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         ‘It takes courage to write about faith in this faithless world,  particularly from a homosexual viewpoint. But in The Celibate,  Michael Arditti’s first novel, the author’s anger, conviction and sharp  observation hold the reader’s attention throughout. An exciting  debut’ The Times

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘This deeply spiritual novel … a carefully crafted, intensely analytical  and deeply honest theological quest where the storyline becomes  consumed in a broader faith journey’ Catholic Herald

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘A fine political novel. Michael Arditti’s eloquently beautiful style  burns with passion and commitment. My mind and emotions were  engaged for all of its pages. A brave, unique book, this deserves the  widest possible readership’ Rouge

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘This pilgrim’s progress for the nineties … the intimacy of the  narrative and the clever juxtaposition of modern morality tale with  a Victorian murder mystery make for an unusually absorbing read’  Daily Mail

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘I found Arditti’s heartfelt, even desperate, plea for tolerance  and acceptance moving and honourable, not to mention timely’  Literary Review

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘Arditti’s ingeniously constructed narrative … A thoughtful,  intelligent book. I trust that the publishers are preparing to send  a copy to every member of the General Synod of the Church of  England’ Sunday Telegraph

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘The novel is written with great flair and stylishly explores a conflict  of ideas and identity. Undoubtedly one of the most serious and  ingenious novels published in recent years’ The Pink Paper

         
 

         

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘The Celibate is quintessentially a novel of our time … funny, witty,  and at times hilarious. The narrative takes on an almost Dickensian  sweep, though Dickens would surely have found it hard to embrace  the diversity of sexual experience and emotions Arditti describes so  vividly’ Capital Gay

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘Startling prose that never puts a foot wrong. An evocative and tightly  written book marking a brilliant debut’ Oxford Times

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘The novel effectively tackles today’s bitter church conflicts between  spirituality and sexuality. And the sordid stench of contemporary  London is provokingly mirrored in the insatiable desires of body and  soul’ The Big Issue

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘The novel has just about everything: ideas, feeling, moral integrity  and an inventive plot. An impressive debut’ Yorkshire Post

         
 

         

             


         
 

         ‘A fascinating book with real religious insight, and what’s more, it’s  got style’ Rabbi Lionel Blu
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            But we preach Christ crucified,
a scandal to the Jews and a folly to the Greeks.

            


            St Paul: I Corinthians I, 23


            

                


            


            Tout comprendre, c’est tout pardoner  

            


            To understand all is to forgive all.


            Mme de Stael: Corinne XVIII, ch 5
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            1888 AND 1988 
 PROSTITUTES AND PORNOGRAPHY

            


         
 

         

         


      


      

    


  





    

      

         

         
 

         

            One

            


         
 

         I’d like to start, ladies and gentlemen, by taking you somewhere sordid… This foul and foul-smelling alleyway hasn’t changed much over the past hundred years. In 1888 Whitechapel would have been full of little passageways such as these, the absence of street lighting making them especially convenient for prostitutes who needed somewhere to service their clients. And I regret to say that many of them are still used for much the same purpose even today… Incidentally, I know it’s dark but I would advise you to be on your guard where you put your feet, or alternatively to take off your shoes as soon as you return home.

         
 

         Tonight we shall be following in the footsteps and commemorating the centenary of the most notorious mass murderer in British criminal history. And yet by more recent standards his tally was comparatively small; he killed only five prostitutes. So why does he continue to exert such a strong fascination over us now? Partly of course it’s because his crimes remain – at least officially – unsolved, but also because he exerted an equally strong fascination over his contemporaries, many of whom perused each gruesome detail as intently as we shall pursue them today.
 

         So where did that fascination lie? To answer that, we’ll need to consider the spirit, or more strictly the psychology, of the age. We must bear in mind that the murders took place against a background of late Victorian prurience and prudery, and that despite blanket references to the Victorian age as if the entire sixty years were essentially homogeneous, such attitudes were comparatively new. In 1860 it was quite acceptable for men and women to bathe together in the nude; twenty-five years later no respectable woman could expose a table leg, let alone her own.

         
 

          

         But human desires can’t be kept under wraps as easily as furniture; and in response to such repression Victorian society was obsessed by the idea of prostitution. The women themselves, dubbed ‘daughters of joy’ and judged insatiable nymphomaniacs, represented what our great-grandparents found at once most alluring and most abhorrent: a highly potent combination, which underlay their mixed reaction as these particular five unfortunates received what many considered their hideously just deserts. Moreover, although they could hardly approve the violence of his methods, almost all their favoured Ripper suspects came from the respectable middle class: doctors, solicitors and even clergymen, as though it were their better selves keeping their worse selves in check.
 

         For those of you who may take issue with that hypothesis, it’s worth remembering that just as in the late 1880s in this country criminologists were beginning to lay the foundations of a far more scientific approach to criminal investigation, so in Vienna a young doctor was taking the first tentative steps towards establishing what in time would prove an even further-reaching human science.

         
 

         And it was in this very alleyway, ladies and gentlemen, pitch black then as now, that according to eye-witnesses Jack the Ripper encountered the first of his victims. So who was he? And was he indeed just one man? Nobody knows. That is, nobody except me. And who’s to say but, if you stay the course – that is the tour – with me, I may not even share the secret with you… So let’s go through here to find out where he took her, and what he did.

         
 

         

              


         
 

         I’m here under protest; I should like you to take note. Do you take notes? Or do you have a photographic memory – or whatever might be the aural equivalent? I merely ask. Aren’t you going to warn me that anything I say may be taken down and used in evidence, or is all this an empty formality? In which case I may as well save my breath.
 

         You hold my life in your hands. I’ve been a captive audience, but never before a captive speaker. All I’ve ever wanted is to be a priest; without that I’m nothing. It’s my heart’s – no, it’s my soul’s desire. But they wouldn’t even promise to keep my place open, unless I agreed to  come here. So you hold my priesthood in your hands; so you hold my life.

         
 

         Last term at college I wrote a dissertation on free will or predestination, but the arguments now seem as academic as the experience seems remote. For what choice have I? Like Martin Luther: here I stand, I can do no other – would you like me to sit down? Anyone who knows me would appreciate the irony: that so devout a Catholic should be forced to resort to so Protestant a precedent. But the Church of England has broad shoulders; it can find room for just about everyone: except, it would seem, for me.

         
 

         I don’t like this room; I don’t mean to be personal, but I don’t feel at my ease. Would you like me to sit here? I usually kneel to confession. Surely you don’t expect me to lie down? I thought that only happened in films. Not that I’m any sort of expert. I think the only film I’ve seen all year is The Last Temptation of Christ and then I walked out when Our Lord was in the brothel. But I don’t believe in censorship; I believe we should censor ourselves.

         
 

         Did you realise the arm of this chair was frayed? I only ask in case you’d like to have it recovered. Has it been worn away over the years like St Peter’s toe in the Vatican by the fingertips of the faithful? Only it would hardly be fingertips here but the torn nails of souls in torment. Well, not mine. I put my trust in Christ; he’s both my strength and my salvation. I’m perfectly calm.
 

         But I promised to keep an open mind; although I advise you not to try to press your advantage. I’m told you’ve helped a number of ordinands in the past, including, however hard it may be to credit, several from St Dunstan’s. They seemed to think I’d find that some consolation; they were wrong. But I’d like to make one thing clear right from the start: I am not ill. I simply needed rest, not rustication – do I look ill to you? And yet from the speed with which they made to throw me out, you’d have thought that they’d just been waiting for their first opportunity… My chemistry master once chastened me by explaining how little my body would fetch if boiled down to its basic minerals and salts. I warn you now: I refuse to be reduced to psychological loose change.

         
 

         So what do I have to do to convince you that I’m as sane as any priest; or is that the very last thing you want? Do you intend to ask me the name of the country or the Prime Minister? Are you English by the way? Or are you going to hold up your hand and tell me to count the fingers, and then rule against me if I fail to include the thumbs? I can’t win. Though the one thing I refuse to take seriously is any more ink-blots. Or would you prefer me just to chatter on? And if so, what about? My childhood? My sexuality? My dreams? I’m afraid you’ll be in for a big disappointment. I’ve a very poor memory; I’m a virgin; and I never dream. So that takes care of all that. Now is there anything else? Or do we just sit here and try to outface one another for the rest of the hour?
 

         If you’d like, I’ll tell you my joke. I was always led to believe that a sense of humour indicated a sense of proportion; so maybe it’s a fair test of sanity too. I’m afraid it’s the only one I know, but it always went down a treat at St Dunstan’s: When is a parson not a person? All right then, when is a parson not a person…? When he’s a priest.
 

         I’m sorry; I put it across badly. But then under the circumstances it’s hardly surprising. Was it Glasgow that used to be known as the comedians’ graveyard? For a fate worse than death they should try you… Are you never going to tell me what you want from me? What is it about me? Why will no one ever give me a straight answer? I was accused without a charge; I was condemned without a hearing. All I ask is a simple explanation. But the silence rings like tinnitus in my ears.

         
 

         It’s no use feigning ignorance. I’m well aware they’ll already have given you their version of what happened, and I’m equally well aware that you’ll take their word every time. But just for the record you may as well have mine. There’s no mystery; you don’t have to be Sigmund Freud to figure it out. I’d been under a lot of strain; I admit I’d been overdoing things: what with my academic work and my placement at Heathrow, not to mention preparations for the college pilgrimage to Walsingham, which I’d taken entirely on myself. I ought to have known better. Even when I was a boy, Nanny always seemed to be reminding me that I had a body as well as a mind. Well, on 25 January it hit back.

         
 

         Although we said our basic daily offices in the college chapel, on high days and holidays we also worshipped in the parish church. And it should literally have been a red-letter day for me, since not only was it my turn to serve at the altar, but it was to be a full High Mass to celebrate the conversion of St Paul. I don’t know how much you know about Anglo-Catholic ritual: I suspect very little, and that you care still less. But the one thing you need to remember is that we would be six in the sanctuary. I was to carry the thurible and Jonathan to administer the chalice.
 

         But first he had to deliver his sermon, which he proceeded to do with an obscene lack of reverence for both the time and the place. In my view there are only three subjects suitable for sermons: Our Lord, Our Lady and the Blessed Sacraments. Needless to say he’d chosen none of them, nor despite the occasion had he touched more than fleetingly on St Paul. But I refuse to dwell on it – and I refused to dwell on it. I was preparing for a Eucharist, not settling old scores. And the moment of incensation was soon upon me. I censed the priest. I censed the congregation. I moved to cense the Host at the Elevation, when I caught a glimpse of Jonathan lying in wait at the altar steps. He was staring at me very strangely. I wish I could say he looked contrite, but in truth he seemed to look challenging. It was a challenge to which I did not intend to respond.
 

         It was then that I began to feel faint. My stomach started to heave and my legs to buckle. I was terrified that I was about to throw up all over the altar steps. I steeled myself – I steadied myself as the altar continued to swell. I tried to shout, but my mouth was too dry. I started to stagger. I felt sure I was on my knees even though I was still on my feet. I made one last desperate attempt to right myself and I threw my hand out in front of me. But it was the same hand that was swinging the thurible and it hit Jonathan square in the chest, sending him tumbling and the chalice sweeping to the floor… No! I can’t bear… What devil can have been in me? I’d knocked the blood – Christ’s precious blood, Christ’s holy blood – all over the sanctuary. I was kneeling in the blood; I was a sacrilege. I was red with the blood. I blacked out.

         
 

         Is it any wonder I collapsed? It was the consecrated blood of Christ seeping into the stone. I was present at the crucifixion but not as one of the mourners alongside Our Lady and St John; I was one of the soldiers who’d pierced his side and spilt his blood. What did they expect me to do? Calmly fetch a cloth and mop it up? Now that would have been perverse; in that case I admit I’d have needed help – if I hadn’t already been way beyond it. And it’s quite monstrous for anyone to suggest that I was taking a swing at Jonathan. It was the sanctuary, not the school playground. We were two grown men.

         
 

         I’ve no recollection of what happened next. I can only go by what they told me, and I take that with a very large pinch of salt. Do they seriously expect me to believe I would ever have rolled about on the floor moaning and groaning, with my thumb in my mouth like an insecure child? It’d be a joke if it weren’t such an insult. They were simply indulging their taste for the sensational. St Dunstan’s had never known anything like it, and there were some people determined to milk it for all it was worth: never mind that my entire future was at stake.

         
 

         But even as I was being carried out of church, that had already been determined. They’d decided to send me away. It seemed I needed some time to find myself… They talked more like hippies than priests… I always thought the whole point of training for the priesthood was to find ourselves in Christ. But I was allowed no right of reply.
 

         And they were at pains to point out that it was no reflection on my vocation; it was simply a question of my extreme youth. I was by far the youngest in college. Although you might have expected them to have thought of that before. And anyway, since when has age been any criterion? What about all the saints who were martyred in their teens? No, it was quite simply a convenient, but utterly unconvincing, excuse.
 

         At Balliol I had a friend who was just half an inch too short for the Guards. At least so they’d told him. But he remained persuaded that it was his background and not his height that had failed to make the grade. Well, I hardly have the conventional background for the priesthood. Do you think that that may be what they hold against me?

         
 

         I used to wish that I’d had a monastic vocation. It would certainly have been far simpler. And I feel I might have been well suited to the cloistered calm of a contemplative life. But I wouldn’t have been true to myself. So I had no choice but to accept their conditions; and here I am: a hostage to new experience. But why must everyone imply that I’ve had it cushy all my life? Cushioned maybe, but that isn’t the same thing at all. In fact the first time I’ve ever felt fully at peace, and I mean the true inner peace of belonging, was last year when I entered St Dunstan’s. So what do they do about it? They send me away…

         
 

         Critics may talk of the Old Boys’ network, but it’s nothing compared to the Old Clerics’. Father Leicester appears to have a finger in every religious pie in the country – or less frivolously, a friend in every religious house. So he’s arranged for me to stay at St Bede’s; whilst Brother Martin, the friend in question, has agreed to act as my spiritual director. Although after all that’s happened, it’s as much as I can do to say grace. But never mind, for as their final trick, I’m tempted to say their coup de grâce, they’ve arranged for me to bare my soul to you.

         
 

         Another of Nanny’s best-loved maxims was that I thought too much; as you can see she was basically consistent, if rarely profound. At least she’d heartily approve of the timetable Father Leicester’s drawn up for me, which seems to leave me little enough time for prayer, let alone thought. One of his oldest friends is Father Nicholas Redfield, rector of St Winifred’s, the social-work church, and as it’s only a stone’s throw away from St Bede’s, and they even undertake certain pastoral duties in common, what could have been more natural than that he should conscript me on to their programme as a volunteer?
 

         Have you ever had any dealings with St Winifred’s in either your private or professional capacity? It’s the large redundant-looking building at the far end of Bethnal Green Road. At first glance I felt sure that it must have been designed by Hawksmoor, but on closer inspection it turned out to have been by no one of any distinction at all: which pretty much sums up what I feel about the whole set-up. Please don’t misunderstand; I intend no slur on their dedication, simply its direction. Besides, the social work operation is essentially autonomous, and I’m quite sure the Church authorities can have no inkling of everything that’s being done in their name, or at least in their crypt. Most of the care-workers don’t even believe in God. To them he’s simply the landlord of the building, and the archetypal racketeering absentee.

         
 

         But then to have any property at all appears a heinous crime in their book: not just theft, but exploitation. And what irks me most of all is their closed minds. They may be anti everything establishment, but they must accept that the Church of England is the established Church. And so apart from anything else, they’re displaying the most appallingly bad manners: accepting its hospitality and then insulting the host.
 

         The space itself I find claustrophobic. The ceilings are painfully low, and even now the vaults seem to exude an atmosphere of darkness, death and decay, which is hardly helped by the drab decoration: a complex of sludge-grey, olive-green walls, relieved only by several crudely drawn copies of Old Masters, my pet aversion being a Mona Lisa who grimaces where she should smile. But as they were painted by one of the clients, we’re supposed to applaud his good intentions – which is pure pussyfooting to me.

         
 

         ‘Client’, by the way, is the name they give to the people who use the crypt; I can’t think why it’s the same word you use for me. And they present a pathetic picture: some are homeless, some alcoholic, some completely inadequate; and many a combination of all three. We’re surrounded on all sides by the most acute psychiatric problems; and if you were doing your job properly, it’d be them you’d be listening to, not me. Fiona, another volunteer, said that everything had grown far worse since the move to reintegrate them into the community: it might have helped if there’d been any sort of a community there. I said what about the church; surely we were standing right at the heart of it? She just smiled cryptically… and walked away.
 

         To a man – and a woman: I’ve already been picked up on that point – the rest of the staff seem to have taken against me. They single me out quite openly for the most routine and disagreeable jobs. But I never object; I intend to shame them by my humility. Patrick, the project leader, complained about my body language… Body language…! He claimed I kept the clients too much at arm’s length, and suggested I should try to hug them more often. Well, that’s all very easy to say, but I even used to find the kiss of peace in the village church hard to stomach. And the congregation there was considerably more fragrant than the clients in the crypt.

         
 

         Yesterday evening I was asked to wash and dress an old man who had only one leg. He’d been offered a place in an old people’s home, but until he’d been ‘freshened up a little’, they weren’t even prepared to let him past the door. So it was left to us to do the dirty work – in other words it was left to me. I have to admit I panicked. I’ve never had to undress anyone else before, let alone someone with a disability; I wasn’t at all sure what to do about the stump. Besides which, he seemed to sense my discomfort and deliberately played on it. I hate to think how many pairs of trousers I must have pulled off him – each one more revolting than the one before; it was like some grotesque parody of the dance of the seven veils. And I can’t begin to describe dismantling, or I suppose I should say dismembering, his artificial leg. I finally had to admit defeat and call on Roy, one of the staff, to help me. I told him I’d done as much as was humanly possible. He replied smugly that Christ had washed the disciples’ feet, and even the Queen still did so symbolically. So I said that symbolically was another matter entirely; and besides, as far as we knew, none of the disciples had been incontinent. And then I felt deeply ashamed of my impiety, and the ease with which I’d allowed myself to be provoked.

         
 

         My particular bête noire is Vange: short for Evangeline and, to my mind at least, no improvement. She used to be a nun, but she dropped the rest of her name when she dropped her religious convictions and converted to radical feminism. She spent ten years in an enclosed order, and I’m afraid that it’s given her a rather one-sided view of men in general and Christ in particular. She now seems to spend most of her free time outside Whitechapel tube station, picketing walks around the sites of Jack the Ripper. And from her response when in all innocence I asked why she found them so offensive, you’d have thought that I’d committed the crimes myself or at least that I was his spiritual heir.

         
 

         And her values appear as confused as her thinking is woolly. She complains very loudly about social injustice; but if anybody believes in one law for the rich and another for the poor, it’s her. She’d just like to redistribute the laws. The crypt is supposed to be a charitable organisation, but she displays a marked lack of charity towards the financiers and industrialists who fund it. At last week’s support group she launched a bitter attack on a proposal for a sponsors’ service. It seems that they’re good enough to pay for us but not pray with us. And I’d have thought that as even an ex-nun she would have shown a little more reserve. As I reminded her, Christ didn’t say blessed are the poor, but rather the poor in spirit. But she said that that was just what she’d have expected from a member of my family. And Roy added that the Bible was nothing but scrawls on scrolls.

         
 

         They refuse to accept that it’s not their politics I object to but their inconsistency. Jonathan was exactly the same: constantly insisting that the Bible had been culturally determined and could only be understood in its historical context, and yet at the same time seizing on statements he particularly admired such as Christ’s advice to the rich young man to sell up all he had, as though it were a political manifesto which had been launched at a press conference only last week.

         
 

         It’s not that I don’t care about social injustice; I care about it passionately. It’s just that it’s not my prime concern, nor should it be. Whatever else Christ may have said, he quite unequivocally stated that we’d have the poor always with us; but we don’t always have him: except, that is, in the person of his priests. Which is why I believe our essential role has to be sacramental: to stand before him at the altar, to stand for him at the altar, and to celebrate his body and his blood.

         
 

         But do you think they had the good grace to acknowledge it? Not on your life. Instead they set out as usual to wrong-foot me. Vange wanted to know whether, as the Eucharist was clearly so fundamental to both my faith and my practice, I could ever conceive of a circumstance in which I might feel forced to turn someone back at the rail. I was appalled. It was the Anglican communion we were talking about, not some private members’ club. So I didn’t hesitate for an instant. Never, I said, not under any circumstances at all.

         
 

         What? Now Roy thought he had me in a corner. Not even the Prime Minister? I couldn’t believe what I was hearing. I might disagree with her politics, although as I just said, politics has never been my strong suit, but to try to exclude her from the communion would be to take my cue from that same doctrinaire authoritarianism which is what they claim she represents. And I tried to point out that if I disliked someone, I was under no obligation to invite him to my house for a meal, but I was obliged to welcome him to church. Whatever our differences, the Eucharist is the one meal we can all share. It was Jonathan who always used to assert, for reasons which now escape me, that eating bacon was a political act. Well, eating the Eucharist is not.

         
 

         I thought that I’d made out a pretty good case for myself; but Vange said that as usual I was talking through my arse… I’m sure she speaks like that to prove she’s no longer a nun… And I know for a fact that she subsequently tried to get Patrick to sack me; because Roy took the first opportunity to tell me, with all the malicious glee of a schoolboy sneak. But Patrick was determined to keep me on; and yet from the way he talked, you’d have imagined he was doing me a favour rather than the other way round. Although he felt it only fair to add that he did intend to monitor me… So long as I had no objections. None at all, I said; I have nothing to hide.
 

         I suppose I ought to revel in all the attention: what with his beady eyes and your flapping ears. But I simply feel confused. And as I’m sure you must have realised, it really isn’t my sort of place at all. So won’t you suggest to Father Leicester that he let me leave? And then if he still insists on my finding myself or whatever, he could at least find me somewhere more congenial: an old people’s home say, but one where the residents are courteous, considerate and clean – and preferably still have both legs. So is it a bargain? You’re my last hope. I don’t think I’m being unreasonable… do you?


      


      

    


  





    

      

         

         


         

            Two

            


         
   

         You may be interested to know that you – yes, you, madam – are standing on the very spot where Jack the Ripper disembowelled his first victim… No, don’t be alarmed. This tour aims to provide a description, not a re-enactment. And although I’ve promised you surprises, I hope there won’t be any quite like that.

         


         First a little social background: in 1860 there were estimated to be 80,000 prostitutes in London. That’s one woman in every sixteen; which on a quick head count would mean at least two of you ladies here tonight. It makes you think… Indeed there were thought to be 1,200 in Whitechapel alone. Though these, as you would expect, were very much the lowest end of the market, many of them being drunkards, and most of them diseased. And what led so many women to become prostitutes? Well, it must be obvious even to the most naive of us – amongst whom until quite recently I would have counted myself – that it was far removed from that conventional picture of the daughters of joy. It’s hard to imagine any woman coming out to this joyless street to be fingered and mauled and finally spluttered into because she enjoyed sex. But then it’s hard to imagine any man visiting a prostitute because he enjoyed sex. In my opinion it could only be either despair or perversity…

         


         No, these women often became prostitutes very young, as their sole means of escape from their stifling families and unbearable living conditions; not to mention sleeping conditions, as whole families were compelled to share the same bed, together with the constant threat of incest to which this gave rise. But any respite proved short-lived, as they were thrown on to their own resources, which in effect meant on to the streets, where they looked for any likely man who might provide them with the fourpence they needed as the price of a bed for the night. And that was precisely what Polly Nichols, the first of the Ripper’s victims, was doing before she was murdered here.

         


         Polly was a woman of forty-two, although she looked a good twenty years older: her way of life had taken such a toll. She’d informed a friend whom she’d met a little earlier that she’d already had three customers that evening, but that she’d spent her pitiful proceeds on drink. Now she needed fourpence – just fourpence, ladies and gentlemen – in order to buy herself a few hours’ rest. And so she dragged herself out again: for the fourth and tragically final time.

         


         It may surprise you to learn that this deserted street – this heap of rubbish and rubble, flotsam and jetsam – was in 1888 a rather pleasant road known as Buck’s Row, with a schoolyard, coalyard, warehouses, terraced cottages and even the local curate’s house. But at about twenty to four in the morning of Friday 31 August, two carters, Charlie Cross and Robert Paul, made a discovery which was soon to make it one of the most notorious in the whole of London – so much so that shortly afterwards, the residents petitioned to have the name changed to Durward Street; by which it’s still known today. For it was here in this gateway that Cross came upon the body of a woman lying sprawled in the gutter. His first thought was that she must be dead drunk, although he was quickly disabused. But it wasn’t until her body had been removed to the morgue that the full horror was disclosed.

         


         For although murder had long been one of the East End’s favourite pastimes, and throat-slitting a particularly popular variant, it wasn’t just Polly Nichols’ throat that had been cut, her whole stomach had been ripped open. And not just once but twice. Her windpipe, gullet and spinal cord had been hacked through. Her vagina had been pierced in two places. She’d been disembowelled and her intestines had been exposed… Yes, I can see even in this light that you’ve lost your colour. And I can assure you that I didn’t describe all that simply for stomach-churning effect – although I do hope, in view of what’s to come, that none of you had kidneys for your dinner – but rather to try to drive home the ferocity of the attack. And this was just the beginning. With each subsequent assault the Ripper’s hand became more and more frenzied, and his victims’ mutilations more and more extreme… So follow me, ladies and gentlemen, on the next stage of our terror tour.

         


         

             


         


         Tell me, are you a Freudian? It never ceases to amaze me that anyone can still take his ideas seriously. I did an option on him at St Dunstan’ – we were taught to know our enemy – and I should like you to understand here and now that my faith is in no sense a neurotic projection. It’s the most real – it’s the only real thing in my life. Wasn’t it Wilde who said that a cynic was a man who knew the price of everything and the value of nothing? Well it seems to me that a Freudian is a man who knows the theory of everything and the meaning of nothing… You say nothing, but then I suppose there’s nothing you can say.

         


         So what salutary topic do you propose for today? Sex? Aggression? Faeces? Would you like to hear how old I was when I started using the potty or when I stopped using the breast? It’s not that I want to put words into your mouth – although if you never intend to speak, I don’t seem to have much option – but I would like to know if I’m on the right lines… You’re not a doctor; you’re an emotional refuse collector. Well, I warn you; you’ll discover nothing in mine.


         All right: let’s admit for the sake of argument – or rather to avoid it – that I had what you call a breakdown; although I myself much prefer the word stress. According to Father Leicester everyone else could see it coming. But then the wife is always the last to know. He was quite adamant that I mustn’t feel in any way ashamed about it, any more than I would if I’d tripped up on a step and broken my leg… Oh, sure. Pull the other one; it’s got bells on. Or is it still in plaster? I wouldn’t know.


         Over dinner at college we’d often try to invent new beatitudes. My next-door neighbour stuck one of my favourites up on his door: Blessed are the cracked, for they let in the light. I always used to smile when I passed it. Not any more.


         So do you think I’m mad? You can give it to me straight; it wouldn’t be the first time. My aunt tried to send me to a psychiatrist when I was ten. It was after I’d declared I’d discovered my vocation. I can give you the time and place if you like, just as I quoted her chapter and verse. It was during morning prayers at my prep school: not usually the most inspiring of occasions; what with the assembled ranks of sleepy, sloppy schoolboys, with their shirt-tails hanging out, scruffy sleeves and scuffed shoes. I had no reason to expect anything out of the ordinary; when suddenly, in the middle of a hymn, my faith began to surge up inside me and to spill over into every part of me, and in one moment of ecstasy my whole life seemed to spring into place. At first I felt completely disorientated; I had no idea what’d happened. I was half convinced I must have spontaneously combusted; and I was astonished when I looked down to find myself still in one piece. I sat down; I even managed to follow the rest of the service. But I knew as I filed out of chapel I would never be the same again.

         


         Unfortunately for you, I can’t claim to have heard voices, so you won’t be able to mark me down as a paranoid schizophrenic, less suited to a parish pulpit than to a padded cell. And I’m aware that you’d think far better of me if I were to confess that ever since then I’d been plagued by doubts; but it simply wouldn’t be true. Nowadays even at a theological college doubt seems a good deal more fashionable than faith. It suggests an open mind – even though the reality is far more of an empty one; intellectual humility – or at least the show of it; and of course respect for the other person’s point of view. But I can only state that from that moment on, my vocation has never wavered; and when I finally came to make my first communion nearly five years later, all my previous convictions – all my earlier convictions were triumphantly confirmed.

         


         It remains to this day the most profoundly perfect moment of my life and one I can’t ever begin to put into words, not even for you; language itself is far too inadequate and my own command of it far too imprecise. But I’ll do the best I can… We’d been preparing for confirmation for nearly a year; although I at least felt that my whole life had been leading up to it. We’d been told to fast that morning, but I’d eaten nothing all weekend; so as I made my way up to the altar, my head was already strangely light, and I flung myself down so eagerly that I scraped my knee.

         


         At last my moment came; I was offered the sacraments. I took them with trepidation; I waited for the transformation. I waited in vain. I felt betrayed by the underwhelming insignificance. The wafer was insubstantial and the wine tasted sweet. I rose to return to my seat, desperately disheartened, when I was stopped dead in my tracks. In one gulp I felt him inside me: his blood pouring into me, his body pounding through me, his spirit filling every part of me with fire. And I knew then that he’d chosen me; I knew then that he was one with me. And we would never be separate again.


         The two things I feel sure that you’ll want to know, unless you’re quite unique in my experience, are did I convert simply as a way of hitting back at my family, and did training for the priesthood provide the ultimate revenge? Such cynicism used to sadden me, but I suppose to expect anything else would be unrealistic when to a good many people my name is virtually synonymous with my race. But I can assure you that over the years I’ve examined my motives from every conceivable angle, and I remain completely convinced of my own good faith.

         


         Not that I’ve ever made any secret of my family’s religion; nor do I even regret the bitter struggle it’s cost. On the contrary I’ve felt it’s yet another tie that binds me to Jesus, Jesus of Nazareth, the Jew who became the Christ. And although in the past, I admit, it may have caused a number of complications, I wouldn’t like you to think it’d caused me any complexes. I can truthfully report that I’ve no complexes of any kind.

         


         But then you may not be a complex person at all – oh dear, was that a Freudian slip? – I mean a person who believes in complexes. And you may not even be a Freudian; you may be a Jungian. I’d prefer that. At least he allows for a degree of spiritual autonomy; he doesn’t reduce the whole of human behaviour to a residue of our earliest experiences, or an amalgam of our parents’ private parts… Or you may even be a Kleinian. I understand she was no less of a determinist than Freud. Only with him it all happened on the potty, whereas with her it was at the breast. And I find it very sad to see that universal conflict of good and evil reduced to a choice between two breasts. Besides, how do we know which is which? I find it hard enough to know what’s what on my own body. I always have to think long and hard when my tailor asks me on which side I dress.

         


         It’s not that I wish to deny my early experiences, but I refuse to accept them as formative. Your founding father seems to allow us even less freedom of action than does Jonathan’s. And yet God gave us all free will, no matter whether we’re born in a castle or a cowshed, with all the love in the world or with none. And as I’m sure you’re well aware already, in my case it was the castle, or at least a late Gothic imitation. But I’ve nothing to hide; one day I’d be happy to take you on a personally guided tour – or are you an armchair traveller as well as an armchair theorist? And I don’t know whether you assign any mystic significance to place names, but it was called – is called – Edensor. So at least they must have had a sense of humour in mid-nineteenth-century Kent.

         


         Edensor was my great-great-great grandfather’s folly: a castle in the air he’d had built out of Portland stone. In his determination to prove himself more English than the English, he’d commissioned a country house fit for an embattled Scottish earl. From the outside it appears as a vast, forbidding fortress: a bastion with battlements and buttresses, towers and turrets, and even gargoyles, the ugliest of which I was secretly convinced must have been modelled on my aunt – although not quite so weathered nor so worn. Whilst inside he’d allowed his fancy to roam even more freely, and to draw its inspiration from every period of history and every corner of the globe. So there’s a music room modelled on a Roman temple and a ballroom taken straight from the Farnese palace, a Chinese courtyard and an Elizabethan hall. Intricately carved choir-stalls from a Flemish convent panel the library. While in the corridors Baroque cherubim consort with Renaissance putti; and in the galleries Rococo seraphim hold canopies over Gothic saints.


         It really has to be seen to be believed, and even then you can never be certain, as rooms with trompe l’oeil ceilings lead into rooms with ceilings over forty foot high. But it’s not only the sins of the fathers that return to haunt their children, for at night the fantasies of my great-great – oh, ever so many times great – grandfather came back to torment me, as coffers creaked open their lids and suits of armour rattled their halberds and mirrors threw out hideous distortions, and even his crowning glory, the celebrated malachite staircase, threatened to shake off its marble caryatids and send their swathes of swirling drapery tumbling about my ears.

         


         And yet it wasn’t just at night that I had to tread gingerly. For every room was supposed to be admired but not touched in the same way that children were supposed to be seen but not heard. And it may have been the eyes in all the portraits that seemed to follow me spookily, or the spy-holes and secret passages that my great-great… oh, never mind – grandfather had had sneakily built into the walls; but wherever I was, someone would always be sure to be watching me. And history, which was so fascinating in books, was merely frightening in the privacy – or otherwise – of my own home.


         Even the nursery seemed to have been designed without the slightest consideration for a child. It was right at the top of a tower and shaped like a hexagon; and so I always felt a pang of envy for other people who could talk of sleeping soundly within their own four walls. And it was so heavily embellished, that when the doors were closed, it felt like nothing so much as being locked inside a semi-precious jewel-box. The ceiling was an enamelled sky of cobalt blue with a burnished sun at the centre, from which issued six ribbed vaults, like golden rays encrusted with shooting stars. While the walls comprised mosaic panels of Hebrew history: the most unsettling of which, the massacre at Masada, was re-enacted nightly in the moonlight above my bed.

         


         It wasn’t until a long time later that I realised that my mother must have felt even less at ease there than I did. I remember how she used to sing a song about being only a bird in a gilded cage. It never occurred to me that she could mean it literally; any more than when she thanked Heaven for little girls rather than for me. And her cage – her bedroom was genuinely gilded, and inlaid, or so I’m told, with sixty different kinds of marble. And when on sunny days the painted glass windows sent rays of colour over streams of dust, and the heat of the room brought out the incense-breathing scent of her perfume, it seemed to me more like the lady chapel of a Byzantine basilica than anywhere for a mere mortal to sleep.

         


         But then she fell ill and spent longer and longer in bed, although whether she slept or not, I couldn’t say. And now, however far back I think of her, I always see her lying down, whether in bed or on a sofa, propped up on piles of pillows, as though she were trying to establish a buffer between herself and the rest of the world. And please don’t think I blame her. I know illness is nobody’s fault. But then I wouldn’t want to lay all the responsibility at God’s door, either. So what would you suggest? Still, the problem of human suffering is one that has exercised a great many cleverer minds than ours, if you’ll forgive the presumption. So I think on balance I’ll stick to prayer.

         


         She began to take all her meals in bed, rather than just breakfast. I heard her nurse describe her health as delicate, and that was only one of the many words I was rapidly having to redefine. But unlike my baby teeth, I couldn’t simply put them under my pillow. And along with my new vocabulary came a new self-consciousness. I was no longer able to run up to my mother and fling my arms around her neck and cover her in kisses; but instead I had to think carefully where I put my clumsy, tell-tale hands.


         And if only someone had taken the trouble to explain what was wrong, then I mightn’t have felt so helpless. I was still a child and so of course I understood pain – no one better – but not yet illness and still less death. I began to despair; not that anybody paid attention. Children aren’t allowed to despair; they’re simply stubborn or solitary or strange. And… Do you really need to put me through this? It all seems so unnecessary and so long ago. Very well, I can give you the entire story of my life in a single sentence: someone dropped a match; there was a fire; and my mother burnt to death.

         


         Satisfied…? Oh! Oh no, you don’t! You think I did it, don’t you? Everybody always has: even my father; though he’ll never admit it. That’s why he hates me; though he’ll never admit that either. But I was at school. There was an inquest. The findings are there for anyone to see… And as soon as he decently could, he took himself off to the South of France. But he didn’t take me. And in due course, with undue haste, he married again; and he now lives on the hillside above Cannes, with his new wife and their two sons and their friends and their staff, and a Spanish gardener called Jesus.

         


         He left me in the hands of his sister, my Aunt Sylvia, even though he himself detested her. So if I needed any further proof of what he felt for me, there it was. And yet he insisted I always be grateful to her for having given up her own life to look after me. But I didn’t see why. I’d never asked her to. And besides, as far as I could see, she had no life to speak of – at least not the sort that other women spoke of: she had no husband nor children. She’d had a mother, of course; and she was always droning on about not knowing what to do with herself since she died. Well, now she did; and it seemed to me that I presented a far more attractive solution to her problems than she did to mine.


         She returned my loathing with a vengeance; and believe me, no one could be either as vengeful or as venomous as her. And she spoke as ill of the dead as of the living, taking every opportunity to deride my mother. For reasons I’ve never been able to fathom, she reserved her particular scorn for her former profession. To hear her talk, you’d have thought nursing little better than prostitution. I can only assume it was due to a similar proximity to the private parts of strange men.


         Not, I’m quite sure, that she herself would have known one from Adam. I’d be very surprised if she’d ever even kissed a man outside the immediate family circle. She certainly seemed to take little enough pleasure in kissing me. Not that she spared herself, or me for that matter. But from the way she’d lift my cheek to her lips as though it were a piece of overcooked cabbage, she never failed to make her distaste abundantly clear.

         


         And her logic was as warped as her love. She claimed that my mother was mad; and as madness was hereditary it would one day manifest itself again in me. Which is a filthy lie! I’m sorry… But do you wonder I was so reluctant to embark on this? Although if I had a fault, I’d say it lay in quite the other direction; I’m steady to the point of stuffiness. If only my hands were equally steady, I could pilot a plane… Not that it’s any thanks to her. She insinuated the idea of insanity whenever she could.

         


         Though if pressed, the one thing she would grudgingly concede was that my mother had been a beauty. It was as if she felt safe to grant her that, since not only was physical beauty skin-deep, but we’d all look the same in the grave. And as proof, not long after the fire, she lured me into the Egyptian room at the British Museum, and led me gleefully to a mummy on a plinth. I took one look at the brown skin flaking off the bony face, like the scrawny claw of a roasted turkey, and I lost sight of any other meaning. All I could see was my own mother, not some ancient Egyptian, lying burnt and charred in her unsettled grave. I began to howl, which was precisely the reaction she intended, and the pretext she needed to haul me back home in disgrace. And if ever there were a curse of the Pharaoh’s tomb, I invoked it on her head then.


         She could even give the kiss of death to Christmas. One year she almost sank the Sunday School nativity play. She’d long objected to my attendance in principle, but my taking part was something she claimed she couldn’t ignore. She insisted that I be replaced, and after endless appeals and consultations, they effected a compromise whereby I swapped roles with one of the three wise men. I felt humiliated, which, believe me, had nothing to do with my demotion. And even then I could see that her argument made no sense. For if anyone were indisputably Jewish it was Joseph; whereas the three wise men had come from much further East.

         


         Of course from where I stand now her position seems even more untenable. I remember how she seized every opportunity to remind my father that to be a true Jew you had to be born of a Jewish mother. Which in itself ruled me out. Unless she’d proposed to apply for a rabbinical dispensation, which would hardly have been in keeping with her blistering contempt for all the fashionable marriages that had been ‘made in Heaven and annulled in Rome’. Not that she had any right to talk. No one had ever asked to marry her. I only wish someone had; she might have been a good deal happier. And so might I.

         


         And there was one match I was continually plotting: between her and my Uncle Sinclair. He was my mother’s brother and my only uncle, just as she was my father’s sister and my only aunt. And to my historically charged imagination, it appeared the most perfect dynastic union since the roses of Lancaster and York. I don’t think I was particularly romantic; I simply hated loose ends. You may smile, but I was just a child, and children long for symmetry. And so I turned for consolation to the church.

         


         It was the one place where I felt that my aunt couldn’t reach me and that I could reach out to God. It was the one place where no one was forever carping at me, and where they seemed to value me for myself. And as I fell to my knees behind the protective screen of my great oak box pew, I began to recapture that sense of security which I knew I’d lost forever at home. And although I was obviously far too young to take communion, I already felt part of a community; and it was a community I was determined to stay a part of for the rest of my life. And I think I was aware even then, however far away I might have been from expressing it, that I wanted to play a special part – to be a part and yet apart: to be a priest.

         


         Please don’t get me wrong. It wasn’t because I felt myself to be especially virtuous. On the contrary, I’ve always been painfully aware of all my faults. And yet, whatever our inadequacies as people, they can become our strengths as priests. I expect that must sound the most appalling self-indulgence, or worse, a licence to sin; nevertheless to me it’s a spur to ever greater humility. For since I know that it isn’t merely in spite of all my failings, but in full acceptance of them, that God has called me, I must be even more aware of my own limitations, and hold myself back, allowing him the chance to speak through me… And that’s the way he works through the whole of creation: making virtues out of inadequacies. And it fills me with joy.

         


         Which is why to become a priest, whatever the sacrifice, would for me be no sacrifice. And I’m quite prepared for all the hardships, even the much-threatened loneliness. Although it does seem a little disingenuous to speak of it as an occupational hazard, as if it were an industrial disease. There’s humility and there’s mock humility, which are two very different things. Besides for me it’s just the opposite; it’s the inability to become a priest which is lonely. To have to work amongst people who see no point to my existence. To see none myself. And then to be locked in my own inconsequence. Whereas a priest, although he may be alone, can never be lonely. To be a priest is to be peopled with God.

         


         So what do you say? Here am I struggling to express my vocation: to put the ineffable into words. And I don’t even know whether you’re a believer. And I’m certain you’re going to tell me that belief ’s a very personal thing; but then so’s therapy. And I’ve given away so many personal things about my life; surely it’s not too much to ask for just one in return?

         


         You evidently think it is. You prefer to play God than to let me know if you believe in him yourself. Then I’ll just have to fill in the gaps on my own. And one thing which I think is common to both my faith and your philosophy is that there are no such things as accidents. So where does that leave me? I keep returning to that fateful Eucharist. I know I said that it must have been the Devil who was in me; well, I almost wish I could be sure it were. Then at least I’d have the chance to redeem myself. But what if my rejection had been far more absolute? Father Leicester might have sent me to you, but what if God had already made his own feelings quite clear; and at the crucial moment – the very moment when we were about to celebrate the sacrifice of his son – he rejected my sacrifice as conclusively and contemptuously as he once had Cain’s?

         


      


      

    


  





    

      

         

         


         

            Three

            


         
   

         Hello… Are you looking for the Jack the Ripper tour? Then you’ve found it. I’m sure if you tag along, you’ll soon catch up on what you’ve missed. I’m afraid we’ve already done one murder, but don’t worry, there are still four more to go…


         You may have noticed as we walked down Old Montague Street, and skirted one of Whitechapel’s bleakest post-war estates, that a large proportion of the inhabitants are immigrants. This was equally true of the East End of a hundred years ago; only whereas now they’re predominantly Bengalis and Bangladeshis, then they were mainly Irish and Jews. The effect of such a rapidly changing population, together with the encroachment of the City, with its ever increasing demands for space, was to make the area at once highly volatile and desperately poor. It’s tempting to add that little has changed.

         


         In 1888 there were 30,000 people living homeless on the streets of London, as well as another 130,000 who were homeless in all but name, and whose only shelter was a common lodging house where, as I mentioned earlier, fourpence would buy a bed, known as a doss, for four hours; eightpence would buy it for the whole night; and for those too impecunious even for that, there was a rope rather like a clothes-line strung out across the centre of the room, and for a penny they could prop themselves up against that for a few hours and rest as best they could… I don’t know whether any of you have taken any of the other London tours, but I understand that some of them have been re-routed to accommodate Cardboard City: our contemporary centre of destitution, right in our cultural heart… It’s tempting to add that little has changed.

         


         Four of the Ripper’s five victims relied for shelter on one of these public doss-houses. You heard what happened to Polly Nichols when she went out searching for money for her nightly bed. Well, eight days later Annie Chapman, another prostitute in her mid-forties, and a woman already dying of consumption, took to the streets with a similar objective, only to meet with a similar fate. Her body was discovered at six o’clock the next morning, here, in the back yard of number 29 Hanbury Street. Back yards, like alleyways, were particularly favoured by prostitutes, because they too were left both unlocked and unlit.

         


         As you can see, the lodging house itself was knocked down in 1972 by Trumans brewery. Some people wanted it retained as a memorial to Jack and his victims, but the developers as usual had their way. Though it has always been a magnet for the macabre. The first sensation-seekers flocked here within days of Annie’s murder, and some of her more enterprising former neighbours made a killing – I’m sorry – from charging them for a sight of the spot where she met her doom. Which, come to think of it, is not so very different from what we’re doing now. Though I’d rather not… think of it, I mean.

         


         Annie, too, had suffered the most horrendous injuries. She was found lying on her back with her legs pulled up. Her throat had been slit and her head almost completely severed. Her lower intestines had been torn out and dragged over her right shoulder, along with two large flaps of skin. But what caused most consternation was the discovery that her womb had been cut out and removed.

         


         The theft of her womb has given rise to two specific, although equally erroneous, theories. The first was that the women were killed in order to satisfy the demand for human organs for medical research, and that Jack was in effect one half of a latter-day Burke and Hare. But whilst he may well have had medical connections, they were in fact quite incidental; and besides, his surgery could hardly be called expert, for as well as her womb, he removed half her bladder in what was scarcely the cleanest of cuts. And the second was that Annie Chapman was pregnant, which in view of her age and general physical condition seems, to say the least, highly unlikely, and that Jack the Ripper was actually Jill the Ripper: some murderous midwife, who also practised as a backstreet abortionist and whose professional duties would account for her blood-stained clothes.

         


         

         Forgive my irreverence, but, ladies and gentlemen, of all the many far-fetched theories that have been put forward to explain the Ripper’s identity, the idea that he was in fact a she is not merely risible but dangerously obscene. As you can hardly fail to be aware, a number of these walks have been picketed by groups claiming that they constitute a crime against women; and I’m only glad that our friend here has agreed to stay with us, after the earlier disruption, to give me a chance to refute the charge. And I hope you won’t assume that just because I’m guiding this walk, I hold any kind of a brief for Jack the Ripper. My presence here may simply be, contrary to usual practice, the only way to get me out of the home and on to the streets.

         


         But what really would be a crime would be to suggest, even for a moment, that the perpetrator of such murders could be a woman. For they were first and foremost male crimes. They were male crimes par excellence. You might almost say they were the male sex par excellence. For although they weren’t sexual attacks in the conventional sense of involving either sexual contact or consummation, the nature of the wounds leaves no doubt that whoever the murderer was, whether an isolated madman or an Establishment conspiracy, the sexual element was of paramount importance.


         In particular his obsession with wombs, which he tore out like a series of grotesque hunting trophies – and we mustn’t forget that many of the suspects were well-connected English gentlemen, who would have been well-versed in the rituals of the chase – reveals not so much the desire to take revenge on any specific woman as on the very essence of woman herself, and not on her sexuality, but on her fertility – or more specifically on her maternity: the primal power that had brought him into the world. It was as though from out of his madness had grown the ultimate delusion: that he was completely alone and always had been, and that he had never had any attachments – not even an umbilical cord.


         And I trust you’ll forgive me, sir, for I can see you find such digressions tedious, and I know you’re anxious to hurry along to the scene of the next blood-curdling death; it’s just that somehow, without my even realising, the ideas of that Viennese doctor have come to play a not inconsiderable part in my own way of thinking; and I feel I have a unique insight, based not, I admit, on painstaking research, but rather on the most painful experience, into the murderer’s character as much as his crimes. It was as if as he ripped out these women’s wombs, he was ripping out the very womb from which he’d been born, just as he would have gladly ripped up the whole world which he’d been born into – that world in which he now felt utterly lost and unbearably alone. And the greatest irony is that this man, who has passed into myth as the most notorious of mass murderers, was, in his sadistic savagery, trying to annihilate no one so much as himself.

         


         

             


         


         Thank Heaven for St Bede’s: a corner of cloistered serenity and consoling sanity amid the desolation of my own life and the dereliction of the East End. I feel inordinately grateful for its smoke-stained walls and its crested wrought-iron gates, as I hurry home from the crypt, and step back into the solid security of a building that has a history and not just a past.

         


         Brother Martin stops me on the stairs. But I know I reek of the crypt, and I long just to soak for hours in a steaming bath-tub and to scrub myself clean, until my skin glows as pink as a pig’s in a children’s rag-book. But the cistern’s old and the hot water’s finished, so I jump quickly in and out, before darting back down the freezing corridor to my spartan cell and slipping, shivering, straight beneath the threadbare blanket and the well-worn sheet.

         


         Sleep rescues me from exhaustion; until I wake again at six to the mocking peal of the Prime bells and the tetchy tooting of the traffic. And I plunge back under the covers, desperate to recover the anonymity of the night. But my pounding head reminds me that it’s once again time to drag myself up: to take my pills and return to face – or fight – another day.

         


         I make my way back to the crypt, through sordid streets of tumbledown warehouses and garages which seem to sell nothing but tyres, past drab pubs with purple billboards advertising indigestible lunchtime stripteases, and abandoned shops bricked up and chained and padlocked, in case someone should steal… what: the empty air? From all sides I’m met by the acrid stench of exhaust fumes and the sullen stare of exhausted people; and my whole world seems to be coloured a dirty brown shade of sooty grey. Whilst overhead the bold blue line of the Docklands railway runs mockingly ever on.

         


         And so to work. I’ve been promoted cook. At least it was presented as a promotion. And I wasn’t about to admit that I’d never cooked a meal in my life. They seem to imagine I’ve been mollycoddled as it is. But I’ve always understood that any fool could boil an egg… Well, would you have known you had to prick it before you put it in a microwave? And in any case I’d hardly have thought it was a capital offence. But Patrick called me over for what he laughingly described as a quiet word in my ear, though what with his basso profundo, not to mention the echoing acoustic, I’m quite sure it must have been audible to every ear in the crypt. Then all the clients stood and watched, not one of them lifting so much as a finger, whilst I tried to scrape out the mess. And I really don’t know what I’ve done to deserve it; but do it I did.

         


         Then, as if that weren’t enough, after lunch we had to attend a staff support group on oppression. Patrick had divided the blackboard into two halves: on one side he’d written the various categories of the oppressed and on the other of the oppressors. The oppressed, as far as I remember, comprised women, blacks, the Irish, the poor, the disabled, gays… gays! While the oppressors were the army, the police, the royal family, the rich and, inevitably, the Church.


         We all had to form groups according to whichever of the categories felt most appropriate to our particular oppression; and there was considerable soul-searching as to where each of our primary allegiances lay. After a few minutes I realised to my embarrassment that I was the only one left unoppressed; while everyone else was staring at me as though I were the last boy left on the touchline once the rest of the teams had been picked.

         


         I stood my ground and refused to be intimidated even by their graceless gibes. I felt rather like an early Christian who’d been thrown to the lions. But I was unafraid; I knew I too would discover my Androcles paw. So I said straight out that I wasn’t oppressed, that I didn’t feel oppressed and didn’t we all have a lot of far better things to do?

         


         That didn’t go down too well and was followed by a heated discussion as to how I might start to redeem myself. Someone, I expect it was Vange, suggested with her usual perspicacity and charm that I could always write them out an extremely large cheque and then claim my place amongst the ranks of the poor. But I refused to rise to the bait, or stoop to her level, and simply stood stock-still, praying that I wouldn’t blush – do I blush? – until Patrick declared, in a tone of consummate confidence, that the greatest oppression was self-oppression. At which point I left.

         


         To Hell with him… that is, metaphorically. How dare he presume to analyse me? He isn’t you. They’re all the same. They hear my name and then they’re deaf to everything else. And I’m caught in a cleft stick. If I go up to the church to pray, then I’m shirking; if I come down to the crypt to work, then I’m condescending. Selfish or slumming: I can’t escape. But I’m not as naive as they all seem to think. And while I admit my experience may appear somewhat limited, I did once spend an entire weekend training with the Church Army. I dipped my toes into some extremely murky water, and came across things you – and even they – would never have believed.


         Not that I could ever have seen myself as an evangelist; I’ve always felt I’d be most at home as a scholar priest. But I was persuaded to tag along by a Balliol friend in the Society of Mary, who was testing his vocation and thought it might interest me. Although in the event interest seemed far too tame a word. And it was no ordinary weekend. Lancelot emerged, somewhat to my surprise, with his resolve unshaken: he’s now working as an assistant prison chaplain; whilst my eyes were opened to a very different aspect both of the Church’s mission and of London life.


         I was truly appalled. I’d never before seen such hopelessness, let alone homelessness, as we tramped through the South Bank shanty town of Cardboard City and up to the fun-fur coated women, offering equally ersatz fun, outside dingy Soho clubs; and then back past the emaciated boys with their etiolated bodies, brazenly clustered around the clutter of Leicester Square. And although it was the women whose wretchedness the Church Army captain chose to dwell on, oddly enough it was the boys who made by far the stronger impression on me.

         


         I’m not looking for plaudits, but I would like you to realise that squalor and degradation aren’t completely virgin territory to me. I saw enough in that one weekend to last me the rest of my life. And I’d have thought we’d have had our work cut out trying to relieve the victims of such self-evident oppression, rather than self-indulgently searching out more of our own… Nor did I try to banish it from my mind. For several weeks after my return to Oxford I could scarcely sleep for thinking of them. I longed to take the next train back there and succour them. But then I read about the official campaign to stamp out vice in London, and I knew I could sleep sound in the knowledge they’d soon be in safe hands.


         Later, when I described the experience to Jonathan, he openly scoffed; in fact he was downright cynical. I couldn’t think why until I realised that I’d used the dreaded word; just to call something – anything – an army is more than enough to damn it in his eyes. He’s rabidly anti-military. He was even arrested in Whitehall last Ash Wednesday for painting ‘Less Ash’ on the Ministry of Defence walls. And he was furious when they decided not to press charges. I sometimes think he’d like nothing better than to be a martyr to that – or indeed to any other – cause.

         


         Though on reflection I’m not so sure that what he objected to most wasn’t that I’d gone out with the Church Army, but that I’d gone there with Lancelot. It was almost as if he didn’t like to think of my having any other close friends, even before we met. Not that I ever really had; I was an only child and a lonely one. And in time I became a lonely adolescent. As now no doubt in time I shall become a lonely old man: the law of diminishing returns and a self-fulfilling psychology. But for a while he seemed set to break the pattern. We spent so long in each other’s company that someone even christened us David and Jonathan; even though my name’s not David, and Judas might have better suited him… And no, I was wrong; I must have been very naive.

         


         I’ve never found it easy to make friends. I learnt quickly that there was no one I could open my heart to at school, neither the boys who were trying to destroy my spirituality, nor the masters who tried to break my spirit. And our loyalties were almost as regimented as we were; even God had to acknowledge the prior claims of the Captain of the First Fifteen. Individuality was discouraged while competition was fostered, giving us the worst of both worlds; which is, I suppose, what team spirit really means. They seemed to be trying to turn out leaders of men from the same mould from which they’d once turned out the administrators of Empire, refusing to acknowledge that both the mould and the Empire had cracked.


         I cracked: on one occasion all too violently. I don’t know whether you were sent to a public school, but the sole respect in which mine seemed to live up to its name was in its total lack of privacy. I refused to see why my private parts should be subjected to public scrutiny or my modesty to derision. I couldn’t even use the lavatories without qualms, for there wasn’t a single door amongst them. They were open to the world – and to the most flagrant abuses. And there wasn’t one of my school fellows who had more than a rudimentary sense of shame.


         Don’t think I didn’t see your eyes light up. One way or another you were determined I should end up in the lavatory; as, if you must know, were several of the older boys. But I’m afraid you’ll have to be satisfied with the same reply I gave them. I kept both my distance and my self-respect… Although I sometimes suspect I must be the only boy ever to have passed through a single-sex school without a single sexual experience. Nor did I allow my resolution to falter at Oxford, where the nature of the temptations may have been very different – so much so that at times we seemed to be enjoying a straight run of Leap Years – but my response remained unchanged.

         


         I’m a virgin and I’m proud of it; and at least you have the grace not to snigger. Most people seem to find the very mention of the word irresistibly comic. And it’s a sad reflection on the degradation of the language that its immediate association should be one of loss. But the Church’s teaching is quite unequivocal, as is the example of Christ. And if some people find it odd that I should extol the joys of married love without ever having known them, even by proxy, then I can only say that Christians are forever talking about things of which they know nothing – I’ll rephrase that… It’s like the bliss of the after-life: something we have to take on trust.

         


         As a priest, of course, my commitment will go far deeper. And I hope at least that once I’m ordained, I’ll no longer be constantly called on to defend my position, but instead may be accorded a little of the respect due to my cloth. And no, I’m not trying to hide behind it – see, I’m only too well aware of the way your mind works, though I sometimes wish that you seemed to be half so attuned to mine – but it’s a part of my special relationship with Christ. I don’t mean that I see myself as married to him, or to the Church, or any of those other coy conventionalities; but that I shall stand in his person, alone before his altar, for the whole of eternity, and not just till death us do part.


         But even celibacy has become a source of controversy; and nowhere more than when it comes to the sticky subject of masturbation, which I know to be one that’s very dear to your heart. And for the record, although I can’t for the life of me see why anyone should ever want one: no, I haven’t, and no, I don’t; and as I’ve told you before, I never dream, so thankfully I’ve been able to avoid any other involuntary mishaps, such as sleep-walking or bed-wetting, or… anything else.


         At St Dunstan’s the general feeling was that a commitment to celibacy might still embrace masturbation; as though self-abuse were in some way different from abuse of any other sort, and now that we know it doesn’t actually turn us blind, we can quite simply turn a blind eye. We’re back to that disastrous recipe for treating the Bible as if it were a kind of salad: picking out the bits we find palatable whilst leaving to one side those, like the Sin of Onan, we may find hard to swallow.

         


         Jonathan, of course, had to go one better, or at least further, and insisted that celibacy might even accommodate homosexuality. For such an intelligent man he could be maddeningly, dangerously perverse. And how did he attempt to justify such a view? Well, I have to admit he had a kind of logic. It is perfectly true that in the eyes of the Church a clergyman – any clergyman – is by his very nature either married or celibate. And therefore, technically, celibacy simply means not marrying. But he seized on this mere technicality with all the specious sophistry of a man who excused his betrayal of his wife and children by the printing error in the Adulterous Bible; and used it to condone an entirely unscriptural, unsacramental, unsacerdotal way of life.

         


         So why? I know that’s what you must be thinking – unless you’ve not been thinking at all, in which case it’ll simply be so what? So why did it take you so long to realise what he felt for you? You claim to have been such intimate friends and yet to have had no idea of his most intimate feelings? And yes, I admit; I have to plead guilty: if innocence be a crime. I broke my own rules; I trusted him. I thought he was the friend I’d been searching for all my life: the friend of my dreams – I don’t dream: the friend of my soul.


         I’m beginning to appreciate the distinction between innocent and naive. A moment ago I claimed innocence; but that’s as phoney as Ben Jonson claiming benefit of clergy and getting away with murder, simply because he could read and write. Do you think I’ve got away with murder? I know Jonathan did. He claimed I’d betrayed his love; when it was he who betrayed my friendship. And yet if love is as precious as friendship and friendship’s more precious than life itself, then perhaps… No! I refuse even to think of it. He’s hurt me quite enough already. His parting shot, the very last words that I ever heard from him, and the last that I expect now I ever shall, was that I didn’t have the courage of my contradictions. At first I thought I must have misheard, so I corrected him. And now I don’t even have the consolation of that.

         


         So what are they? Can you tell me? I’ve racked my brains, and I can’t come up with a single one. No, he was the one with all the contradictions; and he was simply trying to shift the blame. Did you know, for instance, that he was also a card-carrying Communist? Oh he was quite open about it – I only wish he’d been as open about everything else… And on the whole it seemed to have been accepted, or at any rate tolerated, by both the party and the Church. And when I warned him of the proverbial danger of serving two masters, he replied that there were many more contradictions within the New Testament itself than there were between the teachings of Marx and Christ. According to him, Communism without Christianity was a society without a heart and, I’m sorry, Christianity without Communism a religion without balls.

         


         He grew up in Deptford; and whatever else his boyhood might have lacked, and I sometimes suspected that it must have lacked considerably more in the telling, it wasn’t warmth. He was one of a very large family. I could never remember exactly how large, but then the ramifications appeared to be endless, as one sister brought home her baby just as an elder brother was preparing to move out.

         


         He left school at sixteen without a single qualification, which I still find scarcely credible considering he’s one of the cleverest people I’ve ever met. But he said it was on account of his class, which I took to mean a disruptive classroom, until I remembered his politics. And I must say it does make them somewhat easier to comprehend. He worked alongside his father shifting furniture… His arms are – were – still very strong… Then, impelled by an increasing dissatisfaction, he began to read socialist philosophy and he soon came to realise that his dissatisfaction had been no mere psychological quirk. And he decided to give up his job and resume his education, or, as he put it: Out of the removal van and into the vanguard of the working class.


         There were no shortcuts. He took his ‘O’ levels and then his ‘A’ levels and then won a place at Oxford. And so he was at Ruskin at much the same time as I was at Balliol. But when I expressed surprise that we’d never met, he laughed and said that it would have taken a miracle or, failing that, a revolution, since we’d moved in quite different worlds.


         But then one Sunday evening the miracle happened. For as he was walking down the High on the way back from a rally for Nicaragua, he heard the strains of evensong emanating from St Mary’s. And as he had nothing else to do, he went inside; in much the same spirit that you or I might have gone to a pantomime: to recapture the sights and sounds and smells of our childhood. Only he rediscovered God.

         


         It was then that his real struggle began, for at first he was convinced that his faith and his politics would be pulling him in quite different directions; but he quickly discovered that, on the contrary, they were both leading him down exactly the same road, and if not to Rome, then at the very least to Anglo-Catholicism. And so he was confirmed during his second year at Ruskin, and during his third he decided to become a priest. Initially he resisted his vocation even more violently than his conversion. He fought with God until he realised he had no choice but to submit. He liked to compare himself to Jacob wrestling with the angel… Apparently as a boy he used to box.


         His parents were overawed, although not unenthusiastic. It seemed that they now had an honour in the family in place of a son. But explaining it to his friends proved far harder. They were all passionately political and he was afraid they might feel he’d let them down. But in the event they supported him wholeheartedly, several of them even claiming to find his decision no surprise. They trusted him to do what was right, for himself and for them and for everything in which they all believed.

         


         You still haven’t told me just what, if anything, you believe. But you’d have had to have been living on Mars or in a particularly remote Siberian monastery to have avoided all reference to last year’s debate in Synod and the subsequent furore over homosexual priests. At St Dunstan’s it proved the occasion for considerable soul-searching, breast-beating and, in Jonathan’s case, even open revolt. His sense of injustice knew no bounds and he was very soon spoiling for a fight. Up until then I’d assumed his sexual stance was simply part and parcel of his radical bravado… How could I have read it all so wrong?


         Although I was far from alone in counselling caution, he remained determined to make his indignation felt. He began firing off letters in all directions until Father Leicester forbade him on his obedience; which gave him a second form of censorship against which to protest. But it isn’t easy to deny a clergyman a pulpit; even as ordinands we go on preaching practice in our third year. And by a particularly unfortunate stroke of timing, and with the uproar showing no sign of dying down, the sermon on 25 January had been allotted to him.

         


         As soon as he cleared his throat, I could tell we were in for trouble. He’d been due to speak on the travels of St Paul; but before we knew, we were off on a whistle-stop tour through the perversions of the Patriarchs. In his view the whole of Genesis was one writhing, incestuous tangle: starting with Adam’s incest with Eve – did you ever hear anything like it? – through Cain’s homosexual incest with Abel – no, I very much doubt that you did… Indeed, that turned out to be the sin which Cain was so anxious to conceal and the true murder for which he had to atone.

         


         He then moved on to Lot. As you can imagine, he had a field day in Sodom. It seemed that the original sin of the City of the Plain wasn’t the one to which it afterwards gave its name but rather rape, or even simple inhospitality, and that the shift of emphasis had been deliberately designed to take some of the heat off Lot’s own subsequent incest with his daughters. Now, please, don’t get me wrong, nobody – but nobody – could have a greater abhorrence of incest than I do; but, in his wilful misinterpretation, Jonathan was being almost as perverse.

         


         For would you believe he then took on Noah? Yes, Noah: everybody’s favourite conservationist; every child’s favourite Biblical myth. But according to him, the man who almost single-handedly ensured the survival of the species later revealed Nature in a very different light. For he fell prone to the same vices as Lot, namely drunkenness and incest. Only he was seduced not by a daughter, but by his son Ham, who, it was authoritatively stated, ‘saw the nakedness of his father’. And you could rely on Jonathan to have followed up every reference in the entire canon to seeing and uncovering nakedness, in order to make his meaning uncanonically clear.

         


         The most crucial and irrefutable, as well as to later Bible writers the most shameful and disturbing, of these incestuous unions was Abraham’s marriage to his half-sister Sarah; for it was precisely the one from which the whole tribe of Israel was believed to descend. And so they devoted all their energies both to playing down the blood relationship and covering up its broader implications. And they deliberately accentuated the taboo on homosexuality in order to divert attention from the far more threatening breach of the incest taboo which underpinned their entire faith.

         


         And so for thousands of years a grave injustice had been done to a group of people who’d been made the scapegoats for the innate guilt of every Jew who traced his faith back to his forefather Abraham and every Christian who based his faith on the faith of the Jews. And the same iniquitous bigotry could still be seen at work today in the Synod of the Anglican Church.


         His words provoked considerable mumblings of discontent, and the wonder was that nobody tried to stop him. But then I very much doubt whether anyone would have succeeded; for he was a man who’d discovered the truth and as always he was his own best argument: which was that truth, like desire, could never be wholly repressed. And to be fair, his case wasn’t based on wishful, or even fanciful, thinking, but on rigorous linguistic analysis – at least of a sort. Although I’d argue that such analysis is utterly redundant. The Bible is no ordinary historical text, but the revelation of God… And yet I suppose that, too, would have been part of his thesis: that it was precisely God’s purpose, or at least the early Bible writers’ perception of it, to manifest himself through what so many later writers have perceived as aberrant sexuality. And that even if the details of his interpretation were open to question, the broader implications were not… Besides, as you should know better than anyone, when it comes to myths, implications are all.

         


         And I wouldn’t be at all surprised if he’d drawn some of his more extreme ideas not simply from the structuralists and anthropologists, but from you. After all Freud was another great myth-maker; he might even be considered the greatest myth-maker of modern times. But he knew where to draw the line. How do you suppose people would have reacted if, instead of choosing classical models for some of his more contentious theories, he’d called them the Lot complex or the Ham complex or even the Cain? He’d have been laughed out of court, or at least out of practice; and you wouldn’t be sitting where you are today. Whereas the very archaism of the Greek myths gave them a spurious intellectual authority, flattering his readers’ vanities without endangering their deeper beliefs. Though no doubt Jonathan would have argued that if Freud backed away from Biblical myths in favour of classical ones, it was precisely because at the last he too was unable to confront the guilt in his own heart and at the heart of our entire Judaeo-Christian culture; and our first response should be: Physician, analyse thyself.

         


         For the clergyman the equivalent injunction is usually that we ought to practise what we preach, but in Jonathan’s case it wasn’t merely that it was something he shouldn’t have been practising, it was also a sermon that he’d been specifically forbidden to preach. And yet I shouldn’t like you to think that his intention had been simply to sensationalise; rather in his usual unorthodox way he seemed to be arguing that it was only by radically reappraising our most fundamental myths that we could arrive at a fuller understanding both of God’s purposes and of our own nature, and begin to build a just society here on earth.

         


         I’d dispute that. As Catholics we can hardly ignore two thousand years of Church tradition… But then I never had the chance to dispute with him again. For you already know what happened next. And later that day I saw him for the very last time when, despite strict instructions, he slipped in to see me in the sick bay. He wanted to apologise; he admitted his methods might have seemed underhand. He said he’d longed to confide in me beforehand, but he’d been sure I’d have tried to talk him out of it. And the one thing – the only thing? – I could always do was talk. He stood there twisting his handkerchief; I’d never seen him look so wretched. I wanted to tell him that I forgave him; I wanted to tell him so much. But my tongue hung in my mouth like an epileptic’s. And my lips twitched as though I’d had a stroke.

         


         He moved closer to my bed. He towered over me. I sensed his presence like a bruise that felt blisteringly tender to the touch. The bulk of his body blotted out the light. His bright copper hair seemed about to burst into flames; the wiry russet hairs on his hands and wrists seemed charged with electricity; and all the freckles on his face seemed on fire. His heavy lower lip was trembling and his sea-green eyes looked pitifully glazed. It was then that he told me what he felt for me; and he claimed, on what authority I still don’t know, that I felt the same for him, only I was too great a coward to admit it. He said I was lying to myself as well as to him and laying down so much pain for us both in the years to come.
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