heart. I’m not sure
why I told you now, Antony. I certainly didn’t plan to. I am
so sorry. It’s totally inappropriate, especially with
everything you have going on in your life.’

‘Stop saying you’re sorry,
Tom.’

‘Sorry.’

‘I said stop it! What have you
got to be sorry for? Do you want to talk about what happened to
you?’

The tears were cascading down
Tom’s face and onto the saturated ground.

‘Do you know what song it was
that helped me come out to myself?’ he asked.

‘No, I don’t,’ Antony said.

‘Blackbird.’

‘The Beatles?’

‘Yeah… ‘you were only waiting
for this moment to be free.’’

‘It’s a great tune.’

‘I’ve really enjoyed our walk,’
Tom said, laughing and crying at the same time. ‘Perhaps we could
do it again, sometime? If you’d like.’

‘Even though I told you that you
smelled and needed to brush your teeth?’

Tom blew snot into a congealed
mass of tissue and dried his eyes on his coat sleeve.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Even though you
said those mean things to me.’

‘Truthful things. It would have
been meaner to have said nothing. I’d love to go for a walk with
you, again. Who raped you, Tom? Why didn’t you confide in us, all
those years ago?’

‘Have I told you about Shirley’s
memorial?’

‘No, you haven’t.’

‘We’re going to erect it in
Bussell Park where it will be surrounded by flowers and bees and
children. I think she would have loved that.’

‘Yes, she would.’

‘We’re going to put the truth on
the inscription and say bollocks to the threat of litigation. Tell
the world that she was murdered, beaten to death by her stalker
ex-boyfriend. We’ve designed it so that it is a heart, four
chambers…’

‘Stop talking, will you? Come
here.’ Antony took a step towards him, held out his arms, and Tom
fell into him.

All the lost love, all the
intimacy he craved, crashed into him as Tom pressed himself into
Antony’s body and wept, letting go of the shame and the pain.

‘I’ve ruined your posh jacket,’
he sobbed, as Antony stroked his head.

‘It’s okay,’ Antony said. ‘You
can buy me another. I know you’re loaded.’

Tom laughed and gulped.

‘I was supposed to be comforting
you,’ he said, ‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Will you stop saying sorry all
the time? The next time you do, I’m going to give you a dead arm!
Christ, Tom, what happened at that seminary?’

‘Not today, please, another
day.’

‘You need to let this out. It’s
obvious that it is poisoning you.’

‘I know it is.’

‘How did we end up here?’ Antony
asked.

‘We turned left at the pub.’

‘You think you’re so funny,
Mister. You know what I mean.’

‘Somehow, somewhere, it all
turned to shit,’ Tom said, as he straightened himself up and took
Antony’s hands in his own. ‘I screwed it up, didn’t I?’

‘There you go, again, mini-me
Jesus, taking the sin of the world onto your shoulders. And look
how it turned out for Him?’

‘We can’t change what has
happened, can we?’

‘No, we can’t. We can only live
for now. So come alive, Tom, come out of that tomb!’

‘When we were younger, I used to
think of you as the sun… no, really, I did, Antony. You illuminated
my life. It was like being bathed in the most glorious warm, yellow
radiance. And you are still that light for me, even today.’

Tom took his hands away.

‘When we get to the road bridge,
I wanna hold your hand—for health and safety reasons, of course.
You’re too tall, and you might bump your head and fall in the
canal. And I wouldn’t want that.’

 


4.

 


Thomas finished cutting the
pictures out of mummy’s magazines and began pasting them into a
scrapbook: dresses, pictures of food, beaches, snow-capped
mountains. Auntie Madeleine was staying at the house and sat on the
sofa knitting a patterned scarf. Thomas smoothed the diamond tights
from Aunty Annmie and dropped two feet into mummy’s high heel
shoes.

‘Aunty Madeleine?’

‘Yes?’

‘When will I grow up into a
girl?’

‘Don’t be silly,’ Aunty
Madeleine said.

 


5.

 


‘Hello, Lillian,’ Tom said,
perching himself on the striped armchair at the side of the bed.
The curtains were drawn, and through the large bay window came the
sound of traffic noise, of cars speeding for the nearby motorway
junction.

The woman beneath the white
sheets opened her eyes and stared at him, her face and frame
ravaged by the disease that was consuming her, but the eyes were
fierce and intelligent as she regarded the man before her.

‘You’re…’ the voice rasped
through the plastic mask.

She swallowed.

‘It’s Tom, Lillian, Tom M…’

‘bald and fat. I know who you
are. Where is Antony?’

‘He’s coming. He is just putting
plates in the dishwasher.’

‘Where’s Mary?’

‘She’s gone. She seems like a
very nice lady. How are you feeling, today, Lillian?’ Tom
stammered, cursing himself inwardly as he heard his own incoherent
rambling.

Antony came into the room,
closed the door behind him, then leaned against the papered wall in
front of his mother’s bed, arms folded, his face impassive.

Her head propped up on two white
pillows, Lillian gazed at both men, examining them in turn until
she had made her judgment.

‘Thank you for coming,’ she
said, breaking the silence.

‘I owe you so much,’ Tom said.
‘It is an honour to be with you.’

‘You are so…’ Lilian said.

The two men held their tongues
as the dying woman considered her verdict.

‘full of shit. It’s
infuriating.’

Tom felt like he was a teenager,
again, being told off by Lillian for the left-foot lob that beat
Pete in the nets and put a Casey through the garage window.

‘Antony tells me that you want
me to administer the rite of the Sacrament of the Sick,’ he said.
‘Is that what you want, too?’

‘He was going to let me pop my
clogs, have me cremated, and then disappear back down south…
without anyone knowing that he was here.’

‘Mum,’ Antony said, ‘that isn’t
fair.’

‘Fairs are for children. You are
an adult,’ Lilian said to her son. ‘You,’ she said, pointing a bony
finger at Tom, ‘get on with it.’

‘Err, okay. Right… this is an
aspergillum,’ Tom said, lifting a bronze object with bristles from
his backpack. ‘I’m going to pour some holy water into the bowl, dip
the brush inside, then I’m going to sprinkle you with water to
remind you of the gifts of God’s love.’

Tom sprinkled the water over
Lilian. Then, he stood and did the same to Antony.

‘This water reminds us of our
baptism, of Jesus’s baptism by John in the River Jordan. We
remember the forgiveness of sins and the water of life
eternal.’

‘I would like to make my
confession,’ Lillian said, ‘but not with him here.’

‘It’s okay, Mum. Call me when
you’re finished,’ Antony said.

He left the room and gently
closed the door behind him.

‘In the name of the Father, and
of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit,’ Tom said, making the sign of
the cross in the air with his right hand.

‘Bless me, Father, it is…
fifty-six years since my last confession.’

‘Go on.’

‘I have sworn. I have lied. I
have lusted after men who were not my husband. And I have hated
God… for all the injustices He inflicts on us. Does that offend
you?’

‘No, of course not.’

Lillian laughed, then she
coughed.

‘I think I have. And I have
hated you, Thomas Morton, and the hypocritical organisation you
work for… What’s the matter, Father, cat got your tongue?’

‘I’m listening,’ Tom said,
stunned and horrified.

‘Oh, my God, I am sorry for
having offended you. I intend with the help of your grace to do
penance and change my life,’ Lilian said.

‘Amen.’

‘Amen.’

‘God, the Father of mercy,
through the death and resurrection of his Son has reconciled the
world to Himself and sent the Holy Spirit amongst us for the
forgiveness of sins. Through the ministry of the Church may God
give you pardon and peace. I absolve you from your sins in the name
of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Spirit. Give thanks
to the Lord, for he is good.’

‘Is He good?’ Lilian demanded.
‘Is He really good?’

‘His mercy endures forever.’

‘When I’m gone, love my son.
That’s the least you can do.’

‘I’ve loved your son, all my
life.’ Tom said. ‘He is the only man, the only human being, I’ve
ever fallen in love with.’

‘Why do this to yourself, dress
in black, hide your heart, pretend to be something that you are
not?’

‘If you had seen what I’ve seen,
heard what I’ve heard, felt what I’ve felt, you would
understand.’

‘One day, you will be close to
death, like me. Do not die with regret.’

‘I want to thank you for what
you did all those years ago, for being so kind to us. You were like
our second mum.’

‘Antony tried to kill himself,
after you left. Did you know?’

‘No… he never said,’ Tom said,
stunned. ‘I never knew!’

‘I found him. I remember sitting
by his bed in hospital, cursing you, cursing God, cursing myself
for letting you into our home. I pity you. Get Antony, I’m
tired.’

Antony was sitting on the sofa
in the living room, glasses on, reading a book.

‘We’re ready,’ Tom said, from
the hallway, trying his best to control his emotions.

‘Is everything all right?’
Antony asked. ‘Are you okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ Tom said. ‘It’s just
been a long day.’

Standing at the foot of
Lillian’s bed, Tom read from the Bible.

‘A Reading from the Letter of
Saint John. See what great love the Father has… lavished upon us…
that we should be called children of God. For that is what we are.
The reason the world does not know us is that it did not know him.
Friends, now we are children of God, and what we will be has not
yet been made known. But we know that when Christ appears, we shall
be like him, for we shall see him as he is. All who have this hope
in him purify themselves, just as he is pure. Amen.’

Tom placed the Bible back inside
his bag. Then, he walked around the bed and placed his hands in
Lillian’s head, blessing her.

‘Lord God, bless your servant,
Lillian, and fill her with new hope and strength.’

From his jacket pocket, Tom
brought out a vial of oil, poured some into a finger bowl and
dipped his index finger. Then, made the sign of the cross on
Lillian’s forehead.

‘Lord, our God, who watches over
your creatures with unfailing care, keep us in the safe embrace of
your love. Through this holy anointing may the Lord in his love and
mercy help you with the grace of the Holy Spirit. May the Lord who
frees you from sin save you and raise you up. Amen.’

‘Amen,’ Lillian said.

‘Thank you, Tom,’ Antony
said.

‘I must go, I’m really sorry…
sorry for saying sorry,’ Tom said, as he dried the oil from his
fingers with a tissue, reaching for his belongings.

‘Father Morton,’ Lillian
croaked, ‘when the time comes, will you conduct my funeral?’

‘Mum!’ Antony gasped.

‘Will you do as I ask?’

Tom’s body was frozen in
time.

‘Of course, I will,’ he said,
head bowed. ‘You have my promise.’

 


6.

 


Steven Fairfield’s birthday
party was in the grounds of Bradshaw Hall.

‘This is Skip,’ Stephen’s daddy
said to the children, introducing an adult that Thomas had never
seen before, ‘and you boys do whatever Skip tells you to do.’

Steven had invited all the boys
from the reception class at school. And so began the ritual
humiliation of kicking a football. After various laughable
miskicks, after being relegated to defence, and being pushed over
by Peter King, Thomas made for the safety of the rhododendron
bushes at the side of the stately home that once belonged to the
Bussell’s very own local aristocracy.

He saw Skip heading towards him,
red-faced, looking angry. Michael O’Keefe ran past Skip holding the
plastic gun that Thomas’s mum had bought as a present for Steven
Fairfield.

‘It’s broken,’ Michael said,
panting. ‘Steven says you have to buy him another one!’

 


7.

 


Tom swung the creaking iron gate
open, scrunched his way up the stony path, and knocked on the glass
pane of the wooden door.

‘Morton!’ Pete King said,
opening the door, ‘How are you? Come in.’

Tom stepped inside, placing the
shopping bag filled with snacks, a bottle of white wine, and a
four-pack of Newcastle Brown Ale on the floor by the coat stand.
The two friends threw their arms around each other.

‘Hi, Tom,’ Monica King shouted
from inside the kitchen. ‘I hope you’re hungry, Pete’s made enough
food for the whole town.’

‘I’m clempt de’ath,’ Tom
said.

‘Come into the lounge,’ Pete
said, ‘footies on.’

Tom sank into the scuffed,
cat-scratched, leather sofa, soaking in the vibe of Pete n’
Monnie’s bohemian-style, Edwardian terrace. On the wall-mounted
fifty-five-inch TV screen, Tottenham Hotspur were playing Liverpool
in a game that Pete was streaming from a dubious satellite
provider, operating somewhere out of Russia.

‘Is it snowing at White Hart
Lane?’ Tom asked.

‘Fuck off,’ Pete answered.

Tom laughed.

‘Are you not wearing your dog
collar tonight, Tom?’ Monica asked, as she brought in a bowl of
nachos and dips and set them on the coffee table. ‘Move your feet,
Pete,’ she said.

‘I’m off duty, Mon,’ Tom said.
‘How’s work?’

‘Okay, thank you,’ Monica said,
crossing her arms. ‘It’s all new to me, new systems, new people.
But everyone is really nice.’

‘Oh, oh, ooooh,’ Pete gasped, as
Roberto Firmino dragged his shot wide.

‘Hello, Tom.’

‘Now then, Ruthie,’ Tom said to
Pete and Monica’s twelve-year-old daughter as she stood smiling in
the doorway. ‘How are you?’

‘Fine.’

‘How’s school?’

‘Fine.’

‘That’s all we get. Isn’t it,
Ruth,’ Monica said to her daughter. ‘Fine, okay, great.’

Ruth shrugged and smiled.

‘Are we biking at the weekend?’
Pete asked, stuffing snacks dripping with guacamole and tomato
salsa into his mouth, his eyes never leaving the TV screen.

‘Yeah, sounds good,’ Tom
said.

‘We’ll leave you two lads to it,
won’t we, Ruth. Do you want a beer, Tom?’

‘Please,’ Tom said, ‘there’s a
bag in the hallway with some bits n’ bobs.’

‘Peter?’ Monica said, as she
turned to go.

‘Yes, please… ooooh, so close.
What do you reckon? Saturday morning up to Silverdale.’

‘Not in your car.’

‘Yer big puff.’

‘That’s called homophobia.’

‘It’s a good job you’re not
homosexual then, isn’t it?’

‘Have you heard from Michael,
lately?’

‘O’ Keefe? Yeah. Him and Ruby
are both well. Harrow-on-the-Hill seems to suit them. Hopefully,
they’ll be back home soon.’

‘Thank you,’ Tom smiled, as Ruth
delivered the two cold beers, ‘And Shaun?’

‘Yeah, he’s good, last I
heard.’

‘I saw Antony. I didn’t know he
was back—it came as quite a surprise. He just appeared in
church.’

‘You mean in a vision? Did he
impart any sacred wisdom?’

‘No, physically sitting in a
pew. Okay, you’re messing with me.’

‘I didn’t realise he was
religious, I thought it was just you in our circle of friends who
suffer from that particular delusion…’

‘Here we go.’ Tom said, bracing
himself for an onslaught.

‘telling people to believe in a
figment of some nutcase’s imagination.’

‘Did you know Antony was
back?’

‘No, I didn’t.’

‘His mum is terminally ill.’

‘Get in!!!’ Pete shouted, as he
paraded around the room after Andy Robertson buried the ball in the
bottom right corner of Hugo Lloris’s net.

‘Great goal,’ Tom said, as he
drank Boddingtons Draught from the can.

‘Wise words from a man with two
left feet,’ Pete said.

‘Somewhere out there is a player
with two right feet, and together we’d make the world’s greatest
footballer!’

‘You need to find that man.’

‘Indeed, I do,’ Tom said. ‘I
said that Antony’s mum is terminally ill.’

‘Jesus! That’s not good.’

‘Antony came to St. James’ to
ask me to administer the Sacrament of the Sick to Lillian. So, I
did.’

‘I haven’t seen Antony in… must
be ten years.’

‘I haven’t seen him in more than
twenty.’

‘He asked my brother, Brian, to
leave his wife and move in with him!’

‘Did he?’ Tom said, feeling the
bottom of his stomach collapse through his legs. ‘When?’

‘God… a few years back. He said,
‘Why have her when you can have me?’

‘I didn’t know.’

‘Awkward!’

‘Yeah, it must have been.’

‘The times we had in that
house,’ Pete said, as he flicked off the TV.

‘I thought we were watching the
game?’ Tom said.

‘Some things are more important
than football, not many, but there are some. So, tell me about
Antony. Tell me about his mum.’

 


8.

 


The yellow knitted jumper was
Thomas’s pride and joy. He and Mum had chosen the wool together in
Flax Mill. It had taken his mum four months to knit it, stitch by
stitch, panel by panel, arm by arm, night after night in front of
the TV.

John Cooper was behind Thomas as
the school bus slowed down to stop, and the front doors swished
open. Thomas stared at the kerb as it whizzed past. Then, he was
pushed forward and, just as quickly, he was pulled back. Thomas’s
heart was racing, and he tried not to sob.

Cooper and his cronies were
laughing.

‘Nice jumper, Morton,’ Cooper
said. ‘We could see you in the dark wearing that.’

His mum was waiting at the bus
stop for him. She took his hand.

‘Did your friends like your new
jumper?’ she asked, as they crossed the road.

‘John Cooper tried to push me
off the bus,’ Thomas said.

He could see the white of his
mum’s knuckles, and she had gone quiet. He knew that meant she was
really cross.

 


9.

 


Tom read the gospel according to
John.

‘When it was almost time for the
Jewish Passover, Jesus went up to Jerusalem. In the temple courts,
he found people selling cattle, sheep, and doves, and others
sitting at tables exchanging money. So, he made a whip out of cords
and drove all from the temple courts, both sheep and cattle. He
scattered the coins of the money changers and overturned their
tables. To those who sold doves he said, “Get these out of here!
Stop turning my Father’s house into a market!”’

‘Jesus was a man of action,’ Tom
told his congregation, ‘a person who would take risks. Jesus did
not stop to do a risk assessment, fill the forms in, or consult a
firm of speciality solicitors. Instead, he acted out of a deep
conviction, the conviction that love is God, that love is central
to our lives, that crowding our lives with the busyness of business
leaves no room for goodness. Jesus felt fear, just like us, but he
did what he knew God wanted him to do.’
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