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Clement wondered whether, as a Muslim, Rafik would object to removing his pants. His willingness to work in a bar proved that he was not devout, but nudity might be a taboo too far.

‘I have no shame for my body,’ Rafik said. ‘When Mike speaks to me for your painting, I know what I have to expect.’ The reply, while solving the immediate problem, roused Clement’s suspicions of his boyfriend, who did not usually take such interest in his models, especially when they were sitting for the figure of Christ. No sooner had he announced that he was looking for someone new, however, than Mike had suggested Rafik. At first he had been dubious. His best models were actors or dancers who were trained to submit to a stranger’s gaze. He knew in the instant one entered the studio whether he or she would inspire him: whether they possessed that indispensable quality, not beauty so much as poise, stillness, a way of carrying themselves. Which, in Rafik’s case, was straight from the doorway on to his pad.

He liked to work from life, preferring the stimulus of a model to a photograph or his own creative memory. Unlike his former teacher who had described his subject as the celebration of the female form, he painted both male and female nudes. He was reluctant to idealise the object of his desires. His concern was with the transcendent, the art behind the artist. At the heart of his creed was the word made flesh; at the heart of his credo was the word made flesh made colour; and, although wary of the presumption, he thought of it as a sacramental act. 

‘I hope you won’t be cold. I’ve turned up the heating.’

‘There is winter in Algeria too.’

‘Well then… if you’d like to take off your clothes behind the screen.’ Clement, for whom nudity was an artistic statement but stripping an erotic routine, was eager to show Rafik that he recognised the distinction. Rafik gave him a blank look, on to which he projected all his own inhibitions, as he stood in the centre of the room and shrugged off his shirt.

Clement explained that he wanted to do a few sketches to assess his suitability. He made very specific demands of his models. Should Rafik fail to meet them, it would be no reflection on his body but simply that its proportions were wrong for the picture. Rafik smiled faintly and stepped out of his pants. 

Unnerved, Clement described his intentions, considering it both courteous and prudent to keep his models informed. His May Day Crucifixion, a radical reinterpretation of the traditional image, had been compromised by a model whose grin looked more like a rush of masochistic pleasure than a smile of solidarity with a suffering world. The new work was to be a Harrowing of Hell, the apocryphal story of Christ’s rescue of Adam, a theme which, while popular in Orthodox art, was relatively rare in the West. He had been invited by the Dean and Chapter of Roxborough Cathedral to submit a design for the great East window. It was set above a dull sixteenth-century altarpiece of the Crucifixion, which it would need at once to complement and transform. The obvious subject would have been a Resurrection, but he had opted for a Harrowing of Hell: not the Hell that the Church taught so much as the Hell that it had created. To which end, it was to be overseen by three clerics: an Anglican bishop; a Catholic cardinal and a Presbyterian minister. He had yet to discuss them in detail with the Dean. 

Gazing at the taut perfection of Rafik’s body, the slight frame, satiny olive skin with the thin line of hair running from the cleft of his chest to his pubis, and the disturbing trace of a bruise on his upper thigh, he knew that he had found his model. He picked up his pencil and began to sketch. The question, as ever, was how to put God in the picture. He envied Buddhists, who could express their faith in the abstract and call it Meditation. His was a harder task. As a Christian, he lived in a material world which was also a world of spirit and symbol. As an artist, it was his constant endeavour to recreate the reality that would allow the spirit and symbol to breathe. He had begun to feel, however, that the attempt was doomed. How could people who knew only the bare bones of the Christian story respond to his iconography: the juxtaposition of a clothed Adam, whose body filled him with shame, and a naked Christ, who was literally shameless; let alone his use of the same model for both? Holman Hunt’s The Scapegoat had baffled a public unable to make the link between Christ and a barnyard animal. The confusion would be all the greater in an age when The Light of the World was nothing but waves and particles and the Agnus Dei no more than the Sunday roast. 

‘Am I right in thinking that Adam is a prophet in Islam?’

‘He is the first prophet.’

‘Was he created out of mud?’

‘The Quran says to us that Allah makes Adam out of dust from many lands. This is why the children from Adam are so different as many lands: white, red, black and yellow.’

‘That’s very beautiful.’

‘In the story, yes.’ 

‘All religions are beautiful in the story, as you say. It’s when they’re put into practice that they grow ugly.’ Clement felt a pang at the thought of his father, who had come to the opposite conclusion.

‘It also says to us that Allah makes woman out of bone from man.’

‘That’s the same for us.’

‘The Prophet says that man must be gentle with woman because this bone is very easy to break. But I do not see this to happen today. A friend of me is taking bus in Annaba when she is meeting some holy men. They see that she is wearing paint on lips. “What is this?” they ask friend. “It is nothing,” she say. She puts tongue very fast on lips. “Look, it is gone now.” “You must take it off with this,” they say and they give her cloth.’ He grabbed a rag from the bench. ‘Like this. “It is gone,” she say, but they are angry. When she will not hold cloth, they hold it themselves. Inside is blade from razor and they cut off her lips… Sorry, sorry. You do not wish for your Adam to cry.’

‘It’s Christ,’ Clement said, feeling his own eyelids sting. ‘He’s the naked one. And I do wish it. And He’d cry too.’

After drawing for an hour, he asked Rafik to dress. He confirmed that he wanted to work with him, explaining that he had to present the finished sketches to the Dean and Chapter in early March. So he would need him for occasional sessions over the next six weeks, and then, provided that the design was accepted, every morning for a month. Rafik assured him that he could meet the schedule.

‘I must not be at bar until afternoon. In my land I work to become guide for tour people. Rich people who give Rafik big thanks. Here I must wash up dirty glasses. But I am not dead. This is good, no?’

‘This is very good, Rafik.’

‘When I think of my home and my mother and sisters and I have tears, I think Rafik is in England and I am not dead. This is good.’ Clement was struck that he mentioned only female relatives. ‘Now we have meeting today and this is good too, no?’

Rafik stepped forward and Clement thought that he was about to kiss him. A tingle of excitement vied with alarm at the breach of his professional code, and he drew sharply away. Rafik seemed not to notice, prowling around the cluttered studio, exuding a proprietorial air which Clement found strangely endearing, examining CDs and journals, picking up paint-smattered pots and flicking brushes over the down on his arm.

‘Is there a number where I can reach you?’ Clement asked. ‘In case I need to rearrange sessions.’ Or add more, he thought, on seeing the model so in his element.

‘It is best you must ring me in the bar. They are very good persons. They know everything. I live with this man, Desmond. He is kind man. He loves Rafik very much. He loves Rafik too much. You understand, yes?’ 

‘I think so,’ Clement said in increasing bafflement.

‘If he knows that I come here – even with my clothes – he kills me. I do not lie. And I think he kills you too.’

‘Really?’

‘Oh yes. He is very strong man.’ Rafik’s smile was so sunny that Clement attributed the threat to linguistic confusion. Any attempt to find out more was forestalled by Rafik’s unlicensed rummaging through a stack of near-finished canvases. 

‘Why must these be here?’

‘I still have some work to do on them.’

‘So many? It takes how long to make a painting?’

‘It all depends. I’ve been working on that one for four years.’

‘Four years?’ Clement caught the mixture of envy and awe in the voice of a man who was paid by the hour.

‘I know I only have five more minutes work to do on it. The trouble is I’m not sure which five.’

Fearing that Rafik would regard him as a dilettante, he prised the picture gently from him and placed it back against the wall.

‘Each painting you make comes from the Bible, yes?’

‘Not each, but a lot of them.’

‘But Mike, he say you are his lover. This can never be so in my religion.’

‘It’s not always easy in mine. I never planned to specialise. It just came about.’ Lazy journalists liked to suggest that, as a bishop’s son, he had entered the family business. Nothing could have been further from the truth. His father had never sought to influence any of his children. It was pure coincidence that the son of the Anglican Church’s most notorious recent iconoclast was one of its foremost iconographers. At first, he had played down his faith. Art schools might encourage their students to find their own paths, but those leading to Canterbury or Rome were deemed to be off limits. So strict was the prohibition that, years later, when a friend recalled his struggle to come out as gay, Clement swore that it was nothing to coming out as a Christian at the Slade. 

True to tradition, he had been liberated by Paris, where he spent three years after graduation. In his case, however, he was inspired less by the vie de bohème, in which he had already dipped a toe in mid-eighties London, than by encounters with the Gothic, above all the medieval painting and sculpture in the Musée Cluny. He filled sketchbooks with transcriptions of his favourite pieces, insisting that he was simply studying their techniques in the way that Delacroix and Picasso had studied the Old Masters. His tutor, however, had known otherwise. Aware of his weekly attendance at Mass as well as his passion for Kierkegaard and Dostoyevsky, he claimed that there was a vital element missing from Clement’s work and that he would never fulfil his promise until he acknowledged it. Clement was furious, accusing him of wanting to banish him to an artistic backwater. He returned to England, intent on critical acceptance and convinced that he had the perfect subject matter in his sexuality. 

Depictions of carnal excess, whether on paper or in mixed media, brought him no more satisfaction than the activities themselves. Then a family friend introduced him to her aunt, who planned to publish her own translation of the Book of Ruth and was looking for an illustrator. Although initially nonplussed, since the friend had failed to warn him that her aunt was a paraplegic who spoke through a voice synthesizer, he came to find her a great inspiration, as uncompromising in her art as in her person. He spent three months making forty lithographs, of which she rejected twenty, and then a further year painting a series of oils based on the prints. The subsequent show in the cloisters of St Mary Abbots changed his life. Not only was it enthusiastically reviewed and sold out within days of opening, but he was taken on by the Albemarle Gallery which had represented him ever since. While he continued to paint both portraits and landscapes, it was his religious work for which he remained best known and of which he was most proud. 

He gave Rafik twenty pounds, overruling his protests that ‘I come here for nothing. This is to see if we are good, no?’, and arranged for him to return the following morning. After showing him out, he made a desultory attempt to clear up, leaving the half-full mugs to fester in the sink with a nonchalance that he would never have shown at home. He double-locked the studio and walked down the corridor, lingering at the doorways of the various painters, potters, sculptors, jewellers and woodcarvers with whom he shared the restored Victorian complex. He longed for someone to come out and chat but respected their work far too much to disturb them. He made his way outside and, wincing at the nip in the winter air, went to unlock his bicycle, from which, for the second time in as many weeks, thieves had removed the lights. He gazed at the denuded frame in silent fury. What was worse, he knew better than to hope for sympathy from Mike who, after the previous theft, had claimed that leaving an expensive bike on the street in Kilburn was asking for trouble. 

A brush with the north London school run increased his frustration. Belsize Road was icy and he wove a tentative path through the line of hatchbacks, frenziedly pinging his bell as a distracted mother pulled out in front of him without indicating. He felt doubly vulnerable, knowing that a cyclist occupied as small a place in her mind as in her mirror. With a sigh of relief he turned off the main road and entered the park, which brought a measure of protection. Yet, no matter how stressful the journey, he had long dismissed any thought of working at home. He had no desire to convert the conservatory into a studio and so taint his art with domesticity. Travelling to work put him on an equal footing with Mike and his daily struggle to educate the young. He had known from the start that his best strategy with a boyfriend whose puritan conscience was the sole remnant of a nonconformist childhood was to treat his vocation as a job. 

The exigencies of the school timetable meant that he cooked during term-time while Mike took charge in the holidays and at weekends. For all his grumbles about vegetarian cuisine, he was happy to abandon the easel for the gentler demands of the Aga. This evening, he was keen to prepare something special, both to thank Mike for introducing him to Rafik and to atone for his rashness over the bike. So, discarding the overripe avocado, he set about making a broccoli and stilton soup. He was so preoccupied that his first hint of Mike’s arrival was a gentle warmth on the nape of his neck. His body flooded with happiness and he swung round to return the kiss. He felt Mike’s grip tighten in a bid for reassurance more urgent than the usual six o’clock confirmation that there was life after school. He squeezed his waist and waited for him to speak. 

‘Do we have any wine left over from yesterday?’

‘There’s half a bottle of the Sauvignon in the fridge.’

Mike poured two glasses, downing the first and handing the second to Clement, who took the rush for a refill as his cue.

‘Rough day?’

‘No more than normal. But there’s a limit to what flesh and blood can stand. Snotty-nosed youths sticking out their scraggy chests, waggling their pimply bums and shouting “I bet you’d like some of this, sir.” Why? “Because you’re a pouf, a fudge-packer, an arse-bandit.” I only wish the rest of their vocabulary was as rich.’

With the soup simmering, the flan baking and the salad waiting to be dressed, Clement led Mike up to the sitting room. Knocking a pile of papers off an armchair, he told him to lean back while he bent over him, rubbing his temples and kneading his neck.

‘I could get used to this.’

‘Be my guest. But, seriously, can’t you teach them to value diversity?’

‘For the moment I can’t teach them anything not on the curriculum.’

‘That doesn’t sound like you.’ 

‘Some of my Year Nines were making fun of “poufs getting married”. I explained that I regard marriage as a reactionary and oppressive institution but that gay people have as much right to be miserable in it as anyone else.’ Clement was glad that Mike could not see his grin. His own view, born of respect for Church liturgy rather than its doctrine, was that the marriage service was unique to a bride and groom and that same-sex couples should be given a service of blessing but, when he had put it to Mike that on balance he would rather be blessed than married, he had been surprised by his violent rejection of any hint of settling for second best. ‘A couple of the Muslim girls told their parents. The parents complained to Derek that I was preaching immorality.’

‘Don’t tell me! Six of the best in the Headmaster’s study?’

‘Something like that. Derek’s running scared. After the business in the Jewish cemetery last autumn, his one concern is that no one should rock the boat. He warned me that I’m not their head of year and I don’t teach RE and insisted that from now on I stick to history. So I asked him to define what he meant by education. He said much the same as I meant by marriage. Equal rights to the misery at the end.’ 

Mike’s spirits revived during dinner and Clement looked forward to a quiet evening at home, reading or watching a DVD. Their tastes, in many respects at variance, converged in a love of film noir. Mike, however, reminded him that he was going out for a drink with Jonty Hargreaves. Clement tried hard not to feel aggrieved. Of all their separate friends, Jonty was the one he was happiest not to appropriate. A fifty-three-year-old music journalist, he was among four Manchester University graduates with whom Mike had founded a commune in the late seventies. Although it lasted a mere eight years and comprised no more than ten members overall, it had achieved legendary status, not least for its bed rota which, in a bid to remove any taint of monogamy, set out the sleeping arrangements for the week ahead. Even desire was to be collective. 

The bed rota collapsed long before the commune although, much to Clement’s chagrin, he was to find that it had left an indelible mark on Mike who, on the pretext of being progressive, divorced his emotional from his sexual needs with the skill of a Victorian magnate. 

‘You can’t teach an old dog new tricks,’ he said, with an apology for the cliché rather than the conduct.

‘No, but you can put him in a muzzle,’ Clement replied.

Mike insisted that Clement’s longing for exclusive bonds was simply a hang-up from childhood and that he had a right, indeed he sometimes made it sound like an obligation, to enjoy a similar freedom. Clement resented Mike’s need to sleep with other men and blamed himself for his lack of libido, even if he ascribed much of it to his medication. As he watched Mike put on a leather jacket that was far too young for him, he reflected that perfect coupledom was to be found only in the womb. 

‘Are you going somewhere special?’

‘It’s up to Jonty. Just a club. A few beers and we’ll see.’

‘So you may not be coming home?’

‘If not, I promise I’ll give you a ring.’

Then, with a kiss so tender that it might have been a prelude to their making love, Mike went out. All at once Clement was overwhelmed by lassitude. Unable to decide if it were the result of Mike’s departure, the stress of a new commission or toxicity in his bloodstream, he abandoned his book, went up to the bedroom and counted out his pills. 
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Clement kissed Carla warmly on both cheeks and led her into the sitting room. Her wan look was a particular worry in view of their prospective collaboration. Ever since his first stained-glass window for the lady chapel in St George’s, Chichester, she had been his fabricator. Although the purist in him believed that he should effect every aspect of the design in person, the realist knew that, even had he possessed the skill, he lacked the patience. He was heartened by the fact that Matisse and Chagall had left the making of their windows to others. Besides he felt responsible for Carla, whose abilities were undervalued. He used to joke that, if he took the Bible literally, he would be duty-bound to marry his dead brother’s wife. As it was, he just gave her work. 

‘I’ve left Peter,’ she exclaimed as soon as she sat down.

‘What?’

‘You never liked him.’

‘I wasn’t living with him.’

‘You warned me against him.’ It was true that he had mistrusted Peter ever since learning that he wrote his name in all his books the weekend before Carla moved in, but then he would not have welcomed anyone whom she had chosen to replace Mark.

‘I suppose there was a touch of brother’s keeper. Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t want you to become the Widow at Windsor. You were so young when he died.’

‘So was he.’

They paused to reflect on the man whose death had been the defining tragedy of both their lives. It was Clement who had brought Carla into the family. He had met her at the Slade and been entranced by her gentleness, her grace, her humour and her talent. She was exactly the sort of woman he would have fallen for had he been Mark, as was confirmed by their instant rapport when he introduced them. Even so he was taken aback by their whirlwind romance and fearful of his own exclusion. In the event, their growing attachment both cemented his friendship with Carla and deepened his bond with Mark. 

For all that Mark, who posed as a philistine, claimed to find their artistic alliance a threat, he was grateful for it the following year when he went off to India, entrusting his new wife to Clement’s care. ‘I know about all you arty types. I don’t want some long-haired minimalist sneaking round the moment my back’s turned to borrow a bowl of turps.’ 

Mark was one of a team of agronomists working for the Indian government on a project to produce high-yield wheat. They thought they had found the holy grail, a grain that would enable the country to be not only self-sufficient but to export a surplus. What they failed to take into account was how the irrigation needs of the new crop would foster inequalities between farmers in the valleys with access to water and those on the hillsides whose land was arid. The traditional structure of village life was destroyed in a single generation. Families who had collaborated happily for years turned to sabotage and murder. Mark was caught in the middle of one such feud and died after drinking water from a contaminated well. Although the inquest concluded that his death was accidental, Clement was convinced of a cover-up. While he inveighed against God and man, Carla was more resigned, taking comfort from the Buddhist teachings which had sustained her ever since. 

‘I’m not young now though,’ she said, breaking the silence.

‘Come on. You were forty last year.’

‘Not if I want to have children.’

‘I see.’

‘It may sound trite but, ever since my birthday, I’ve been deafened by a non-stop ticking.’

‘What does Peter say? Oh, I suppose you’ve already answered that question.’

‘I’ve barely begun. You know of course that Mark and I had planned to start a family?’

‘I presumed so, yes. Though he never said anything. I suppose he was afraid of tempting fate.’

‘For years I felt that, if I couldn’t have children with Mark, then I didn’t want them at all. I think the fact that Peter had two of his own was a part… a large part of the attraction. I’d have a family, and an easily manageable one, without betraying Mark.’

‘But it wasn’t enough?’

‘Nowhere near. Every time I took the pill, I used to think what if just for tonight I forgot. Of course I never did. But when I finally acknowledged what was missing from my life and talked it over with Peter, he said it was impossible. He’d had a vasectomy.’ 

‘Without telling you?’

‘Without trusting me.’

Suddenly, his pettiness over the books paled into insignificance. Clement pressed Carla’s hand in support, letting it drop when she pulled him so close that their noses brushed.

‘I was out of my mind. With grief, with rage, with everything. I’ve left him, but that only solves half the problem. And then I realised that the solution was here all along. It’s you, Clement. Don’t you see? I want to have a child with you.’ He recoiled as, for one ghastly moment, he thought that she wanted him to lead her straight up to the bedroom. Then he realised his mistake and began to laugh. A whole new world was opening up before him. Every nerve in his body thrilled as if he were deep at work on a painting. He felt dizzy and grabbed at a chair, sitting on the arm in a bid to look casual. ‘I know it’s a shock,’ she said, ‘but it makes perfect sense. This way I won’t be betraying Mark but honouring him. My baby will have his genes just as if he’d fathered him himself.’ 

‘So what does that make me? The father or the uncle?’

‘Maybe a bit of both?’

The more he thought, the more intrigued he was by her proposal, which felt at once perverse and rich in possibilities.

‘It’s true that when we were kids, no one could tell us apart. If we’d had less indulgent parents, we’d have had the perfect opportunity for revenge. At prep school we played practical jokes to amuse our friends. Then in our teens something changed. I don’t just mean that he broke his nose – the kink was barely perceptible – or cut off his fringe. The difference in our desires affected everything about us, from the way we moved to the way we talked, making it impossible for anyone ever to confuse us again.’

‘I used to wonder why I wasn’t attracted to you. You were so brilliant and kind and obviously good-looking and already a part of my world. I supposed it was just that you and Mark had a different energy. Yin and yang.’

‘Two sides of the same coin.’

Even after eighteen years he felt Mark’s death like a gnawing pain. He had never been as close to anyone as he had to him, his other self in both flesh and spirit. For all his resistance to Freud, he held it to be the key to his personality. While other men might seek to re-establish the primal relationship with their mother, he sought to do so with his twin, yearning to return to the embryonic embrace.

As a boy, his favourite reading had been stories of twins. He was horrified by the bloody dissension of Romulus and Remus but inspired by the mutual devotion of Castor and Pollux. Later, when he came to study Shakespeare, he felt a special affinity for The Comedy of Errors and Twelfth Night. One of his happiest memories of school was of an all-male production of Twelfth Night in which he played Viola and a diffident Mark, Sebastian. So whenever anyone suggested that their relationship must have been tricky, he would instantly set them straight. ‘Everyone should be a twin,’ he insisted, ‘it keeps you from becoming self-obsessed and drives you to define your own identity.’ 

Even so, he could not help wondering if the need to measure himself against Mark had hampered him. Consciously or not, they had defined themselves by their differences: straight, gay; scientist, artist; Buddhist, Christian. Now he had an opportunity to blur the boundaries, to live something of Mark’s life without giving up any of his own. He would be a father, a role for which he had long since ruled himself out. Yet it was as absurd to think that his sexuality denied him the chance of children as for men of past generations to think that it denied them the chance of love. Nevertheless, it was impossible to ignore the implications of Carla’s request. If, in effect, he was interchangeable with his brother, a mere source of genetic material, what did that say about his essential nature? Was he a purposeful being with a soul breathed into him by God or just a random combination of proteins and cells? 

The weight of both his religious belief and artistic practice had led him to proclaim his autonomy. He was as perturbed by the thought that behaviour might be determined by genes as a Victorian cleric by the claim that humans were descended from monkeys. Yet what if the distinctions between Mark and himself had been superficial, or even illusory? What if the desire to prove their uniqueness had blinded them to their uniformity? For the greater part of human history, people believed that their fates were shaped by inexorable forces, first by many gods and then by one. It was only for a few brief centuries that, whether god-fearing or not, they supposed that they had free will. Current thinking simply redressed the anomaly. People once again believed that they were powerless, controlled by their own DNA. 

‘You look so solemn, Clem. You’re making me tense.’

‘I’m sorry. There’s just so much to think about.’

‘I know I’m in no position to make demands, but please don’t take too long.’

‘I hear you: the ticking.’

‘Talk to Mike. It concerns him too. You’ll have to decide how big a part you – both of you – want to play in the child’s life.’

‘Are you planning on just the one or…?’

‘Let’s take it a step at a time, shall we? You never know; I might have twins.’

‘Really?’

‘Aren’t they’re supposed to run in families?’

‘Twins would be good.’

Mike’s arrival prevented further discussion. He flung his arms around Carla, with whom he had always felt more at ease than with any of Clement’s blood relatives. Seizing his chance, Clement escaped to the bathroom where he doused his face in cold water, but it failed to provide the necessary clarity. He resolved to dismiss the matter from his mind until Carla went home and he could talk it over with Mike. There were so many people to consider, not just the living but the dead. He gazed intently at the mirror in the hope of seeing past himself to Mark but, try as he might, he was unable to bridge the gap between his forty-two-year-old reflection and his twenty-four-year-old twin. Certain features remained constant: the deep brown eyes, high cheekbones and full lips that they inherited from their mother. It was impossible, however, to picture Mark in spectacles, let alone wearing his hair swept back behind his ears and down to his shoulders. As if to punish himself for the betrayal, he twisted a hank around his fingers and tugged. 

He composed himself and went back downstairs, where they ate a subdued dinner.

‘Are you and Carla up to something?’ Mike asked after her early departure. ‘She was giving you pregnant looks all through the meal.’ Clement laughed nervously. ‘I’m sorry. Is it a private joke or can anyone join in?’

Steering him away from the sink, Clement relayed the gist of Carla’s request.

‘Yes, I can see it must have been awkward. So how did you get out of it?’

‘I didn’t. That is, I’m not sure I want to. I want to discuss it with you.’

‘What’s to discuss? Tell her you’re sorry. End of story.’

‘What’s stopping me having a child?’

‘A little thing called HIV?’ 

‘You’ve always said it shouldn’t keep me from living a normal life.’

‘Come on, Clem, don’t be obtuse.’

‘You must have heard of sperm-washing.’

‘Yes, for men in committed relationships, not sperm donors. No, don’t interrupt! That’s what you’d be. Plus, it’s not a hundred per cent safe. Think of all the women who abort Down’s syndrome babies, when you might be bringing one into the world with HIV!’ 

‘Perhaps we should let Carla weigh up the risks?’

‘So why didn’t you?’

Clement said nothing. He sat despondent at the collapse of a dream of which a few hours earlier he had been unaware but which now felt like the one thing in the world that he wanted. He hadn’t told Carla of his diagnosis for the same reason that he hadn’t told any of his family. Before the prospect of treatment, he had been determined not to scare them. Now, thanks to his cocktail of drugs, the revelation was superfluous. He kept in excellent health, although he lived in terror of the side effects: the hollow cheeks and bloated belly that would label him as clearly as the lesions of the previous decade. He knew that his silence was an affront to Mike who, for all his talk of the right to privacy, demanded total candour from anyone remotely in the public eye. But, even if Mike were right in saying that the disclosure would not harm his livelihood, he was less sanguine about the impact on his parents. Mike accused him of arrogance in assuming that they would be so distressed by the news that they would rather be kept in ignorance, but he, never forgetting that they had lost one son, refused to leave them in dread of losing the other. 

He feared that Mike’s mission to demystify the virus had led him to underestimate its impact. He spoke of being infected and affected by HIV as though they were the one and the same. He even professed to love Clement more for being positive, citing all the work he had done on himself since his diagnosis. To Clement, however, the virus was the embodiment of his negativity, the death wish that had haunted him ever since losing Mark. And, for all that he dismissed the idea of HIV as a punishment, there was a part of him, however small, however secret, that contrasted his having been infected by one callous lover with Mike’s having remained immune despite an army of partners. Carla’s request had given him a chance to restore the balance. Now that too had been taken away. 

Mike subscribed to an ideal of brotherhood rather than fatherhood. It was this that had first brought them together when, in an attempt to recover from Oliver’s betrayal, Clement went on an HIV retreat in the Scottish highlands where Mike was a voluntary facilitator. The moment he entered the house, a run-down Victorian pile owned by a hippy collective, whose every bedroom was named after a type of bean, he had longed to return to London. He was unused to the rigours of a support group and, while his companions listened to each tortuous confession as intently as to a string quartet, he found himself counting the minutes to the break. His one intervention having met with an affronted cry of ‘This is my shit!’, he was doubly amazed when Mike detained him at the end of the session and offered him a massage. 

Although his recent split had left him so wary of physical contact that he had even shunned the circle dance, he accepted at once, arranging to meet Mike after dinner in the Aduki Room, and spent the rest of the day in a frenzy of anticipation that was hard to reconcile with the knowledge that Mike had trained in shiatsu expressly to help out on the retreats. To his combined relief and regret, the massage was legitimate. He disgraced himself only once when, with Mike manipulating the base of his spine, he confirmed the claim that it was the seat of suppressed emotion by bursting into tears. He was glad of the chance to turn over, at least until a gentle pressure on his nipples threatened to provoke a more humiliating release. By a supreme effort of will, he was able to contain the stirring under his towel so that it expressed a healthy vigour rather than a blatant need.

That need was satisfied the following night when Mike invited him to leave Lentil for a tent in the glen. Clement had not slept under canvas since he and Mark camped out in Wells on their eleventh birthday, zipping together their sleeping bags in all innocence. With Mike he discovered a new kind of innocence, one that was knowing but not calculated, where passion wiped out the past and rekindled lost pleasures. He had never felt so free from the confines of his body. His consciousness grew so vast and his senses so heightened that he speculated on the nature of the mushrooms in the evening’s soup. But the only magic ingredient was Mike. Their lovemaking was imbued with such meaning that he began to contemplate a future beyond art. Which made his disillusion all the more acute when, after waking him the next morning with a kiss and a bowl of muesli, Mike went rowing on the loch with friends. He told himself that it showed strength – even nobility – of character for Mike to honour his existing commitments, a view he revised when he was abandoned again after dinner. For all Mike’s friendliness over the rest of the week, he was unable to banish the suspicion of having been the dreaded ‘mercy fuck’. 

Back home he responded by turning the retreat into a dinner-party anecdote, accentuating the absurdity of the rooms which now became Baked, Broad and Butter, of the heterosexual woman so desperate to identify with the victims that she had had affairs with two haemophiliacs, and of the mountainous lesbian cook who had sworn never again to be a sex object for men. The tactic worked until he received a phone call from Mike who, as facilitator, had access not only to his address, date of birth and next of kin, but also to his hopes for the week. He presumed that a stray glance at ‘to restore my faith in my fellow man after a bitter break-up’ must have pricked his conscience, since he invited him to dinner in Brixton on any Thursday before Christmas. The memory of their night under the stars was potent enough to dispel his doubts. Displaying a dignified reserve, he accepted for a date three weeks later. When the time came, he was so anxious to remain in control that he masturbated an hour before he left the house. 

His pre-emptive strike failed, however, when they rounded off the surprisingly tasty shepherdess’s pie and brown rice pudding by going up to Mike’s room for some green tea. After slumping on a beanbag, he agreed that he would be more comfortable on the bed. He sat on edge, on the edge, as determined to keep his feet on the floor as a thirties film star, but no sooner had Mike placed his hand on his thigh than he advanced the action by several decades. As tongues darted, fingers stroked and bodies deliquesced, he realised that their rapport in the tent had been no accident. Finally, their passion sated with a frequency he had hitherto ascribed to barroom myth, he laid his head on Mike’s slick chest and challenged him to defend his capriciousness on the retreat. Mike demurred, insisting that he was a free agent and that Clement must take responsibility for his own emotions. Although stung by his defiance, Clement was soothed by his tone, detecting a conflict between words and feelings. Over time, he found that Mike was content to put his feelings first. 

He, in turn, was completely besotted. He loved Mike’s looks: the rugged, open face and square jaw; the sea-green eyes and brilliant smile; the pepper-and-salt hair – cayenne pepper in line with his Celtic roots. He loved his powerful frame, solid without an ounce of fat, that put all the pumped-up musclemen to shame, and the riot of freckles on his arms, chest and back which, with uncharacteristic coyness, he refused to let Clement paint. He loved his passion for teaching, which he sustained in the face of interfering politicians and a politicking headmaster, of obstructive parents and destructive pupils, even the one who, high on his grandmother’s anti-Alzheimer’s pills, had plunged a knife into his thigh, leaving a jagged scar. He loved his social commitment and his willingness to make fun of it, as when he hung a Meat is Murder poster alongside one urging Eat the Rich. 

‘Does that include me?’ Clement asked.

‘You’re the dish of the day,’ Mike said, before taking a bite out of what, in deference to Clement’s father, he described as the parson’s son’s nose.

For three years they commuted between Regent’s Park and Brixton. Clement longed for Mike to move in, but he was loath to force the issue since he knew that what was for him the clearing of a few shelves and the emptying of the odd cupboard was for Mike a seismic shift. Events conspired in his favour when the Brixton household plunged into schism and Mike was voted out. Clement repeated his offer, presenting it as a practical solution to the problem. Mike was not fooled, but he agreed to a six-month trial, which had so far been extended by eight years. Clement had never been happier and yet, faced with the reality of his infection, he wondered if happiness was just another word for self-delusion. 

‘You’re right,’ he said. ‘It’s madness even to think of it. Me, a father! But for a moment it seemed to be something I could do: for Carla; for my parents; for Mark.’

‘Haven’t you done enough for him already?’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘I don’t need to spell it out.’

‘Please do. I can be very slow.’

‘You shouldn’t spend the rest of your life feeling guilty. Mark died. It was a tragedy. You lived. That’s the way things are.’

The flaw in Mike’s argument, which Clement was quick to point out, was that he had felt the need to prove himself – to justify his existence – even when Mark was alive. He admitted, however, that the need had grown more urgent since his death. He had been determined to convince everyone, starting with himself, that it was not the better twin who had died. Mark had been so decent and frank, so healthy in every respect, engaging fully with the world rather than keeping it behind a shield of canvas. For all his parents’ even-handedness, they must have realised that, had Mark been the one to survive, they would have had grandchildren. All he could give them were pictures which, however much they brightened their walls, would never touch their hearts. 
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The journey to Oxford was as ever tinged with melancholy. The carriage was cramped and airless but, for Clement, the real discomfort lay not in his seat but in his head. Whichever route he took, he couldn’t hope to recapture the idyllic childhood he had shared with Mark and their younger sister Susannah in the charge of the most benign of parents. On paper it was hard to imagine a more mismatched pair than his father, an Anglican bishop of county stock, and his mother, a Polish Jewish anthropologist, whose The Eden People, a seminal study of a Stone Age tribe, had been credited with inspiring many of the protest movements of the sixties and seventies. But, for all their differences of background and belief, he regarded them as the perfect couple, at times too perfect for one eager to demonstrate the strength of his own partnership. He remained in awe of the love that had been at once the bedrock of their careers and an inspiration to their family and friends. 

They were the lodestone of his life, the fixed point from which he determined his identity, and yet of late he had had a disturbing sense that the balance of dependency was shifting. This was his first trip home for two months and his guilt at his absence was compounded by a more corrosive guilt at its underlying cause. He couldn’t bear to picture his parents changing. He could accept their growing old – not even the most dewy-eyed sentimentalist would expect them to hold back the clock – but not their losing what was, in every sense, their distinction. He remembered his unease about a boy at school who was younger than his nephew and feared the far greater anomaly of a father who grew younger than his son. 

He was met at the station by Mr Shepherd, the gardener and handyman who, with his wife, had lived at Beckley since his grandparents’ time. The one short and wiry, the other tall and stout, they might have walked straight off an old-fashioned seaside postcard, but the physical incongruity belied what, at their recent golden wedding, Mr Shepherd had shyly described as ‘fifty years of congenital bliss’. Both now in their seventies they showed no sign of retiring, although their duties had been so reduced that their wages doubled as pensions. Mrs Shepherd had Susan and Jilly from the village to help her in the house and Mr Shepherd had young Charlie Heapstone in the garden, whose fondness for working shirtless in all weathers was one of the strongest incentives on Mike to visit. Mr Shepherd rarely drove any more, but he insisted on making an exception for Clement, who soon began to wish that his sense of loyalty were less acute. As they hurtled down narrow lanes, the sharp bends fraught with peril in the gathering dusk, he was forced to feign exhaustion to keep his driver’s mind on the road. 

‘Safely home, Mr Clement,’ Mr Shepherd said, as they shuddered over the cattle grid and swerved down the drive, whose length bore witness to his forebears’ desire for seclusion. He felt his customary rush of admiration for the park which their founding father had landscaped with complete confidence in the family’s future, dotting it with classical statuary in a bid to obscure the novelty of his wealth. Clumps of crocuses and snowdrops were early heralds of spring, while the yellow trumpets of winter jasmine cascaded over the kitchen-garden wall. The Queen Anne house loomed benignly before them, its façade unmarred by accretions, its perfect proportions attesting to the builder’s faith in his own rectitude. Looking back from an age in which impermanence was the common condition of life and doubt the orthodox viewpoint, he longed to trade places with people who believed in order, both human and divine, and who even expressed their dissent in exquisitely measured prose. 

Entering the hall, he tried to recapture the emotion it had inspired in him on boyhood visits to his grandparents, but he was crushed by the weight of expectation. Not even Bonnard could have used a palette as bright as his memory. The house itself had scarcely changed, but the child’s enchantment had given way to the adult’s reserve. He was greeted first by Ajax, his parent’s collie, who jumped up to nuzzle his chest, and then by Mrs Shepherd, who met his kiss with her usual diffidence.

‘The Bishop gave us the magazine article about your Harvest Festival picture in New York. They did you proud.’ 

‘Did you like it? Collages never photograph well.’

‘It was grand. Quite what a Harvest Festival should be. I remember when it was all about offering the fruits of the earth to the Lord. Now it’s “no perishables, just tins that can be sent to Comic Relief.”’ She snorted and smoothed her apron. ‘I stuck it next to the Two Marys in the album.’ 

Feeling a pang at this latest sign of her devotion, he promised to call on her for a proper chat in the morning. Then he hurried into the drawing room where he found his mother, father and sister nursing drinks in anticipation of his arrival. His mother rushed towards him, exuding such vitality that he was ready to discount all his fears. As he prolonged their hug, she gazed at him with a quizzical air.

‘How’s Mike?’ she asked.

‘Well,’ he replied. ‘Busy. He sends his love.’

He moved to his father, who was sitting by the fireside in the wingback chair that had served as a fortress for Mark and himself at a time when anything over four foot high was an adventure. He leant down and kissed his cheek, grateful that no misplaced reticence had forced them to resort to handshakes. He turned to Susannah, whose butt-filled ashtray betrayed her own unease at returning to the bosom of the family. In appearance, she resembled their father. They had the same blue-grey eyes, long nose and dimpled chin (his father claimed that they had the same russet hair, although it had been years since he could produce any evidence), whereas, in both colouring and features, he and Mark took after their mother. Susannah looked drained and he suspected that, for all her success, she remained unfulfilled. He longed to draw her out but knew that the competitive, at times even combative, air which from early childhood she had adopted towards both her brothers would prevent her admitting to any disappointment. 

‘Hiya sis,’ he said, ‘how’s life among the A-list?’

‘I’ve just won the contract for the new Weston tea campaign,’ she replied tersely, as he pressed his cheek to her lips.

‘That’s brilliant,’ he said, mortified that his attempt to show interest in an alien world had sounded like a snub.

‘She’s a very clever girl,’ his mother said.

‘Thanks, Ma,’ she said dryly, as if refusing to credit her mother’s praise for any intelligence that was not academic. Clement felt a surge of sympathy towards her. The indulgence she might have expected as the youngest child had been forfeited by having twins for her older brothers. She had always felt undervalued and, despite having built up a thriving PR business, claimed that no one in the family took her seriously. In private, Clement acknowledged the charge. Despising the relatively tame publicity campaigns he was forced to undertake for his own work, he found it hard to summon enthusiasm for her promotion of an airbrushed film star or pop group, and his parents were even more confused.

‘Why do they call themselves Hiroshige?’ his father had asked of one of her New Rave bands.

‘It’s just a name, Pa,’ Susannah replied.

‘Are they Japanese?’

‘It’s just a name.’

Clement poured himself a glass of whisky and sat down, listening while his parents and sister resumed their discussion of Leon Marks, the RAF officer who had brought his mother to England after the war and whose funeral in Banbury the next morning was the reason for the family gathering.

Karen Mullins’ arrival offered a distraction. ‘Da dum,’ she trumpeted, standing in the doorway and slowly pulling off her scarf to reveal the acid green tips to her dark brown hair. 

‘What on earth…?’ Susannah said.

‘It’s very colourful,’ his mother said.

‘You’re twenty-three years old!’ Susannah said.

‘Don’t worry. We’ll soon get used to it,’ his father said.

‘You look like an after-dinner mint,’ Susannah said.

Karen’s lower lip quivered and, while Clement might have wished that his sister had chosen her words with more care, he knew that they sprang from genuine concern for the girl to whom she had become a second mother after she moved in with the loathsome Chris.

For years Susannah had bullied their parents into inviting Chris, now officially designated as ‘the biggest mistake of my life’, and his children, Karen and Bill, to Beckley, claiming quite unjustly that their doubts about his character sprang from prejudice against his class. By the time that those doubts were confirmed – and more conclusively than they could ever have supposed – she had long since walked out. Even so, she had felt responsible for the children, whose mother had committed suicide when Bill was born and who had looked set to be taken into care. So she had appealed to her parents who became their legal guardians, sending them to Linden Hall, a progressive boarding school run by a family friend. Leaving with no formal qualifications, Bill joined the army, straining his guardians’ liberalism to its limit, and Karen moved into an estate cottage, where she dabbled with a series of ill-fated schemes, from making goat’s milk soap to writing romantic fiction, and dallied with a string of unsuitable men. Nevertheless Susannah was eager for her to stay, leading Clement to wonder if she shared his guilt at having failed as a source of grandchildren and saw Karen as the next best thing. 

Karen’s self-serving chatter over dinner soon exhausted his goodwill. ‘I’ve become a pagan. You don’t mind, do you?’ she asked his father. ‘It’s not all that different from being a Christian except we worship the Goddess instead of God.’

‘Of course, I don’t, my dear. You know that the Church took over many pagan practices, including the Eucharist.’

‘Who are these pagans?’ Susannah asked dubiously. ‘More deadbeats?’

‘Susannah darling, that’s not kind,’ his mother interjected.

‘It’s not her fault, Aunt Marta,’ Karen said in a buttery voice. ‘People have too many preconceptions about pagans. They think it’s just about drinking chicken’s blood and sacrificing virgins. They’re frightened of us because we worship the earth, dance naked and don’t hate our bodies.’

‘Do you do that here?’ Clement asked anxiously.

‘Of course. Beckley’s a very ancient and sacred place. Frank and I are starting a coven.’ 

‘Frank?’

‘My boyfriend.’

‘That’s all we need,’ Susannah said. ‘The Sun will have a field day. I can picture the headline already: Batty Bishop In Wicca Worship.’ 

‘You shouldn’t always think in headlines, darling,’ his mother said, ‘even if it is your job. But take care, Karen, or you’ll find yourself calling up forces beyond your control. I’ve seen it in Africa.’

‘Frank and I are going to Sicily in the summer,’ she said defiantly. ‘On a pilgrimage to Aleister Crowley’s Abbey.’

‘You’d be better off on the beach,’ Susannah said.

Mrs Shepherd brought in the beef, glowing as she was showered with compliments. As he watched his father carve, his steady hand a further proof against senescence, Clement was grateful for the chance to indulge a taste denied to him at home. Although Mike had never asked him to stop cooking meat, he had chosen to do so, partly because separate meals struck him as almost as sad as separate beds, but mainly because he hoped that Mike would treat his beliefs with a similar respect and accompany him one Sunday to church. That hope had yet to be fulfilled.

Between bites, he outlined his latest commission. He knew that his father would be intrigued by a selection process which offered fresh evidence, if any were needed, that the inner workings of the Church of England rivalled the machinations of M15. He had received no formal invitation but been advised by Canon George Dickinson, the éminence grise of Anglican art, that the Dean of Roxborough was looking to install a new window. ‘He urged me to investigate, so I did. The curtains in the cathedral close must have been twitching! There I was in the apse, studying the churchmanship and chewing over possible designs, when I felt a tap on my shoulder. It was the Dean. Straight out, he asked if I had any ideas. I mentioned the Harrowing of Hell, which seemed to thrill him. I thought he was going to kiss me.’ 

‘Urgh!’ Karen said. ‘Oh, sorry, Clem!’

‘No, you were right first time. Urgh! He arranged for me to put it to the Chapter, insisting that we had it in the bag. No such luck! From the word go, I was bombarded with questions – some borderline insults – from one of the lay canons, a retired army officer – major I think – by the name of Deedes. After giving him his head, the Dean played his trump card, saying he’d been promised cash by both the county council and the Normington Trust. The cathedral would not only not be out of pocket but get loads of free publicity.’ He tried to catch Susannah’s eye but she was toying with her food. ‘In the end the Chapter deferred its decision while agreeing to fund my sketches.’

‘Brilliant!’ Susannah said, without looking up. 

‘I’m proud of you, my boy,’ his father said. ‘But watch out, Harvey Harvey can be a tricky customer.’

‘Harvey Harvey?’ Karen asked with a giggle and a burp.

‘The Dean,’ Clement said.

‘How cruel of his parents!’ his mother said. ‘Another parsnip?’ she asked, holding out the dish to Susannah, who patted her stomach and shook her head.

‘On the contrary, it’s been his calling card since Cuddesdon,’ his father interjected. ‘That said, he must be due for retirement.’

‘Next year. He wants to go out with a splash.’

‘Thank God for self-important clerics! Or else the C of E would never have any new art at all.’ 

‘How much will they pay you? Or is it a rude question?’ Susannah asked, with a hint of mockery which Clement chose to ignore.

‘I’ve no idea. I leave all that to the gallery. Of course, the Dean is playing the usual trick of acting unworldly as if it were the same as being spiritual but, take if from me, he’s as sharp as a knife. He’ll try to get away with less than the going rate on the grounds that it’s a large-scale piece and will create a stir.’

‘Which is no doubt true,’ his father said.

‘But still no excuse for exploitation.’

‘That Deedes fellow: I’ve a feeling he’s one of the ones who had a go at me after Spirit of the Age.’ 

‘Perhaps that’s why he was so hostile?’

‘I’m pretty sure he’s a six-dayer. The sort of chap who gives religion a bad name.’ Clement knew that this was a serious charge from one who placed his faith in the Church rather than in God. ‘Yes, I’m convinced of it. Not quite the “God put fossils there to fool us,” but “there’s no fossil evidence to support evolution” brigade.’

‘And this is a man who was high up in the army?’ his mother said. ‘Has he never heard of myth?’

‘Even as myth,’ Clement said, ‘Genesis leaves a lot to be desired. By placing mankind at the pinnacle of creation, it enables us to justify the harm we do to the planet.’

‘The Goddess is groaning,’ Karen said.

‘She’s not the only one,’ Susannah said.

‘We laugh at the fundamentalists with their literal readings, but are the symbolic ones so much better? They make the world seem nothing more than a scientific experiment, with God as, at best, a Newton and, at worst, a Mengele. To my mind, we can’t divorce the creator from creation. He is architect and blueprint and material. The earth and the earthworm, the sky and the skylark, the sea and the sea breeze and the sea lion are all part of His being.’ 

‘Are you talking literally or symbolically?’ his father asked.

‘Both. God is subject and object, word and meaning. The experiment, if it can be described as such, is on Himself.’

‘You’ll none of you be surprised to learn,’ his mother said, ‘that the most profound creation myth I know comes from the Hadza. Put simply – which it is anyway – it states that, in the beginning, the Hadza were all baboons. One day, God – who in their language is both male and female – asked them to go down to the river and bring back some water. They took so long that God went to look for them and found that, instead of doing what they’d been told, they were playing games. God was furious and put a curse on them, condemning half to become human while the rest remained baboons, leaving the two groups at war with each other till the end of time. So there you have it, the story of creation, evolution and the origins of human behaviour in a few short sentences.’ 

Clement flashed a glance at Susannah, who returned it with a smile that harked back to the nursery. There were, indeed, few matters on which his mother would not cite the superiority of the Hadza, the remote East African tribe she had studied for her doctorate and to which she had paid repeated visits over fifty years. Although as children they had hated the very mention of the name, afraid that it heralded another trip to the Serengeti when she would leave them in the care of a nanny who, however kind, could not hope to fill a mother’s place, the more they learnt of her life in Occupied Poland, the more they came to appreciate her need, in his father’s words, to ‘exchange the so-called civilised world for one where the horrors that wiped out her family and friends are unknown.’

‘Good try, Ma,’ Susannah said. ‘Maybe you should write the Hadza bible?’

‘I thought she already had,’ Clement said. ‘A little thing called The Eden People?’ 

‘Mock all you like. I only hope that when you have children… Oh I’m ready to drop!’

‘You and me both, Ma,’ Susannah said lightly. ‘And we’ve a busy day tomorrow. So, if you’ll all excuse me…’ 

Susannah’s departure was swiftly followed by Karen’s. Considering her wine intake, Clement wondered if he should walk her back to her cottage, but weariness drowned out both gallantry and concern. Instead, he accompanied his parents to the drawing room, where his mother served coffee: the one instance when she allowed his father to ignore medical advice. After making Clement promise not to keep him up late, she went upstairs. 

‘Dean Harvey asked me to tell you how sorry he was that you were no longer a regular on the airwaves.’ 

‘I’m eighty-one! Besides, I felt enough of a fraud sounding off when I was a bishop. At least then I could claim the authority of my office. Now I’d see it as a double deception. Since I no longer regard the Christian cosmology as true, I can hardly claim a special mandate.’

‘I admire your integrity.’

‘You’re on your own. Most people would say that it showed a distinct lack of integrity to remain in the Church after abandoning my faith. And I’m not sure I wouldn’t agree. But I was able to justify it to myself because, although I couldn’t believe in an actual God: a real presence: a creator, I could – and do – believe in the idea of God. I believe in God not because He made man in His own image but because man made God in his. What’s more, I believe the ideal of goodness we invest in God is itself a good. The very fact that we can conceive of an ultimate good means that somewhere in the infinity of the universe it must exist. The concept of God is God.’

Clement grappled with an argument which he had heard in various forms over the years as his father sought to explain a stance that appeared untenable to many both inside and outside the Church. Critics had scoffed that he was too wedded to the privileges of office, but his friends knew that it took far more courage for him to stay at his post than to resign. Moreover, by remaining in the Church after renouncing its doctrines, he had shown a belief in humanity far greater than any humanist’s, since he had credited it with the creation of God. 

‘Do you remember when I was a kid and I’d fall and graze my elbow or knee? You’d tell me to grab hold of your hand and let the pain pass to you. I wish I could return the favour. Only not with pain. With faith. There’s nothing worse than to lose it.’

‘But I haven’t lost it… just redirected it a little. As a boy, I had a Gentle Jesus Meek and Mild faith. Then, as an adolescent full of self-disgust and self-doubt, I had a Crown of Thorns for us Sinners faith. After that, I went through various forms of Anglican observance. Now my faith’s been turned inside out. If the Church is the body of Christ, I believe in the body and not the soul.’ 

‘For most of us, it’s the other way round. We believe in God in spite of the Church.’

‘Oh, I’m not talking about the Creed. I was loath to affirm my faith in one God even when I had a faith to affirm. Nobody who’s studied comparative religion can do that with much conviction.’

‘Was it Mark?’

‘What?’

‘I’ve always wanted to ask but I’ve been too afraid of the answer.’

‘And you’re not now?’ 

‘No, it’s not that. But I think I’m more afraid of being left without an answer when… if…’

‘I’m eighty-one years old. There’s no need to be coy.’ He laughed. ‘So was it Mark what?’

‘Was it his death that destroyed your belief in a benevolent God?’

‘Omnipotent and omniscient?’

‘That too.’

‘No, Clem, don’t worry. It wasn’t Mark. Of course losing him didn’t help. It didn’t help anything. But there’ve been too many disasters, too much suffering, too long a history of non-intervention. You can only take the free will argument so far. The question isn’t why I stopped believing but why I carried on doing so for so long. I wanted… I wanted desperately to believe in that all-in-all God. I was ready to defy science, history, logic and my own experience into the bargain. But it was spiritually and intellectually dishonest. The time came when I had to face the truth.’ 

‘So where does that leave me, a man whose religion is not only the heart of his life but of his art?’

‘I was serious when I said I believed in the Church. Just as religion expresses the best in man, religious art expresses the best in religion.’

‘I doubt your views would find favour in orthodox circles. Wasn’t it St Augustine who held that it was a grave sin to respond to the singing in church rather than to its message?’

‘I can live with his disapproval. On the other hand, I’m not so sure I can live with your mother’s. I’d better go upstairs. Good night, my boy. We can continue this discussion whenever.’

Clement saw his father into the hall and returned to the drawing room. He sprawled on the sofa, rapt in reflection. An artist, someone had said, was a man who was true to his contradictions. Such contradictions would always be at their starkest in those whose subject was faith. For them, the struggle wasn’t simply to make their canvases worthy of their ideas but to make their lives worthy of their canvases. From Fra Angelico to Eric Gill, there was a long line of those who fell short. He would take heed from their example. The conflict between spirit and flesh would be resolved in paint.
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Clement examined his watch for the third time in less than a minute. There were only five days before he was due to present his designs to the Fabric Advisory Committee and Rafik was one hour and sixteen… no, seventeen minutes late. It was his own fault. He should have stuck with an actor or a dancer who respected the artistic process, rather than gambling on an amateur. 

A glance at his sketchbook served to increase his frustration. For all his unreliability, it was clear that Rafik was an inspired choice, his soulful beauty lending weight to the imprisoned Adam and lustre to the liberating Christ. Refusing to work with a lesser model, he called the gallery and asked Gil to negotiate an extension of his contract. He slipped on his coat, desperate to escape the enforced indolence, but, just as he reached the door, the telephone rang. The relief of hearing Rafik’s voice faded on hearing his news.

‘I am in prison.’

‘What?’

‘Police prison. They put me in arrest.’

Clement struggled to make sense of a story which was made more confusing by loud and disturbing background noise. The one ineluctable fact was that Desmond had stabbed a man and, in the course of the investigation, Rafik had been charged with entering the UK illegally and served with notice of removal. Clement shuddered at the thought of his return to a country where rough justice was dealt out with razor blades on a bus. He was anxious to help, but his knowledge of police procedure stopped short at hazy memories of Inspector Morse. 

‘Is it just one phone call you’re allowed, do you know?’

‘Who else must I call? I wish to say to you I am sorry. So sorry. You wait for me and I am not there.’

‘Don’t even think about it,’ Clement said, disgusted that he should be thinking about it himself. He turned the sketchbook face down to prevent its making any further claims on his consciousness. ‘The first thing we must do is find you a lawyer.’

‘What for? The thing that they say is true.’

‘Well don’t say it! Don’t say anything, except “I reserve the right to stay silent.” Did you get that? Meanwhile, I’ll call my solicitor and ask her to send someone round. Don’t worry,’ he said, with more confidence than he felt. ‘We’ll soon have you out.’ 

Fired with indignation, he rang Gillian Wrenshaw, who explained that, while it was outside her own field of expertise, she knew a first-rate immigration lawyer and would contact him at once. Ten minutes later, James Shortt called to introduce himself and, after a few words with Clement, undertook to go straight to the police station. 

Clement remained at the studio waiting for news. To keep from brooding, he opened the copy of the Quran which he had dusted down after his first conversation with Rafik. He had made little headway with it in the past, finding its confused and apocalyptic tone closer to the Book of Mormon than to the Bible, but Rafik’s account of the creation of Adam had inspired him to read it again. Even perched uncomfortably on a studio stool, he was surprised by how much he warmed to the new perspective on the familiar story. Not only was it free from misogyny, since it was Adam rather than Eve whom Satan tricked into eating the apple, but Adam himself was less of a sinner than a dupe. His expulsion from paradise was an integral part of God’s plan to ‘make a vice-regent on earth’. So while the Genesis Adam was condemned to a life of toil and shame, the Quran Adam was hailed as the first prophet. This welcome corrective to Original Sin chimed with his own belief that what was known as the Fall would be better described as the Stumble, and that Christ came not to save mankind but to share in the suffering that was the inevitable result of our existence in time. 

His reflections were punctured by the phone, which he rushed to answer, knocking over a jar of charcoal. To his relief, the call was from Shortt, who explained that he had made a claim for asylum on Rafik’s behalf, persuading the immigration officers to grant him Temporary Admission. Promising to ring again on his return to the office, he handed his phone to Rafik.

‘You are why I come to England,’ Rafik said.

‘I beg your pardon?’ Clement replied, more bewildered than ever by Rafik’s English.

‘You are so kind when you know me so little. I carry nothing but trouble. Your window…’

‘We’ll have plenty of opportunity for that. The important thing is that you’re free. Go home and ring me as soon as you’ve rested.’

‘That is now. I am well. I am strong. I can be standing for two hours… three. I can come to you in next minute. You can make drawing of me in afternoon.’

‘Really, it’s not necessary. Tomorrow – ’

‘Now, please. I wish it.’

Having put up a show of resistance, Clement was delighted when Rafik chose to ignore it. He told him to waste no time but to borrow the cash from Shortt and take a taxi. Then, calculating that Mike would be on his lunch break, he rang him with the news. Far from expressing surprise, Mike declared that, apart from a few powerful families with contacts at the British consulate, it was well nigh impossible for Algerians to obtain visas. 

‘So you’re saying you knew about Rafik all along and didn’t tell me? How bloody irresponsible! What if I’ve committed a crime?’

‘I didn’t say I knew; I said I suspected. I’ve only spoken to him a few times in the Elliot. You’re the one who’s cooped up with him for hours on end. I thought you liked your models to talk.’

‘But he’s reserved. It’s one of the first things that struck me. There’s a gravity to him… a weight – in spite of his slight physique. Which is precisely the image I want for Christ.’

‘And no doubt you think it’s something innate, breathed into him by God, and not the result of everything he’s been through?’

‘Don’t you have marking to do?’ Clement asked sharply.

‘Touché!’

Mike offered to drive round after school and talk to Rafik himself, adding that it would give him a chance to look at the sketches. Clement put down the phone and pottered about the studio, suppressing the urge to rush out for a bottle of champagne. Temporary Admission was a small victory in what promised to be a long and bloody campaign. The buzzer sounded and he let in Rafik, who was wearing a T-shirt that was far too thin for early March even without the disconcerting rip in the sleeve.

Rafik made straight for him and kissed his hand, which Clement, feeling more English than he would ever have expected, trusted was a traditional Arab custom.

‘You are saving my life.’

‘I’m only glad I could help.’

‘If is not for you, they are pushing me on the plane to Algeria where they must kill me.’

‘I promise you it won’t come to that. Mr Shortt said he was filing a claim for asylum. Which I’m sure will be just a formality.’ A hundred tabloid headlines rose up to mock him. ‘And I’ve spoken to Mike, who said you also have the right to claim residence under the Human Rights Act.’ 

‘Yes, I hear this thing from Mr Shortt. He says that Desmond and I can say to government we are lovers together.’

‘Which is brilliant!’

‘No, is not so much brilliant. Not for Rafik. Because I am come to this land with bad card, they do not permit me to say this here. First I must go back to Algeria and make claim. But when plane stop, they push me quickly inside prison or army. So I never have chance.’ 

‘Then applying for asylum’s the only choice.’ Clement baulked at the Lewis Carroll logic.

‘You are kind man… you are very kind man to pay money for Mr Shortt. But I pay you again. You must believe me! I work in bar. I work in two bars. This way I pay you again.’

‘That’s not an issue. There are far more serious things for you to worry… to think about.’

‘You won’t want Rafik now. Not for Jesus. But I clean. I wash dirty brushes. I brush floor, yes?’

‘Of course I want you for Jesus. I can’t think of anyone more fitting. He was condemned as a criminal. He was executed by a brutal occupying force… no, I mustn’t push the parallels too far.’ His mind, however, was spinning with possibilities. ‘If you’re sure you’re up to it, I’d like to do some sketching. While I do, maybe you’ll tell me how you came to end up here?’

‘Rafik speak and spoil your picture, no?’

‘Not unless I’m drawing your mouth.’

Under the circumstances, Clement decided to work on the clothed Adam rather than the naked Christ. He watched while Rafik settled into position and then moved to adjust both his arms and the light. He picked up a pencil and made a few quick lines on the paper, filling them out as Rafik filled in his story.

‘I am come from north-east side of Algeria. Not good place for now. Many religious men with guns. The Groupe Islamique Armée. You hear of them?’

‘No. And, by the sound of it, I’ve not missed much.’

‘I have friend, good friend, who is teacher. Kind man. Old man. Like you.’ Clement felt the epithet like a punch in the guts. ‘My friend is in trouble from boy. He say if friend give him no money, he tell everything they do together. He make everything they do with smile sound bad. My friend afraid so he run away. My brothers, they hear I know him. They say Rafik do bad things too. They say they kill me if I speak to friend ever more. And they do; I know this to be true. So I take money from father and I sail on ship to France. I am safe in France but cold with much hunger. Then I meet man. Englishman. Justin. He tell me to come to this land with him. I say: “Yes, thank you very much, sir, I come. First, we go to English government. We say things very bad at home for Rafik.” But Justin, he say there is no chance. Persons there, they laugh at Rafik. They call him dirty man. So he buy for me card. French card.’

‘An identity card?’

‘Yes. With picture of Rafik. This person make it in Marseilles. Just like real.’

‘Which is how you entered the country?’

‘It is how, yes. I go with Justin to his house. 32 Rensfield Avenue, Bournemouth. But he not good to me. I wish to leave. I ask for card. But he hide it. I look all places through house, but I find nothing. So I run away. This is my mistake.’ 

‘Not if he treated you cruelly.’

‘I am safe there. I have tears but I am safe. I come to London. I must sleep on street. I ask persons if they give me money.’

‘I’m so sorry.’

‘Some persons, they do not see you. Other persons, they laugh. They spit. They do many bad things. You know what is milkshake?’

‘The drink?’

‘The drink, yes,’ Rafik said with perplexing eagerness. ‘I sit on street when four men come near to me. Young men with big coats. Warm. Much money. “Do you like milkshakes?” one man ask me. “Yes sir,” I say to this man. I am not good understanding, but he has kind smile so I say yes. Then he pull box of milk from bag and he shake it like this.’ Rafik frenziedly waved his arms in the air. ‘He shake it all on me. Then four men, they laugh. They see Rafik all white and wet and they laugh.’

Clement detected a new expression in Rafik’s eyes, no longer sadness but righteous fury. This was not the Christ of Turn the other cheek and the Beatitudes; this was the Christ who cursed the fig tree and purged the Temple. ‘But you managed to get away from the streets.’ 

‘This man… man from good family like you, he say to me how to find job in kitchen, washing dishes. Then he say to me how to find bed in hostel. I speak to man in kitchen of my story. He take me with him one night-time to club. Gay club. It is like dream. I say to him: “This cannot be real. All these men who take off shirt and kiss each other. It is dream.”’

‘I remember the feeling.’

‘It is here I meet Desmond. He is big man. He does not take off shirt. I like this… I like him. I like him very much. I think of him and I make tears. I meet him one time more, in café not club. We go to bed and we like us very much. It is so good. You understand Rafik, yes?’

‘Oh yes, I understand Rafik.’

‘Desmond, he ask me to live with him in Willesden. He has one small room in house. He is sad for this. He speak of it often. But I do not care; I like him so much. What I do not like is his jealous… very jealous. When I talk with man… any man, he say I want to go to bed with this man. He make world where small things are big. Rafik is young and good to look at. You think Rafik is good to look at, I know.’ He smiled for the first time in the afternoon but Clement refused to let it colour his image.

‘I think Rafik is good to draw,’ he replied sternly. ‘But I hope he won’t become big-headed.’ 

‘You think my head is too big for picture?’ Rafik asked in a worried tone.

‘Not at all, no. It’s just an expression. Please carry on. I’m sorry I distracted you.’

‘Desmond, he think Rafik is good to look at it,’ Rafik said tentatively. ‘He think everyone is wishing to look at Rafik and no one is wishing to look at Desmond. He say I have no love for him. I stay with him because I have fear of streets. But in little time I show him how I love him. I show him in ways you cannot trick. And he is happy. And Rafik is happy. Every one of us is happy. And then Steve moves inside house.’

‘Steve?’ Clement had switched his concentration from the sketch to the story. Even so, he wondered if he had missed a vital link.

‘Steve is man who work in bar. He like woman but he has not one now. He say he can find Rafik work in bar. Desmond does not wish it, but I say “yes”. I do not like work in kitchen. Too many Nigerians. It is there I meet Mike. He remember me of my teacher friend at home.’ Clement trusted that the resemblance was purely professional. ‘He come with friends at end of school. One special woman.’

‘Red hair? Deep voice? Chain smoker?’

‘This is she.’

‘Anita.’

‘I think at first they marry.’

‘No. Mike says they like each other far too much for that.’

‘This is English joke, yes?’

‘Well, it’s Mike’s.’

‘Mike is very kind person. Rafik is happy he meet him. But when I speak of him to Desmond, he is not happy. He remember me I come to England with bad card. He say Mike is maybe policeman.’

‘Some chance! He still thinks he’s the student rebel of thirty years ago.’

‘Desmond wish that I leave bar. He say he make enough money on site. I say no. And he hit me. Not hard. Not like Justin. Not because he wish to see me with blood. But because he is hurt too. So I am understanding of him. But he is not understanding of me. He say I go to bed with Steve. I swear to him on Holy Quran this is not true. But he listen only to himself, not Rafik. This is why I never tell him I am coming here. He must kill me.’

‘Yes, you said so before.’ Clement felt nervous now that the threat was so much more real.

‘So I tell him I work more hours in bar. And I give him more money. Which make him happy. Then last afternoon he go to bar and find no Rafik. He think to himself I am with Steve. He is very quiet until it is evening and we eat. He tell me I go to bed with Steve all day when he is on site. He hit me when I tell him “no”. Then he pick up knife from table and walk into next room and he push knife in Steve’s chest. Like this.’ Clement was chilled by a gesture as poised as a fencer’s thrust. ‘There is too much blood. Everywhere. It fall on me and I am by door. I shout and persons from house they come and call hospital. I know then my time in this land is finished. I think to myself I must run away. But there is too much blood and I must not leave Steve.’ 

‘Be sure to say that to Mr Shortt. It’ll count in your favour.’

‘The police come and they take away me and Desmond. They ask questions… so many questions. They find out soon I must not be here. And their faces change. And their voices change. It is like I am man with knife. This is when I make call to you. Now you know story of Rafik’s life.’ 

Clement knew that it was an outline rather than the story, nevertheless he found it both poignant and enlightening. He returned to the sketch while Rafik lapsed into silence. At four thirty, having waited as long as he could to see Mike, Rafik left for his shift. Clement dismissed his offer to remain, assuring him that Mike and his friends would call in for a drink very soon. ‘Try keeping them away,’ he said brightly. After confirming the next day’s session, he showed him out. He decided against ringing Mike who was sure to have been caught in traffic, hoping that Rafik’s presence in the drawings would make up for his absence in the flesh. 

Even after eleven years he remained uncertain of Mike’s opinion of his work. Friends related his pride in commissions and prizes, but that spoke of love for the artist rather than the art and, unlike Clement, he was able to divorce the two. He played the devoted consort at dinners with collectors and curators but showed little curiosity about the creative life, viewing Clement’s ten-foot mosaic of Jacob and the Angel as if it were a Victorian lady’s languid pastels. Clement never complained, since he knew that Mike spent his days among children who would as soon burn down a gallery as step inside one. Nevertheless, he could not shake off the suspicion that his reluctance to engage with his work owed less to his self-professed ignorance than to a distaste for Clement’s themes. Magritte-style jokes or Matisse-style decorations would have been fine, but God was beyond the palette. 

Mike arrived and, as ever, Clement found that the studio seemed to shrink in his presence. He passed on Rafik’s regrets, to which Mike responded with a tirade against redundant roadworks. Stifling a cyclist’s smug smile, Clement asked if he wanted some tea, adding that they could pop to the community café across the road, but Mike preferred to take full advantage of his ‘private view’. Clement busied himself at the sink, surprised by his keenness to defer the verdict.

‘You are aware how much you give away in these?’ Mike asked, leafing through the sketches of Rafik. 

‘How much of what?’

‘I think the polite term is ardour.’ 

‘Nonsense,’ Clement said, trying to wrest them from him, unsure whether to feel insulted or relieved by Mike’s amusement.

‘Don’t knock it. At least it’s something real.’

‘He’s sitting for Christ.’

‘Oh well then, ardour’s out! I remember your story about the Renaissance painters who used women models for Christ because they were afraid to show his masculinity.’

‘I said that that was the practice, not the reason.’

‘I’ve never understood why Christians are so scared of the body.’

‘Says who? I’m perfectly happy with my body. But, unlike some – ’ he glared at Mike who continued to hold the sketchbook out of reach, ‘I maintain that a person is bigger than his body. Just as a painting is more than a set of pigments, so a person is more than a set of cells.’

‘If I were to choose an official symbol for Christianity – ’

‘Dream on!’

‘I’d ditch the cross for a pillar.’

‘Why?’ Clement asked, intrigued in spite of himself.

‘Not Christ suffering to save the world but St Simeon Styletes running away from it. Stuck on top of that giant erection for God knows how many years!’

‘You may have turned your back on the Brethren – ’

‘As I recall, I didn’t have a great deal of choice. “I wish you were dead” – no, I tell a lie: “I wish you’d never been born” – is fairly unambiguous. So much for the Prodigal Son! But then, of course, he didn’t send a few mildly racy love-letters to a seventeen-year-old classmate.’ 

‘Your parents were mad. Believe me, I’d never defend them – ’

‘I’m very glad to hear it.’

‘But you must still know to respect other peoples’ faith.’

‘Why? We don’t respect any other delusion. We lock up people who believe they’re Christ, yet we’re supposed to humour those who believe in him.’

‘By definition, faith is irrational: a belief you hold against the normal rules of evidence.’

‘In which case I believe in Jedi.’

‘There’s no point discussing it. You’re just out to make me look loopy.’

‘That’s because there’s no one I’d rather see sane.’

‘I’m sorry to disappoint you.’

‘You don’t. You excite me. You intrigue me. You delight me.’

‘Don’t change the subject!’ 

‘But for such an intelligent man you have this extraordinary blind spot. Religion is the triumph of tradition over truth.’ Clement feigned a yawn as Mike mounted his hobby-horse. ‘The relic of an age when superstition was enough to explain the universe. We’re living two centuries after the Enlightenment.’ 

‘It’s a miracle, all things considered, not just that we’re still together but that we haven’t murdered each other. Oh I forgot; you don’t believe in miracles.’

‘Says who? I just look for them in different places. Take these wonderful sketches –’

‘You like them?’

‘I don’t know which is the greater miracle: the beauty of the model or the drawing.’

‘Thank you.’ Clement savoured a compliment which showed that, however much they disagreed about God, they shared a deep and abiding faith in humanity. ‘Shall I lock up and meet you at home? We can both use the journey to cool down.’

‘I’m afraid you’re stuck with me a little longer. If you ask very nicely, I might give you a lift.’ Clement looked at him in bemusement. ‘I passed your bike on the way in. Somebody’s nicked the saddle.’
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