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  Although Sarah was his first wife, Frank Dempsey had been married before. His first match, however, had been less than ideal. Although he’d always seemed so happy, so

  utterly fulfilled, he’d secretly felt the pain of gnawing uncertainty since the day he’d walked down the aisle.




  He remembered the ceremony only too well, smiling his way through a hundred hugs and handshakes, all the time thinking, Oh, God, what have I done?




  Some sort of answer didn’t seem too much to expect since it was God to whom Frank had just pledged his life. By becoming a Catholic priest, he had ‘married’ the Catholic

  Church, and signed up for a life of chastity and self-denial. Just like an ordinary marriage then, he’d tried jokingly to console himself, making a desperate attempt to look on the bright

  side. At least he didn’t have to wear a ring. Not like Sister Amelia who, along with all the other nuns from the Convent of the Holy Family across the road, sported a gold band on the third

  finger of her left hand. A symbol of her marriage to God, apparently, but what sort of marriage did the poor woman have? She had never seen her ‘husband’, she didn’t even know

  what He looked like. She’d spoken to Him thousands of times, but He’d never once deigned to reply. He’d never taken her out, bought her a present or shown her the slightest

  smidgen of affection. She’d never been able to introduce Him to her friends. ‘Where is He?’ they might ask.




  ‘Oh, He’s everywhere,’ would be her reply. Well, He’d need to be with all those other wives in convents all over the world.




  Not surprisingly, Frank wasn’t entirely convinced that Sister Amelia’s beloved spouse really existed. Oh, there had allegedly been sightings and miracles from time to time, but not

  for a while. Oddly enough, not since the invention of cameras and videos. Frank had therefore come to regard God in the same way he regarded space aliens. He couldn’t say for certain that

  they didn’t exist but his scepticism was best expressed in one simple question: why was it that these little creatures only seemed to turn up on remote prairies in Fyfe, Alabama? Why not in

  the middle of Oxford Street? And didn’t the same question apply to Jesus? One quick comeback gig in Hyde Park would prove conclusively that He was the man. Believers by the billion could then

  watch open-mouthed via satellite as he ran through the old back catalogue – healing a few lepers, doing that brilliant routine with the loaves and fishes and, as an encore, taking a gentle

  stroll down the middle of the Serpentine.




  Frank never did see Jesus or the Virgin Mary in the West End of London, but it was there that he finally found his faith. He saw an apparition whose existence, unlike comparable sightings at

  Fatima and Lourdes, was irrefutable. She was divine. Dark hair, chocolate-brown eyes, and a figure to die for. From the moment Father Frank Dempsey’s covetous gaze fell upon Sarah Marshall,

  he knew that his vow of celibacy was on a life-support machine. Once it became clear that his love was reciprocated, an invisible doctor had come in, coughed politely and switched it off.




  Released from his first entanglement, Frank found himself once again at the altar, this time with a far more compatible partner. He treated his second set of vows far more seriously than

  he’d ever treated the first. The hundreds of friends and relatives who had crammed into St Thomas’s Church in Wealdstone watched in delight as Father Lynam asked the standard question,

  ‘Do you, Francis John Dempsey, take Sarah Louise Marshall to be your lawful wedded wife?’




  Frank, however, heard it rather differently: ‘Do you, Francis John Dempsey, agree to swap Holy Orders for Holy Matrimony and, in so doing, turn your back on a life you thought you’d

  have to endure for ever? Do you bid farewell to the Spartan presbytery in Wealdstone that you share with two lonely, celibate men to go and live in a funky flat in Fulham with a gorgeous woman who

  finds you every bit as sexy as you find her? Do you forsake an ascetic and isolating existence to experience physical and emotional fulfilment just when you thought you never would? Do you finally

  want to stop living a lie and start reaping your rewards on earth rather than waiting till you get to heaven, which, let’s face it, may not even exist?




  There was only ever going to be one answer: ‘I do.’




  When Father Lynam turned to Sarah, she heard exactly what he said: ‘Do you, Sarah Louise Marshall, take Francis John Dempsey to be your lawful wedded husband?’




  However, on the bride’s side of the church, they heard it rather differently: ‘Do you, Sarah Louise Marshall, agree to marry this penniless, unemployed ex-Catholic priest who, at

  forty, is ten years older than you? Granted, he’s handsome, witty and intelligent, but do you really think he’s ideally placed to make a success of his life and your marriage? Do you

  realise that, because you’re the one with the successful career in advertising, you’ll have to pay all the bills? Do you really know what you’re doing?’




  And Sarah’s reply was as emphatic as Frank’s: ‘I do.’
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  Most people, even those who don’t drink it, love the smell of freshly ground coffee, and as this heavenly aroma alarm-clocked its way up Frank’s nostrils and gently

  coaxed him from his slumbers, it made him feel happier than he had ever felt in his life. Not because it was being ground in the adjacent chic, brushed-steel kitchen by the heart-stoppingly sexy

  woman in a short robe who was now his wife, but because the smell of freshly ground coffee was the smell of freedom. The smell that allowed him to be honest and finally admit: ‘I, Frank

  Dempsey, have never liked tea.’




  It would be easier for a priest to admit to his parishioners that he didn’t believe in God than to put his hands up and say he didn’t believe in tea. He couldn’t begin to count

  the cups he had been forced to swill down in the course of his work. To refuse a ‘cuppa tay’ in an Irish-Catholic household was tantamount to owning up to being a lifelong admirer of

  the Black and Tans. His hosts would never have understood. They would have stopped, teapot tilted, and looked at him askance. ‘What do you mean, you don’t like tea?’




  Suspicion would be aroused, some sort of tacit trust would be broken, and getting them to do as he asked would be almost impossible.




  Luckily, he’d hit upon a wonderful idea. At his next parish, he would say he was allergic to the vile beverage, just as he’d always told people he was allergic to cats when

  they’d tried to dump their sly, spiteful killing-machines on his lap. Allergic to tea? Brilliant. Except, of course, there never had been a ‘next parish’ and now there never would

  be.




  Led by his sense of smell, Frank’s other senses flickered into life and lifted him out of bed. He’d never liked lying in. Alone, in a hard single bed with a crucifix above the

  headboard, why would he have wanted to? Even now, swamped in the opulence of a king-size duvet, head floating serenely on luxurious goose-down pillows, he felt no desire to lie there on his own

  once his eyes were open. He never wanted to watch TV in bed or have breakfast in bed – he’d spent too many years as a hospital chaplain, watching sick people do just that.




  No, in Frank’s opinion, bed was for sleeping and one other activity, the joy of which he was rediscovering. To start with, it hadn’t been a great success. Expectations were too high.

  Twenty years of chastity are hardly the best preparation for your wedding night, and Frank’s resulting performance was rather like that of a man trying to play snooker with a length of rope.

  It wasn’t long, however, before the rope tautened and those twenty unfulfilled years were forgotten in one glorious moment.




  He got up and walked through to the kitchen, tenderly embraced his wife from behind, and nuzzled his face into the nape of her neck. It had been a fabulous night. The rope had been taut on more

  than one occasion and was heading that way again.




  ‘Mmm,’ said Sarah, with a sultry giggle. ‘Much as I’d love to, I’m late for work already. And, anyway, we have got the rest of our lives.’




  The thought of this filled Frank with delight and despair. Yes, he was deliriously happy, set free from his vow of celibacy to marry a girl who had turned out to be perfect beyond his wildest

  dreams. However, as far as his life was concerned, the referee had just blown for half-time. In many ways, he had played well in the first forty-five minutes but, as he walked down the tunnel, he

  knew that his second-half performance would have to be magnificent. He’d have to play in a way he had never played before. And he had no idea how he was going to do that.
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  Basically.




  Sarah, despite her natural tolerance and happy disposition, had developed an aversion to the word ‘basically’. It had joined other words and phrases – namely ‘All

  righty’, ‘Pardon my French’ and ‘Well, I never did’, which she found as irritating as tinfoil on a filling. Perhaps it was over-exposure to Mike Babcock, an ex-client

  whose vocabulary was unhealthily dependent on it, that had sown the seeds of her abhorrence.




  Mike was cortically incapable of speaking for more than twelve seconds without saying that word. ‘Basically, what we need to do is . . .’; ‘What I’m

  basically saying, is . . .’; ‘So, basically, we were all in the pub . . .’ There was also something rather patronising about the way people like Mike used it.

  Weren’t they implying that they were having to reduce what they were saying to ‘basics’ so that you, you buffoon, could understand it?




  Sarah, however, allowed herself a secret, silent use of the B-word when she came to the conclusion that, though newly married, her life was basically unchanged. She lived in the same sunny

  basement flat, drove the same car and sat at the same desk at the same London advertising agency where she had sat since leaving university.




  On this grey January morning, despite the traffic on the Fulham Road, which had made her wonder whether she might have been quicker on crutches, she had surfed in to work on a warm wave of

  post-nuptial thrall.




  First day back. First day with her name under D instead of M on the agency phone list. Sarah Dempsey. She was getting used to it now. She rather liked it. Christ, it could have been a lot worse.

  Her new husband might have been called Frank Pratt, Frank Hoare or, with his Irish provenance, Frank O’Looney. She’d rejected that faintly ridiculous show of ‘equality’ that

  leads some couples to the self-conscious creation of clumsy double-barrelled surnames. She had no desire to rechristen herself and her husband Marshall-Dempsey so they could spend the rest of their

  lives sounding like a firm of solicitors.




  She’d perfected her new ‘Sarah Dempsey’ signature and was very happy with the result. It was completely illegible. She’d designed it that way. As you get older and more

  enigmatic, surely your signature should follow suit.




  On with the laptop – log in: smarshall. No joy. Whoops, of course, try again: sdempsey. Password? This was unchanged. Craig in IT had once told her that most passwords

  were fairly easy to work out – almost invariably the name of a loved one. Sarah loved shoes but had made her password a little more oblique: aglet. Very few people even knew it was a word.

  But Sarah, perusing an old copy of the Reader’s Digest one day in a dentist’s waiting room, had discovered that an aglet was that bit on the end of your shoelace.




  With its infuriatingly cheery jingle, Windows XP trilled into life, and sdempsey began to plough her way through the 346 unread e-mails, 99 per cent of which would be of no interest to 99 per

  cent of their recipients:




  

    Double room to let in Tooting. Close to tube. Non-smoker preferred.




    Gold earring found in ladies’ loo. Contact Claire on ext 4213.




    Hi, y’all, after three crazy years in Accounts, I’m leaving for pastures new, so if any of you old reprobates fancy an ale and a fare-thee-well, I’ll be in

    the Rat & Parrot from 5.30 on Friday.




    Cheers, Timbo.


  




  Quietly relieved to have missed ‘Timbo’ and the rest of the finance department downing a couple of quick ones before heading off to catch their six thirty trains to

  Essex and Kent, Sarah sorted the wheat from the chaff. Among the unwanted missives were quite a few congratulatory messages along the lines of ‘Welcome back, how was it?’; You’re

  a dark horse, aren’t you? We must catch up and you can tell me all about it.’ Sarah knew that the following month’s worth of lunchtimes would involve sitting in various bars and

  restaurants ‘telling people all about it’ and answering their questions, the most popular of which would be ‘Why him? A Catholic priest?’




  Any woman who had met Frank, and had seen his short, dark George Clooney hair, his relaxed, intelligent charm, his piercing blue eyes and slow-release smile, never needed to ask that question.

  To those who hadn’t, Sarah could only respond with a cavalcade of clichés: seasoned old campaigners like ‘I just knew he was the one’; ‘When you know, you know’

  and ‘We were drawn together like magnets’ tumbled out before she could stop them. Worst of all, whenever she was asked about the vow of celibacy that hadn’t really made him the

  most eligible of men, out came ‘Love will conquer all.’




  ‘So what was it that really attracted you to him?’ was the usual supplementary enquiry.




  From his extraordinary quiver of qualities, Sarah chose to concentrate on the one arrow that had so quickly pierced her heart. ‘His confidence,’ she would reply. ‘His

  rock-solid confidence’ which, for Sarah, had a potency on a par with powdered rhino horn. She went on to distinguish confidence from selfishness, and explain that if confidence ever swelled

  into arrogance, the bubble burst, the magic vamoosed and the aphrodisiac lost its power.




  ‘Did you always think that you’d marry him?’ was another she was asked on several occasions.




  ‘God, no,’ would be her truthful reply, ‘I tried my best not to but . . . well . . . [insert cliché here].’




  She carried on deleting her way through her in-box until she came to the one e-mail she had been hoping for.




  

    From: vanessa.williams335@hotmail.com Subject: Client meeting.




    Sarah knew exactly what it was going to say:




    Client is coming in at lunchtime to discuss how best to move the Supershine brand on strategically in response to changes in the haircare market. I’ve booked the

    conference room from 1.00 and would welcome your input. Please let me know whether you can/cannot attend.


  




   




  Sarah and Nessie, her former flatmate, had been sending each other this e-mail for years, rather like those people who appear on Home Truths, chuckling with John Peel about how

  they’ve been sending the same birthday card back and forth to each other since 1953. There was no client meeting, there was no client. Nessie didn’t even work in advertising: she was an

  opera singer. The ‘conference room’ was the lunchtime bustle of Amalfi, a popular Italian trattoria round the corner and the ‘meeting’ was held whenever any gossip required

  their immediate attention. Today, naturally, it was the sudden replacement of Marshall with Dempsey.




  Sarah had a healthy appetite but loved lunching with Nessie because her best friend’s formidable esurience made her feel anorexic. She was only three minutes late but Nessie had already

  devoured a basket of ciabatta, and was dunking the final crust into a pool of olive oil the size of Lake Como. ‘Darling,’ she boomed from the bottom of her professionally trained

  diaphragm, ‘how are you?’




  ‘Never better,’ beamed Sarah, and she meant it.




  ‘And how’s Crocodile Dundee?’ This was how Nessie regarded Frank, a charismatic man who had quit the only life he’d ever known to marry the woman he loved.




  ‘Oh, he’s coping . . . I think.’




  ‘Coping with your Imelda tendencies?’ asked Nessie, teasing.




  ‘Said the kettle to the pot.’




  Both Sarah and Nessie maintained a hopeless addiction to shoes, which ensured that they received Christmas cards from their grateful friends at Emma Hope and Jimmy Choo. Nessie loved buying any

  form of footwear because she knew she could swallow an entire ciabatta bakery and her shoe size would not be affected. For Sarah, it was a variation on the same theme. Her five and a half was the

  one size she never needed to maintain or reduce. They both had a sizeable collection, but neither could compete with Nessie’s friend Sue Haddleton, whose thirty-seven pairs were meticulously

  stored in their original boxes, each with a Polaroid of its contents neatly taped to the outside. Sue was the Imelda’s Imelda.




  ‘No, but come on,’ said Nessie, ‘this is a man who had forsaken all his worldly goods and chattels. Then he marries someone whose Selfridges’ bill would exceed the gross

  national product of most third-world countries. Must have been a bit of a shock for him – for both of you.’




  Sarah laughed. ‘Listen,’ she said, pointing an accusatory breadstick at her friend, ‘you could lay out every pair of shoes, every item of clothing, every lotion, potion and

  expensive bottle of perfume that I possess and its combined value would still be only a fraction of what he must have spent on records, seven-inch singles, twelve-inch singles, albums. Your old

  room has turned into Tower Records.’




  ‘Well, didn’t he work as a DJ before he was a priest?’




  ‘Yeah, but that was years ago. He must have at least three or four hundred new CDs as well. I’ve never asked him where he got them. In fact, there are a lot of things I’ve

  never asked him.’




  ‘Well,’ laughed Nessie, eyes widening as the waiter placed a gargantuan plate of linguine in front of her, ‘you don’t really know him, do you?’




  ‘Well, that’s the weird thing. From the day I first met him, I felt like I’d known him all my life.’ Oh, Christ, she thought, another cliché. ‘And the nice

  thing is, I’m still getting to know him. It’s a bit like an arranged marriage. I sometimes feel like an Asian girl from Burnley who’s just married this stranger from a village in

  Pakistan and it seems to be working out really well.’




  ‘Arranged marriages often do,’ said Nessie. ‘Far greater success rate than we have. Except, of course, yours was probably the most unarranged marriage I’ve ever heard of.

  No one else had any part in it. No one else knew anything about it. Ah, your wedding was so romantic. Mind you, I did think you were up the duff.’ She paused. ‘You’re not, are

  you?’




  ‘No, I am not,’ said Sarah. ‘Anyway. How are things? Rehearsals going okay?’




  ‘Yeah, fine. It’s La Bohème. I’ve done it before. Guido, the director, is very good but he’s a bit of an old woman. Still, nice to be in London for a

  change.’




  With Epicurean speed and dexterity, Nessie wound about half a mile of pasta round her fork then continued, ‘How are you managing for money? It’s just not true, is it, that two can

  live as cheaply as one? And, all right, you were always very good about the rent but the pittance I paid you did sort of keep you in shoes, didn’t it?’




  ‘Yeah, you’re right, but don’t worry. He didn’t turn up totally skint. They had a massive whip-round for him at his last parish. It came to nearly twelve grand and he

  handed the whole lot to me. Says he can’t be trusted with cash. Apparently, as a priest, he was preprogrammed to give it to the needy and old habits die hard.’




  ‘But what’s he going to do to earn more?’ said Nessie, with a grin that was four parts amusement and one part concern. ‘That twelve grand will just leak out of

  you.’




  ‘Well, he’s writing his book so, hopefully, just as that money runs out, he’ll get a huge advance.’




  Nessie had no doubts about Frank’s ability. ‘And he will, you know. He’s so clever, so funny – and what a story.’




  ‘Anyway,’ said Sarah, ‘what about your love-life? How’s Robert?’




  ‘Rob-air,’ replied Nessie, affecting a French accent, ‘is still French. As far as I know.’




  ‘As far as you know?’




  ‘Yes. We’ve gone our separate ways.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Sarah, disappointed, ‘I thought he was nice.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Nessie. ‘But you weren’t sure, were you?’




  ‘Well, I only met him a couple of times.’




  ‘But you wouldn’t have been able to tell. I must stop going out with foreign men, no matter how gorgeous they are, because it’s so hard to gauge what they’re really

  like.’




  Sarah was confused. ‘What do you mean?’




  ‘Well, with an English bloke, as soon as he opens his mouth, you’ll know whether he’s bright, thick, public-school, a bit of rough or whatever, but with foreigners something

  gets lost in translation. Robert was just French so it took me six months to realise he was a bit of a dork. Still, plenty more fish in the sea.’




  And there would be. Nessie could always reel in the catch of her choice. She laughed in the face of other girls’ ‘eating issues’, their ‘Carb days’, detox regimes,

  Hay diets, only-eating-in-daylight diets, their ‘No veg for me, thanks, I’m on Atkins’ diets. Nessie felt that diets, like unicycles, were wonderful things for other people to go

  on. With her comely, plumptious figure, which might have been drawn by Beryl Cook, she couldn’t fathom these wearisome weight-watchers, with their odd combination of vanity and

  self-loathing.




  ‘Do you fancy really skinny men?’ Nessie would ask her more twig-like acquaintances, through a faceful of tiramisu.




  ‘No,’ would be their invariable reply.




  ‘Then what the hell makes you think that they fancy really skinny girls? Darling, I’m living proof that they don’t.’




  Now she glanced at her watch. ‘Christ, I’m late. Second time this week. Guido’s going to throw another hissy fit.’




  Sarah called for the bill and made the first tiny dent in Frank’s twelve grand.




  ‘Oh, darling, thank you,’ said her friend, and kissed each of Sarah’s cheeks. ‘You will come to the opening night, won’t you?’




  ‘Of course,’ said Sarah. She always did, although she had often thought that opera, like olives, was something people only pretended to like.




  ‘So, it’s going well, then?’ said Nessie, as she turned towards the door.




  ‘Yeah,’ said Sarah. ‘So far, so good. I’m really, really happy.’ She paused. ‘Basically.’
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  Frank thought it would be easy.




  He thought most things were easy. Not because he was a multi-talented genius but because he wasn’t. He had learned at an early age to avoid anything that caused him difficulty. As a

  result, he couldn’t play bridge, backgammon or the bassoon. He had never picked up a golf club or a foreign language; neither could he cook, paint or sew on a button. He’d never

  understood the poetry of Baudelaire or the purpose of trigonometry. And although his father was a bricklayer, the building gene had not been passed down. Frank was so pitiably inept at practical

  chores that he turned green at the very mention of self-assembly furniture.




  But writing? Almost every human being in the Western world can write something. It’s not like being a cellist, a plasterer or a gynaecologist – these disciplines take talent,

  application and years of training. Tell most people to write a story and they’ll come up with something. Tell them to rewire a house and see how far they get.




  It was this rather obvious appraisal of writing that had led Frank, like others before him, to believe he could do it. For most aspiring authors, it’s the swift realisation that they

  can’t that sends them scurrying back to their day jobs. For an ex-Catholic priest who was now married, that wasn’t an option.




  What on earth was he going to do? Despite his intelligence and charisma, he had no tangible talents, and no man has ever put down as his occupation ‘really nice bloke’. He’d

  become a priest because he couldn’t think of anything else to do. And, more than twenty years later, he still couldn’t.




  He’d thought briefly about becoming a teacher. Very briefly. He suddenly remembered how classrooms had changed since the last time he’d been in one. He remembered that teachers were

  no longer allowed to discipline unruly pupils. It would be a nightmare. He’d also be dealing with the first generation of parents who hadn’t been disciplined either, so there’d be

  the constant threat of a smack in the mouth from some fat, tattooed yob in a shell suit. Or, worse still, from her husband.




  At the moment, he had no other plan that might net him a collection of contemporary banknotes. His twelve-grand cushion, though still plump and comfortable, would soon start to lose its

  stuffing, so he was doing his best to knuckle down.




  However, like countless others, he found the hardest part of writing to be the application of bum to seat. He looked for any excuse to divert him from what he was supposed to be doing. He only

  wished he’d been born practical: then he could have found endless shelves to put up and walls to dry-line.




  Sitting down and thinking wasn’t really his métier. His great gift had always been his ability to communicate. What had set Father Frank Dempsey apart from other priests were his

  eloquent and amusing sermons, which had always guaranteed that both pews and collection plates were overflowing. He was a natural raconteur who could entertain people ad infinitum with

  stories from childhood and priesthood. This ability had been one of the things that had drawn Sarah to him and ensured that her fascination with him would never fade. She could hardly be blamed for

  assuming that a man so verbally adroit would be able to transfer that talent to the page.




  But she was wrong.




  What she didn’t know was that Frank seldom wrote anything down. If he did, he always forgot whatever it was he was supposed to remember. The pocket diary sent to him every year by the

  Catholic Herald would spend twelve undisturbed months in a drawer: if he put an appointment in it, he would be letting his memory off the hook and handing over responsibility to a little

  black book, which he would then lose, forget, and then forget he’d lost. Far better to keep everything in his head where it could never go AWOL.




  He’d never written a sermon in his life, taking his cue instead from Billy Connolly, another gifted maverick with little use for paper or pen. During his live shows, the Big Yin apparently

  had someone standing in the wings, holding up the occasional sign saying, ‘The Pope’ or ‘Pub crawl in Glasgow’, and that was all he needed to go into twenty minutes of

  freewheeling brilliance.




  Frank’s sermons were similarly unrehearsed. All he had in his head when he closed the Gospel was a starting- and finishing-point, leaving him that huge bit in the middle to extemporise. It

  was this that the congregation, no matter how bleary-eyed or hung-over, would always heave themselves out of bed to hear. They were fabulous flights of fancy in which Frank employed a spellbinding,

  almost Churchillian range of rhetorical techniques.




  Unlike Churchill, though, Frank had the concentration span of a gnat and the self-discipline of a smack addict. He was undone by the lonely process of writing. He was wholly unprepared for the

  soul-destroying silence, the solitude and lack of interaction. He was a gregarious man whose life had revolved around his parish and the people in it. His days had always been spent among them,

  either at mass, at the parish centre or enjoying warm, Irish hospitality in any one of a hundred households. He had never been a loner, never wasted a moment in contemplative prayer. He saw little

  point in trying to commune with someone who was never going to reply.




  Odd, then, that during one of his many long, dull, unproductive stretches, he found himself waiting for a muse, one of the nine mythical daughters of Zeus who were each blessed with the power to

  release creative inspiration. Of course, the idle idol was nowhere to be seen and Frank wasn’t surprised: he’d spent the previous twenty years waiting at a metaphysical bus stop for God

  to come along in a big red double-decker with ‘The Meaning of Life’ displayed on the front. That particular deity had never shown up so why should this one be any different?




  He needed the muse to unseize his brain. It was like a petrol tank with a kilo of sugar in it – before the introduction of lockable petrol caps, this had been a routine prank in the

  Kilburn of Frank’s youth: as soon as the key was turned in the ignition, the sugar jammed every mechanical part and the car needed a new engine.




  Frank sat cursing the cursor that flickered tauntingly on his blank screen, then took a broader view of what he was doing. He was writing an autobiography entitled To Be Frank. A

  clunking great pun, but it was still the most natural title for the memoirs of anyone called Frank. He was writing it because Sarah had said he should. It was a fascinating tale, she’d told

  him, the priest who didn’t believe in God. Frank, though always seduced by compliments, had his misgivings. ‘Thing is,’ he’d protested, ‘I won’t be bringing in

  any money.’




  ‘Yet,’ she’d assured him.




  ‘But who’s going to buy it?’




  ‘Lots of people. Trust me, I read a lot of books. At least, I did until I met you. And that’s what convinced me.’




  ‘Convinced you of what?’




  ‘That your story, the way you put it over, will sell by the truckload.’




  ‘Yeah, but—’




  ‘Look,’ she said, ‘just think of yourself as an actor or a musician, they don’t always earn regular money, but if they’re talented someone will always want to pay

  for that talent. You’re so talented that the money will eventually come rolling in.’




  ‘Eventually?’




  ‘It’ll take as long as it takes. There’s no pressure.’




  And that was Frank’s problem: the fact that there was no pressure was the greatest pressure of all. And Sarah’s blind faith, like that of his ex-parishioners, was something he

  couldn’t bear to betray.




  Suddenly he found himself haunted by a book of which he’d seen at least fifty copies, piled high in a remainder bookshop. Its title was something like Kerry Dixon – My

  Story, the autobiography of an ex-Chelsea striker. Kerry had been pretty good in his eighties heyday, but he wasn’t a superstar like Beckham or Best and his story was less than riveting.

  Yet someone had persuaded him that it was worth telling – when, judging by that towering stack of unsold copies, it clearly wasn’t.




  Still no sign of the muse, so Frank tried going out for a walk. Flaubert had found his flow by walking through a quiet avenue of trees, so Frank decided to find his by strolling alone through

  Bishops Park. Unfortunately, as he strolled past the children’s play area, he felt like one of those strange men his mother had always told him never to talk to. Especially since he was now

  muttering incoherently, in the search for a spark of creativity. He remembered something his old friend Father Lynam had been fond of saying: ‘Man creates nothing, Frank. God created

  everything. Man merely rearranges it.’




  Frank, with all the words in the English language at his disposal, was powerless to rearrange them into a truly original order. The only thing he could think of rearranging was his hair. A

  haircut was always good for passing the time, but as Frank contemplated his third in as many days, he realised that unless he wanted to go for the ‘Ageing Rent Boy’ look, his next

  appointment would have to wait. Perhaps a full set of highlights, extensions or dreadlocks would be a better way to wile away an hour or two.




  Then, in a move that would have shocked his old PE teacher, Frank Dempsey decided to go to the gym. After all, PE had been easier than writing essays so it must be a hell of a lot easier than

  writing a book.




  Arriving at the Go For It! Health & Fitness Centre, he realised that PE was no longer as simple as it used to be. There was now a bewildering number of ways for him to get red, sweaty and

  repulsive. As Kelly from the Go For It! Reception Team explained, Frank could try spinning, ice-climbing or roller-soccer. When she offered him a ‘Swiss ball workout’, he couldn’t

  bring himself to ask her what this might entail.




  He opted for the gym because at least he knew what it was, and hauled himself on to the treadmill. He looked in vain for a ‘dawdle’ or ‘saunter’ setting, and began to

  pound reluctantly along. He wasn’t sure whether to be appalled or amused by the walls of mirrors that showed him how ridiculous he looked from a variety of angles, trotting along but going

  nowhere trying to run away from the book he had promised to write. Yet even when he raised his trot to a canter and his canter to a gallop, the book was galloping along behind him. When he slowed

  down and got off, so did the book. It followed him over to the free weights area where he took one look at the aptly named dumb-bells and went off to have a shower. The book followed him there too,

  politely passing him the soap and shampoo, before accompanying him home.




  He put his key in the door-lock, hoping that the muse might have let herself in and be sitting by the computer, waiting to help him, but she wasn’t. The flat, complete with blank computer

  screen, was exactly as he’d left it. Frank slumped on the sofa, opened his mind and let it wander. Perhaps, relaxed and receptive, it would be struck by inspiration.




  After a couple of minutes, he found it was struck instead by any useless thought that wanted to come in. People he thought he’d forgotten suddenly rose from the past, with Siobhan

  O’Mahoney first in the parade. A pale, freckly, green-eyed girl with hair the colour of Lucozade, she had sat next to Frank at St Joseph’s RC primary school and could easily have been

  crowned ‘Miss Genetically Unfortunate 1970’. Frank wondered what had happened to her. Was she married? Kids? And how about her mum who used to work in the wool shop on Kilburn High

  Road?




  Then an evil spirit broke in and started to shovel coins into the juke-box from hell. It contained hymns, ‘Alleluia, sing to Jesus’, bits of Latin – Pater Noster qui es in

  caeli . . . and a horrible selection of seventies pop songs that went round and round on a random and eternal loop: ‘Billy Don’t Be A Hero’, ‘Ooh Wakka-do

  Wakka-day’ and, worst of all, ‘Remember You’re A Womble’.




  Having mentally produced a big stick and chased his tormentors back to Wimbledon Common, Frank would reflect, breathless and sweating, on why his mind had become weak enough to welcome the

  Wombles. As he regained his composure, he began to realise that, for a writer, his ego was the wrong way round. Writers are often shy, unassuming people whose quiet, almost timorous demeanours

  disguise egos the size of Jupiter. They really believe they have something significant to say and are driven by an intense desire to say it. Frank, though naturally confident, almost cocky, had a

  core to his character that was surprisingly humble. Cloaked in his vestments, he could perform, and his lack of faith had meant that every Sunday had been a theatrical performance. It was only ever

  an act. The altar had been his stage and his flock the audience. Now he felt like Superman divested of his powers – just an ordinary man of forty with no beliefs and nothing to say.




  On paper, he had done nothing extraordinary. What made him extraordinary was that he had been a priest who had never believed in God. That was the crux of his story, but it was the bit he was

  unwilling to tell. In doing so, he would be denouncing the beliefs of his ex-parishioners, beliefs he had nurtured and encouraged. In a tacky reversal of an ancient sacrament, he would be

  confessing to them and asking their forgiveness, admitting that he had been travelling on a false passport since the day he was ordained. Why disappoint and upset all those nice, if gullible

  people?




  Still no muse. For the first time in his life, Frank felt lonely. Lonely enough to consider going salsa dancing or recording a humorous outgoing message on his answering machine. His mind turned

  to Kettle Chips. He was tempted to lie on the sofa in his underpants, eating a jumbo-sized bag, while he watched all the nuts-and-sluts TV programmes that littered the daytime schedules.




  He was now counting the minutes until Sarah came home from work. He felt like one of those husbands who were photographed hovering behind their famous wives, their own careers stalled. Neither

  could he face becoming a ‘hoovering husband’ – unemployed and unemployable, taking care of domestic matters while his wife was out winning the bread.




  He was filled with horror at the thought of Sarah one day describing him as her ‘rock’. A ‘rock’ was what a ‘sweet’ bloke becomes when he finally gets a

  girlfriend. Frank had no desire to be anyone’s ‘rock’. Solid, dependable, dreary and grey; only there to be leaned on or climbed over.




  He had never realised how much he’d miss the camaraderie of his parish, how his soul would ache with uselessness. He hadn’t fully appreciated how the purpose of his own life had been

  to improve other people’s. How every day his endeavours had made a difference to someone. Far from rejoining the real world, he now felt disconnected from it. He’d lost his place, his

  sense of purpose, his raison d’être. Any status he may have had, any pride in his work had vanished, and no matter how many times he clicked his fingers and said

  ‘abracadabra’, he couldn’t make it come back.




  What he was now doing made no difference to a living soul. His ‘book’ had not been commissioned. Nobody was out there waiting for it. His level of commitment and industry was of no

  consequence to anyone. And that was when his ego finally kicked in. He had become accustomed to the respect and adoration of everyone who knew him, and couldn’t bear to have that supply cut

  off. The silent, deeply conceited world of the writer wasn’t for him.




  Perhaps the muse had inspired him after all – he knew now what he was going to do. Like many courses of action that seem like the coward’s way out, this one would require courage. He

  dreaded having to face Sarah, but he’d have to – and he’d need every rhetorical trick he’d ever employed.
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