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Prologue


-


5 December 2019


In 2019, the position of Archbishop of Canterbury was suddenly and unforeseeably made vacant by the premature and inconvenient decease of the previous incumbent, whose body had been found, alone, in a rather depressing bedroom of a third-rate hotel in Bognor Regis, clutching an item of ladies’ underwear that did not belong to his wife. Initially, the screaming headlines said only that he had had a massive coronary, admiring his frugality at not opting for a palatial, five-star resting place when the job required an overnight stay. And then, presumably via an anonymous member of staff at Lambeth Palace, the truth was exposed, including the fact that neither his wife, nor his secretary, nor indeed any of the usual suspects knew what he was doing in Bognor Regis or why. The populace’s rabid hunger for salacious speculation and conspiracy theories and the embarrassment of the church, already reeling after a barrage of accusations of incompetence that accompanied the now-deceased Archbishop’s short-lived attempt to unite a deeply divided church, made it imperative that a successor be found as swiftly as possible.


In the great British pecking order, the Archbishop of Canterbury is second only in status to the monarch. The Prime Minister must be content with taking third place, though few of them have been, or are. 


In fact, for hundreds of years, in his or her capacity as advisor to the Crown, the Prime Minister would simply pick an archbishop. The church, understandably aggrieved at this ad hoc intervention in its affairs and the political bias that went with it, negotiated a system whereby all archbishops and senior bishops were selected from two names presented to the Prime Minister – a preferred choice and a back-up. Margaret Thatcher, however, had the gall to turn a formality into reality by overruling the church on no less than three occasions that included opting for a second-best candidate for Archbishop of Canterbury when the church’s favourite was too left-wing for her fancy. High-handedness is not a uniquely Tory trait, however. In 1997 it was alleged that Tony Blair rejected both nominees for one particular episcopal vacancy. Probably because they weren’t left-wing enough. 


In 2007 Prime Minister Gordon Brown, keen perhaps to score points over his predecessors, decided that there should be no more meddling of government officials in something they knew nothing about. (Not that it ever prevented them in other areas.) In advising the Queen on her royal prerogative of choosing senior ecclesiastical posts, her ‘prime ministerial advisor’ would encourage her to follow the recommendations of the church. In effect, he was now relegated to messenger boy, conveying the name of the church’s first choice to the monarch, the runner-up only a back-up should the church’s preferred option be disqualified or die during the proceedings.


Following the demise of the Archbishop in 2019, the then Labour PM invited his old chum, Lord Gordon Fairfax, to chair the secretive Crown Nominations Commission responsible for the appointment of a successor. The only vague prerequisite for this particular role was that its holder should be an ‘actual communicant lay member of the Church of England’. It is fair to say that Gordon did grace his ‘local’ with his presence at Christmas and at Easter – if he hadn’t more pressing commitments. Mostly, he encouraged his wife to be ‘communicant’ on his behalf, in the belief that women were more naturally inclined to sing the praises of a male Saviour’s abiding love and gentle touch. Fairfax believed that the real interests of Anglicanism were best served by faith in moderate socialism, and that therefore he was more than amply qualified for this important task. 


Reading up on his duties, Gordon came across an internet description of the Commission’s performance that suggested that the appointing of an Archbishop of Canterbury was a tortuous and impenetrable process, ‘reflecting the church’s traditional tendency towards compromise and ad hoc solutions’. He couldn’t resist a wry smile. A fairly apt description of most of the workings of the Church of England, he suspected.


In late middle age, he appeared an unassuming kind of man, white-haired, of average height and build, who nonetheless managed to exude the quiet authority and latent power of a highly successful businessman. The former chief of his own international computer manufacturing business, he had worked hard to achieve its reputation for efficiency and delivery. ‘On a par with Swiss trains,’ he would boast proudly to his dedicated staff, believing his achievements well deserved the peerage he had acquired. 


His daily dealings involved making a raft of swift, well-advised but lone judgements, and his instinct rarely let him down. Then why, he asked himself, had he ever agreed to let eleven apparently randomly selected, distinctly odd-ball Commission members be inflicted on his sound judgement and good sense? For twelve people consensus was well-nigh impossible. For twelve Anglicans it was as feasible as a group-swim across the Thames. But he had been allured by some vague altruistic notion of serving his country, and his church. And helping the PM out of a fix.


Six members of General Synod (the Church of England’s national assembly) – three clergy and three lay – plus four representatives of the Diocese of Canterbury’s ‘Statement of Needs’ committee (that matched the demands of the local diocese to a pre-planned identikit of their prospective bishop) constituted the Commission, along with Ryan Talbot, the new Archbishop of York – the youngest ever, at forty-two. Gordon recognised his type: a bright, bushy-tailed, disingenuous young whipper-snapper, opinionated enough to be intensely annoying at times, but with sufficient flashes of candour, humility and genius to redeem his other weaknesses.


The Commission had already met on several occasions for several days at a time, secreted away in clandestine venues closeted from the world. All very cloak and dagger, possibly more MI5 than Church of England. It might have been entertaining if it hadn’t been so darned frustrating. A suitable archbishop was becoming increasingly hard to find. Given the acrimonious divisions in what was once known as the worldwide Anglican Communion, but was now more of a nominal umbrella for groups of churches across the globe with very differing views, only an outstanding leader with the qualities of the Archangel Gabriel could keep the umbrella from folding inside out and smashing the spokes in the first puff of wind. 


From a shortlist of twelve names they had eventually come up with a preferred choice. But before any white smoke issued from the Sistine Chapel, before the name even reached the Prime Minister’s desk, the unfortunate candidate failed his medical when he couldn’t remember the Prime Minister’s name, and was discovered to have symptoms of early Alzheimer’s Disease. The second, reserve choice withdrew when his eldest son was excluded from boarding school for possessing and dealing class-two drugs. And so it was back to the drawing board.


‘Well, here we are again,’ Gordon said to the dozen, ‘the select few, gathered once more in some half-forgotten diocesan retreat house, for one of the Church of England’s special mini-breaks. Try to see it constructively, as the chance to get away from your . . . from our more mundane lives, while performing a sacred service to our beloved Queen and country. This unremarkable meeting-room will no doubt be as familiar to us as our own bedrooms by the end of the next few days.’ 


Stifling a yawn, Catherine Cole followed his glance around the walls. Bare and soulless. Not a picture to attract the eye or distract the mind. Displaying those two hallmarks of the Anglican establishment – dullness and boredom – both of which were in store for her today, of that she had no doubt; unless, of course, someone decided to play dirty tricks. One could but hope.


‘This is ridiculous,’ she muttered, glancing around the table over the top of her small, owlish spectacles, barely disguising the distaste that forced down the corners of her mouth. An academic specialising in nineteenth-century feminist literature, she sported a swinging, shoulder-length, grey bob, incongruous, framing such a wizened face. ‘We’ve already dismissed the remaining ten candidates, so where do we go from here?’


‘Have we? Dismissed them all? I wasn’t aware of it,’ boomed a bulky man with unruly eyebrows. The shapeless grey moustache drooped over a mouth that sounded full of marbles, lifted just enough to reveal a set of discoloured, uneven teeth. He held up Canterbury’s ‘Statement of Needs’ paper and waved it at Catherine. ‘This is our diocesan bishop we’re talking about, remember. Ours.’


Colonel Frank Hardiman, carrying his rank around in retirement like a comfort blanket, Gordon said to himself. ‘As ever.’


‘Oh, for goodness’ sake, Frank,’ Catherine snapped, ‘let’s not go over that again. When it comes to choosing the archbishop, the needs and wishes of the Canterbury diocese are of lesser importance and must therefore be subsumed to the needs of the international Anglican Church.’


‘What’s left of it,’ murmured Brian Dimmock, before Frank could summon up an apt retort.


The Revd Brian was one of the clergy trio, two men and a woman, elected by their respective lobbies in Synod. Catherine threw him a withering look.


‘Okay, Brian, if you want to split hairs, the Anglican Co-op, or whatever it now is.’ 


‘The International Anglican Alliance,’ Fairfax murmured.


‘I was being facetious, Gordon,’ Catherine explained wearily.


‘Believe what you want, do what you want and still call yourself an Anglican,’ Brian Dimmock said wryly, ‘as long as you give a nodding acknowledgement of the leadership of Canterbury and purport to be in community, if not unity. Actually,’ he added, with a conciliatory nod in Catherine’s direction, ‘on this occasion, I agree with my esteemed colleague. We started the process with twelve names, then shortlisted six, two of which received by far the most favourable tweets in our nationwide consultation with the great British public. But all of them are now out of the running – our two final choices that fell by the way, the two that failed the psychometric test, and the two who said publicly they wouldn’t want such a poisoned chalice. That leaves the original six we didn’t shortlist. So why did we rule them out in the first place? No fire, no passion, no obvious vision or ability to share it if they had one, that’s why. All safe, don’t-rock-the boat choices. Most of them without a tweet in support of their name. If these six are all the Church of England can come up with, it’s a poor show. Can’t we be just a little more radical – for once?’


Catherine rewarded him with a look that bordered on appreciation. There was more to this often cynical, rather jaded vicar than his chinless, dishevelled appearance at first suggested.


‘Well, I don’t see why we’re not employing the same methods for this post as we now do for any other bishop,’ piped up another of the four representatives of the Canterbury Diocese – a diminutive man, whose hands, constantly fiddling with a pencil, were hidden by several extraneous inches of jacket sleeve. His small, round head, topped with a wig-like mop of copious black hair, suddenly poked out from around Frank’s cumbrous frame. ‘Advertising and interviewing is much fairer than this antiquated word-of-mouth nonsense.’


‘We went through this last time, Clive,’ Catherine said slowly, as if she were addressing one of her less able students. ‘We can’t. And you know that only the status-mad and power-crazed would apply. Who in their right mind would ever want a job like this?’


‘Ah, yes, of course,’ Clive Marshall conceded, ‘especially after the sad demise of our last, much-loved incumbent. Hide of a rhinoceros and constitution of an ox, eh? A pity we didn’t listen to one of his more recent predecessors.’


‘Whoever we choose will be subject to even more thorough screening,’ Gordon announced. ‘We can’t afford a repeat of the last calamity.’


An abrupt, uncomfortable silence halted the deliberations. 


‘Mr Pargetter,’ he snapped, turning to an earnest-looking, wiry-haired man in his early forties, wearing a pin-striped suit, who appeared to spend most of his time straightening his tie, or pushing his glasses back up his nose, and never seemed entirely comfortable with the proceedings, ‘I think we may need your help.’


In another life, or that was how it seemed to him now, before he was head-hunted to be the Archbishop’s Appointments’ Advisor, David Pargetter had been a senior executive in HR for Marks and Spencer. It had been a good company to work for – twenty per cent discount on all purchases, an annual bonus scheme, discounts on holiday and health club membership, and an exceptionally good pension. Not like the Church of England. No bonuses or discounts, no perks after his nosedive into what he now termed, amusingly he thought, the turbulent waters of ‘the cold sees’, his little play on the old English name for a diocese. Sometimes, he couldn’t even remember what had pushed him, except for the kudos of serving the Archbishop, and a passing, rather noble desire to serve his church. But that might instead have been indigestion, since it wore off in the stark reality of his first week at work.


Still, the job had its moments. An occasional compensation. Like contributing to the choice of successor on his boss’s throne. Pargetter would never have called himself a perverse kind of man. Nor even a mischief maker. He had certainly never acted out of his normal, cautious character before. But in the years that followed, throughout the multifarious and monumental consequences of the one little sentence he was about to utter, he had no idea what had provoked him into saying it.


‘There is always a wild card.’ 


Every head around the table turned in unison in his direction, the faces a daunting mix of surprise and newly awakened expectation. It threw him momentarily. He cleared his throat loudly.


‘But I’m not sure how good an idea that might be,’ he faltered.


For goodness’ sake, he didn’t even like, let alone seriously rate the suggestion he had been about to make. Reason whispered, ‘Time for a little back-pedalling, old chap – for all you’re worth,’ while another, more impish voice urged him on what he suspected might be a foolish, even dangerous course. ‘It’s said now. And what’s to lose?’


‘Come along,’ flashed Catherine, ‘don’t keep us in suspense. God knows we’ve wasted enough time already.’


‘Yes,’ muttered Gordon, feeling somewhat out-chaired, as usual, by that grating little woman, and irritable because of it. ‘Whatever you have up your sleeve, Mr Pargetter, we’d like to be party to it.’


The advisor thumbed slowly through his papers, beginning to appreciate the sense of power his procrastination had lent him, and slowly drew out a file.


‘Ah, here it is. The current Bishop of Larchester.’


In the hush that ensued, Pargetter took the time to monitor the group’s responses carefully, enjoying the raising of the eyebrows, the widening of the eyes, the opening of the mouths in complete and utter astonishment that indicated the exact moment when each one grasped the implications of his suggestion.


‘Did you say wild card – or joker?’ blustered Frank Hardiman, his moustache twitching as if it had a life of its own. ‘No, no, no, no, no. The church isn’t ready for this. Is it, Clive?’


‘I . . . er . . .’


‘Say something, man.’


‘Ah, that turbulent priest,’ jumped in the female vicar, whose arms were stretched to their limit across her ample girth, only just allowing her to fold her hands across it.


‘At last, she speaks,’ Gordon said to himself.


‘Now that would be an interesting appointment.’ 


‘And, as I already said at the very beginning of this process, why not a woman?’ Catherine Cole interrupted, looking round the table with a fiendish smile. ‘We would be making history.’


‘Why not indeed?’ Gordon said quickly, fearful that if he did not take immediate control the meeting would descend into a feminist squabble. Besides, the more he thought about it, the more he warmed to the idea of being cutting-edge. He rarely agreed with Catherine, but going down in history would more than make up for the unpaid hours spent on such a mind-numbing exercise. And he had the feeling that the PM would be rather pleased. 


‘The Commission is not discriminatory, is it?’ he asked, looking round the table affably. ‘The government certainly wouldn’t expect us to be. After all, it is a number of years since women were admitted to the episcopacy. This was bound to happen at some point. We’re simply doing it sooner rather than later.’


‘Ahead of ourselves, are we? That must be a first.’


‘Sarcasm is the lowest form of wit, Brian,’ Catherine reminded him.


‘Let’s not forget that Canada, the USA, and Australia have all had women primates already,’ Brian continued, ‘some better than others. I don’t have a problem with it.’


The female vicar nodded enthusiastically, rocking slightly as if she were sprung-loaded, her many chins oscillating. ‘Primate,’ she chortled, ‘let’s not monkey around.’ No one so much as smiled. She cleared her throat and sank back into silence.


The third member of the clergy team, a cathedral dean whose pinched little mouth turned down at the corners as if he were a martyr to permanent indigestion, simply said, ‘No.’


‘No, you don’t have a problem, Julian, or no, you don’t agree with the possibility?’ asked Gordon with some exasperation.


‘No, I don’t like the woman.’ 


‘What have you got against her?’ Catherine asked, turning to the Dean with surprise.


‘Shows scant wegard for convention and twadition.’


Gordon noticed he said, ‘wegard’ and ‘twadition’, the inability to roll the ‘r’s a speech impediment he always found contrived and grating.


‘All in the name of modernisation,’ Dean Julian Riley continued smoothly, in response to the puzzled expressions.


‘For example?’ Catherine asked sharply.


The Dean studied her over his half-moon spectacles, sniffed lengthily and addressed his response to the chairman.


‘For example? Permitting three members of the laity to preside at Holy Communion, contrary to canon law. “No person shall consecrate and administer the holy sacrament of the Lord’s Supper unless ordained priest by episcopal ordination.” Canon B12.’


‘We all remember the incident, of course,’ Brian intervened, before the Dean could fire any further Anglican canonry at them. ‘Some of the clergy in her diocese were up in arms. The press made its usual song and dance about it. But as I remember, she was able to show quite clearly that authorising lay people to share unconsecrated bread and wine in a Sunday service of the Word does not officially constitute a Holy Communion. There was therefore no charge of dereliction of duty to answer. 


‘What’s more,’ he continued, before the Dean could intervene, ‘she did it because a large number of rural parishes were without a vicar, and the clergy in her diocese were heartily sick of chasing from church to church every Sunday like blue-arsed flies, driving a sixty-mile round trip and more, when there were lay readers perfectly capable of administering bread and wine.’


The Dean’s mouth fell open in astonishment; whether at the theology or the language, none of the gathering was entirely sure.


‘And,’ Brian added as a final parry, ‘the congregations in question were grateful to have a service that was the nearest thing to the Holy Communion they couldn’t have due to a shortage of clergy.’ 


‘The thin end of a very big wedge,’ spluttered the Dean. ‘If we divest the clergy of this sacred task, what makes the priestly calling distinctive?’


‘The alternative in the current situation is that some churches won’t have Communion at all,’ Brian replied.


‘We’re not here to debate church policy,’ Gordon intervened swiftly, as he saw the discussion descending into liturgical one-upmanship. ‘Nor to play bait-the-dean,’ he added to himself.


‘And anyway,’ Catherine added, ‘as Archbishop her wings would be clipped. There can be no policy changes without the say-so of the House of Bishops and General Synod. That’s why there are so few policy changes at all.’


‘She’s still too wadical and gimmicky for my liking,’ muttered the Dean.


Looking around the group, Gordon observed, to his surprise, that apart from the Dean and Frank Hardiman, there was only one other obvious dissenter – a lay Synod member. He invited her response.


‘I’m not exactly opposed,’ Dorothy Cardle explained in a gentle, measured way, with the slightest hint of a tremor as she spoke. She was an elderly woman with shrewd, lively eyes in a face mottled with age, and fluffy white hair that regularly escaped its chignon and had to be repinned into place. ‘I agree with Frank, that I’m not sure the church is ready for it. There was a great deal of pain when women were made bishops. The alternative measures for the disaffected have gone a long way to preventing major schism. But we’re losing enough of our members as it is, without pushing them out of the nest. I wonder whether a woman Archbishop might not be seen as deliberate provocation? And not just here in the UK, but especially by our African brothers and sisters, who are very much opposed to female bishops, let alone one in such a key leadership role.’


‘It’s an issue the church will have to face at some point,’ Gordon said quietly.


‘And she is very high profile, is she not?’ Dorothy continued. ‘I mean, there are few bishops so regularly asked to comment on national and international affairs.’


‘Yes, indeed,’ David Pargetter concurred. ‘Being the first female diocesan bishop was bound to make her the centre of media attention. But Bishop Vicky first caught the public’s eye over twenty years ago when she was a curate, with one of the first “Fresh Expressions”, as they were called – new church communities that have developed within the Church of England in areas where traditional church has become largely irrelevant to much of the population. Since then, she has maintained a reputation for outspokenness on a raft of issues – social justice, inadequate health care, inequalities in education, environmental issues, such as the church’s urgent need to sell off its energy-consuming buildings and modernise, and,’ he nodded vaguely in the direction of the Dean, who winced visibly, ‘the unfair differentials in clergy pay.’


‘A card-carrying socialist?’ Frank expostulated loudly.


Clive looked up in alarm.


‘Left of centre, certainly, but not a member of any political party,’ Pargetter reassured him. ‘In her university days, she made quite a name for herself as a radical in the Durham Union Society, the university’s formidable debating society – which, I must say, was more than justified, judging by her later performances in General Synod.’


‘A gifted speaker, certainly,’ Dorothy admitted, ‘quite compelling, though I have only heard her the once. Carried me along on a wave of energy and passion. Though I can’t say I’m altogether happy with her near-celebrity status.’ She sighed heavily. ‘But perhaps that’s what we need these days? When the euro collapsed, her predecessor, sadly, appeared to have little to offer the nation in the way of hope and consolation. She, I suspect, would have had a great deal more to say.’


‘We said from the start that we needed the Archangel Gabriel,’ said Catherine. ‘Well, it seems we may have got him – in female form. Wasn’t it Archbishop Randall Davidson who said, “The post of Archbishop of Canterbury is impossible for any one man to do, but only one man can do it”? Maybe a woman would do it even better.’


Frank tutted loudly and shook his head. ‘I didn’t think we were considering a woman just yet. Too inexperienced – only made bishops a few years ago – but if we are, I think we still need a bit more on this paragon.’ 


He turned to Pargetter, narrowing his eyes. ‘I have the feeling there are things you haven’t told us – yet.’


‘Hadn’t you better tell us about her theology and churchmanship?’ demanded Dean Riley. ‘I have met the good lady before, but many of my colleagues here haven’t.’ 


He said ‘feology’ in his parsonical, southern-counties drawl. Gordon shuddered the way he did when he heard a fingernail scraped down a blackboard. He noticed that the continuous white ring of the Dean’s dog collar wobbled around his scrawny neck, making his head appear detached from the rest of his body.


 ‘I hear your reluctance, you three,’ Gordon said, ‘but I think we ought to hear more about the bishop before we make up our minds. Mr Pargetter?’


David Pargetter, who had just taken out a large red-and-white spotted handkerchief and was on the point of using it, gave his nose a perfunctory dab, returned the spots to his pocket and gave a peremptory cough. ‘The Right Reverend Victoria Burnham-Woods. Born in Harrogate. Daughter of a men’s outfitter and a primary school head teacher, privately educated, excelled academically – a first in theology from Durham, followed by a PhD in mission and culture during her training at St Christopher’s. Ordained at the age of twenty-seven. Exceptional curacy, where she planted a much-publicised, highly successful community church in a virtually derelict building in an urban priority area. Dedicated parish priest, and Diocesan Director for Women. Excellent record as an archdeacon, first-rate trouble-shooter and committee chair, respected by the clergy for her pastoral care. First woman diocesan bishop, and outstanding so far – turned around the finances of a near-bankrupt diocese, encouraged the planting of several modernist “emerging” churches, as they’re called, that have generated a significant rise in church attendance, supported countless initiatives amongst youth and children, and seen a sharp rise of vocations to the priesthood.’


‘Background and spirituality,’ urged the Dean.


Pargetter tugged at his collar and continued. ‘Raised in an Anglo-catholic environment, though now more evangelical by preference, so open to other spiritualities and comfortable with the widest possible range of Anglican tradition, as you would expect of a bishop,’ continued the church’s HR advisor, straightening his tie. ‘Conservative in matters of morality. Adheres firmly to the concept of monogamous, heterosexual marriage, and not sympathetic to clergy wishing to conduct gay marriages, or to non-celibate clergy civil partnerships.’


Catherine tutted loudly.


‘Though she does claim to accept at face value the say-so of celibate gay clergy, on the basis that it cannot, nor should it, be policed. Refused to perform the gay marriage of a close friend.’


‘Can we, these days, appoint an archbishop opposed to government legislation?’ asked Dean Riley, his head on one side like a robin watching for a worm. 


Pargetter turned questioningly to a man in a dark suit who had remained silent throughout the proceedings, sitting a little outside of the circle. The Prime Minister’s Appointments’ Secretary was present in an advisory capacity, and only participated if needed. He merely nodded.


‘Disappointing,’ conceded Catherine. ‘I had hoped for a little less prejudice these days, but we can’t have everything.’


‘Her conservatism may of course go some way to mollifying our African brethren,’ Pargetter said, looking pointedly at Brian, ‘who, as you’re probably aware, now constitute seventy-five per cent of the Anglican Alliance.’


‘Ah, clever,’ Catherine said, smiling meaningfully around the table, ‘an ecclesiastical card game. Reassure them with a round of traditional moral values, then play our trump?’


Dean Riley, however, had manifestly found his worm.


‘And what does the press make of her moral scruples?’ he pursued. 


Pargetter said, ‘The broadsheets find it incomprehensible in someone who is, in most other respects, a forward-thinker. The tabloids, on the other hand, whilst deploring bigotry, have a grudging admiration for church leaders who take a moral stand. Which means the press are hoisted on the petard of their own double standards, as ever, and we can have little certainty about how they will react. The locals in the Larchester diocese are protective and proud of her, and in her defence, make much of her attendance at the wedding of the gay friend she refused to marry.’


‘Proof of her lack of homophobia?’ asked Dorothy, mildly.


‘Indeed,’ replied Pargetter, bowing slightly to her age and wisdom.


‘It’s the way she dresses,’ Frank announced suddenly, before anyone else had the chance to comment. ‘For all her moral principles when it comes to everyone else, she is hardly conventional. Wearing those . . . lacy . . .’


‘Fishnet tights?’ Catherine suggested helpfully. ‘Don’t you find them attractive, Frank?’


‘Wasn’t a newspaper didn’t remark on it,’ he said, carefully ignoring her. ‘Not enough dignity or gravitas for a bishop, let alone an archbishop, if you ask me.’


‘She was going out somewhere for the evening – on a day off,’ Brian said, holding out the palms of his hands in exasperation. ‘For goodness’ sake, Frank, the photographer probably had a telephoto lens. It was an invasion of her privacy. We can’t blame her for that.’


‘It isn’t proper behaviour for a bishop under any circumstance,’ he huffed, then added for good measure, ‘Good Housekeeping ran a feature on what she likes to cook. I ask you!’


‘Since when do you read Good Housekeeping, Frank?’ asked the woman vicar.


‘The wife gets it,’ he blustered.


‘Well, it worries me too, Frank,’ Dorothy said. ‘I can’t say exactly why. But when someone is pursued that much by the media, it bodes ill.’


‘What we need is someone who will sort this organisation out,’ Frank insisted, ‘get it ship-shape – bums on pews and money in the coffers. Call me old-fashioned, but that’s a man’s job.’


‘But that’s exactly what she appears to do, Frank,’ nodded Clive, smiling beatifically.


Frank did a double-take and stared at him, as if he had just materialised from nowhere.


‘You want this woman?’


‘I . . . er . . . she seems to be exactly what we want,’ Clive thumbed quickly through the Statement of Needs, then pointed at one particular page, ‘according to our list of requirements.’ 


‘Have you the same list as me, man?’ Frank roared, shaking his papers in Clive’s face.


The little man blinked back at him impassively.


‘Come on, Frank,’ Brian said soothingly. ‘Bishop Vicky is the obvious choice. If she has all the qualities you outlined in your Statement of Needs – a first-class communicator and priest, an ability to grow the church and its finances – what more do you want? She is the right man for the job. The only thing she doesn’t have can’t be mentioned in polite conversation.’


‘If you’re talking about balls, she doesn’t appear to be lacking in that department either,’ Catherine said, defying any disapproval with her eyes.


‘Catherine,’ Gordon sighed, ‘we don’t all share your love of the vernacular.’


She had in fact jolted the chairman back from a moment of distracted desperation, of wondering whether such a disparate group could ever find consensus on where Canterbury was, let alone appoint its Archbishop. 


‘I have to say I’m inclined to agree with you, Frank,’ he conceded, ‘that we need someone with outstanding management skills. Ms Burnham-Woods certainly appears to be that.’


‘But the Archbishop is not a conventional chief executive of a public company,’ Brian intervened. ‘The core roles are as pastor and leader. And she appears to be that too.’ 


‘He is the voice and face of the church,’ Gordon added.


‘He?’ asked Catherine Cole, and Gordon ruefully admitted to himself that he deserved to be picked up on such a faux pas. ‘In fact, we’ve already heard that this woman has put her diocese back on its feet, Frank,’ she continued. ‘You can psychometric test her if you want, but personally, I think she has a thoroughly good pedigree, a great deal better than any we’ve heard so far.’


She turned to David Pargetter. ‘No skeletons in the cupboard? No nasties in the attic? We can live with the fishnet tights. But no pornography, or drugs or drink in the family, no closet affairs or early dementia? Bearing in mind that we’re two bishops down. At least their names hadn’t reached the PM’s desk. Egg all over our faces. Might a woman be a safer bet?’ 


‘As you’ve discovered,’ said David Pargetter, bowing to her slightly, ‘unlike our founder, we are not omniscient.’ He allowed himself an appreciative smile at his own little joke. ‘There was some suggestion a few months ago of . . . an unfortunate adolescent liaison, but the Mail retracted it with a full apology.’


‘And it won’t come back to bite us on our bottoms?’


‘Catherine!’ said Dorothy mildly. ‘Such a turn of phrase.’


‘Oh get real, Dorothy. Titillation is what the media wants.’


‘The Mail only apologises when a serious threat of a successful libel is held to its throat. So it’s unlikely. But I can’t be categorical, of course.’


‘And the spouse?’ asked Dorothy. ‘Would she have his full support? It’s a lot to ask of a man.’ Before Gordon could intervene, she added, ‘It’s a lot to ask of any spouse, male or female.’


Pargetter pushed his glasses up his nose, and consulted his notes again, taking his time. ‘Consultant general surgeon in one of the London hospitals, well thought of generally, though some local, and indeed national, press a few years ago over a child that died on the operating table. A verdict of accidental death was recorded at the inquest and no further action taken. There has never been any indication that he does not support his wife’s career – though, it must be said, he is rarely at her side. They have one daughter, married to an American, living in the USA.’


He looked up, waiting for further questions, but there were none. The woman vicar broke the silence.


‘Can’t blame him for not wanting to be her consort. So boring for a man. My husband . . .’


‘Vicky would certainly be a very interesting compromise,’ interrupted the Archbishop of York, in what he manifestly saw as the voice of reason and plausibility. 


At last, he shows his hand, Gordon said to himself. He suspected the Archbishop had spent the whole time trying to decide whether, firstly, he could work under a woman, and secondly, whether her appointment would be personally advantageous. Hitherto, the Archbishop’s preferences for the post had all been men of a certain age – men who would retire within the next seven years or so, leaving the way clear for him to become the next head honcho.


‘I don’t think we’re talking about a compromise, Archbishop,’ Gordon demurred.


‘Well, an interesting option, then. A risky, radical appointment, perhaps. Let’s remember that when it comes to ceremonial precedence she would trump the Prime Minister, in recognition of the fact that the Archbishop crowns the monarch and is her chaplain. We want no embarrassment to the Queen. At her age, working as hard as she still does, she deserves a peaceful life.’


‘Thank you, Archbishop,’ said Gordon, ‘but the Queen is a tough old boot and doesn’t need our condescension.’


‘The new Archbishop will almost certainly have a state funeral to do,’ he countered. 


‘And Her Majesty won’t be around to see it,’ Gordon flashed. ‘We’ve heard your misgivings. Just tell us your feelings. You would have to work closely with the lady in question.’


The Archbishop squirmed like a lobster dropped into a pan of boiling water. There was a pause, a look of uncertainty on his face which gave way to an intense concentration, that broke into a seraphic smile just as Gordon’s patience ran out.


‘In favour, generally. After all, if we are making a big mistake, at fifty-five, Vicky Burnham-Woods is not likely to continue long in the job. Women do tend to have other priorities – like family and friends – and retire early.’


Extraordinary how guileless the man appeared to be, Gordon thought, his mouth a window to his inner world. Irresistible boyish charm, the papers called it, though Gordon couldn’t see it.


‘Remember Margaret Thatcher,’ he warned. ‘She had to be forcibly removed from power.’


‘There’s no one less like Mrs Thatcher,’ the Archbishop beamed. ‘Vicky doesn’t strike me as someone who feeds on power.’


‘So, she sounds the perfect candidate,’ Gordon said with finality, before Frank could interrupt. ‘A good time to break for lunch. A full stomach might help future deliberations.’


Triangular sandwiches, crisps and pieces of fruit were rolled in on a trolley. Abstemious Anglican food, Gordon reflected. Not even a decent, filling meal. Though he had heard that in days gone by a previous Archbishop of York would host such occasions chez soi, and had a reputation as an excellent cook. 


At the opening of the afternoon session, he decided to share his own perspective. ‘As I see it, the church is in a parlous state. The pews have been emptying over a number of years and the average age of many congregations is over seventy. It faces major financial difficulties and a severe shortage of clergy. But outside the church there is an immense, untapped interest in religious and spiritual matters. The country needs more than an academic with a fine mind. It needs someone with a popular touch, who can communicate profound concepts to the man and woman on the street. Whatever you think of her unorthodox methods, Vicky Burnham-Woods is a colourful figure, who has more than proved herself capable of senior leadership, transforming her own diocese, and making faith exciting for the masses. Despite receiving her fair share of support in the national consultation process, we dismissed her when we shortlisted . . .’


‘Because we were told there were serious doubts about her Anglican orthodoxy,’ Catherine interrupted, ‘now unfounded, I gather,’ she added, looking knowingly at Brian, who nodded enthusiastically, one eye on the Dean. 


‘Well,’ Gordon concluded, ‘it would certainly be interesting to be responsible for appointing the first woman Archbishop of Canterbury.’


Frank Hardiman suddenly let out a long, low groan. It unnerved Gordon and he was trying to recall what he might have said that could have been so offensive, when he realised that the man was attempting to stand, clutching his stomach.


‘Frank isn’t well,’ Dorothy whispered to him. 


That much was now obvious to Gordon, but to what extent?


‘Fine, I’m fine,’ Frank stammered. ‘Just need to be excused a moment.’


He made a dash for the door.


Gordon sent Brian Dimmock after him to see if he needed any help. Meanwhile, the Archbishop and the Dean simultaneously excused themselves as well.


‘I think there’s another Gents’ toilets near the reception,’ said the Archbishop loudly, nodding meaningfully at his colleague as they left the room.


‘A sudden problem with the bowels?’ Catherine asked, voicing the concerns of the Commission’s remaining members. ‘Anyone else about to succumb to it?’


They all shook their heads, and sat, doodling on their papers, checking their gadgetry for messages, and sighing loudly as they waited for the outcome of the sudden exodus. 


The Archbishop and the Dean arrived back smiling a short while later, very hail-fellow-well-met, as if they had just spent the evening at the pub together and were about to go home arm in arm, singing. The Archbishop was quick to pick up the enquiring looks and insisted that both his and the Dean’s internal workings were fine, absolutely fine, never better in fact. Though what passed between them during that short, un-tabled break, the gathered members would never know. Gordon would sometimes ask himself in years to come, because from that moment, the voting pattern seemed to undergo a subtle change. If not wildly in favour of Vicky Burnham-Woods’ appointment, the Dean ceased to show any resistance to the idea either.


‘We don’t have to wait for Frank, do we?’ Brian Dimmock asked as he came back into the room. 


Gordon raised his eyebrows.


‘A severe case of the squits, I’m afraid. Definitely won’t be able to leave the throne room for some time. I managed to get him some Imodium from the staff and left him to it for now. I think he’d rather be alone.’ 


‘Food poisoning?’ Gordon asked. ‘Didn’t we all eat the same lunch?’


‘A bit soon, isn’t it?’ Catherine asked. ‘I’ll take a bet it’s the dreaded heave-ho virus. In which case, a nice little bonus to take home with us. We’d better get on with the voting now.’


‘Could we vote for him by proxy?’ Dorothy suggested.


‘Er, I don’t think that’s allowed,’ Gordon said, rapidly thumbing his way through the instructions booklet. He looked from David Pargetter to the Prime Minister’s Appointments’ Secretary for guidance. Both shrugged.


‘Oh for goodness’ sake, can’t we just get on with it?’ Catherine pleaded. ‘I could be home tonight, in my favourite armchair, watching a movie, with a cold, crisp Chardonnay at my side and my cat on my knee.’


‘I don’t see any reason why not,’ Gordon agreed, throwing the instructions booklet onto the table. The thought of being liberated from Broadmoor had an irresistible attraction. It could be days before Frank was well and he couldn’t face chairing yet another gathering. 


‘Illness can be . . .’ The word ‘serendipitous’ was on the tip of his tongue, but he managed a recall just in time, and said, ‘cannot be helped.’


When it was all done with, the Prime Minister’s Appointments’ Secretary, who was responsible for advising the candidate of the Commission’s decision, suddenly announced, ‘She’ll want to know if you were unanimous.’


Everyone looked at him in surprise. A non-voting member of the committee, a man with no voice, Gerard Lancaster had remained a shadow on the wall throughout the entire procedure. 


‘Then tell her that it was,’ said Gordon. ‘Ten in favour, one abstention and one too ill to vote is near enough.’ 


‘She’ll ask if she was your first choice. She may never accept the post if she thinks it was hers by default.’


‘Then do what civil servants do,’ suggested Catherine. ‘Lie through your teeth.’


‘Let’s be honest, she was our first choice. This time round,’ Gordon said affably. ‘The appointment can’t help but be controversial, so there’s no point in trying to disguise the fact that we’ve had a lengthy, animated and interesting debate. But in the end, those present today were of one mind. She doesn’t need to know any more than that. It certainly mustn’t get out that our two previous choices came to nought. Secrecy is the very basis of the Commission.’


The secretary nodded, buttoned himself into a large, black cashmere greatcoat, and backed silently out of the room.


‘I wouldn’t like to be in his moccasins,’ Brian commented as the door closed with barely a click. ‘Better go and see how Frank is getting on.’


‘Of course,’ Gordon said, beaming at the group with genuine satisfaction at the result and more than just a little relief that it was over, ‘but before you go, a heartfelt thank-you to each of you for your time and patience. It appears we have the privilege of making history. And whether that is a good thing, only history itself will tell. Well done, one and all.’


‘And best of luck, Vicky,’ said Brian Dimmock, toasting her with the last of his water.


_


February 2024


From:        rtrevvicky@cmail.co.uk


Sent:        Feb 14th 2024


To:        alice.peterson@earthlink.net


Subject:        Tomorrow’s vote


 


My Darling


 


4 am. I can’t sleep. 11 pm in Boston, so we could have videolinked, but I don’t want to risk getting you up. So a quick email instead – just to reassure you again that I’m absolutely fine. My eyelids feel as if they’re lined with sand. My back’s still a little red and sore, but the doctors say that’s to be expected and a small price to pay. Otherwise I’m perfectly calm, and just about ready for whatever tomorrow holds. 


 


A few years ago I learnt from one of my staff, when I was forced into letting him go, that in every situation, however unjust or hard to bear, we have a choice. We can receive it from the hands of human beings, rail against them and seek revenge. Or, we can receive it from the hand of God, and believe it’s part of his plan for us. I prefer the latter option. Bitterness only destroys us in the end. Whatever tomorrow’s outcome, it will be for the best. 


 


And I count my blessings – you and Dirk, and your two lovely boys. What a comfort you all are. Too far away to touch and feel and hold, yet thanks to the wonder of the technology I often curse, neighbours on the planet and near enough to see face to face. After the great missionary, Amy Carmichael, left for India, her mother never saw her again. That’s far worse than anything I’m having to face. Thank the Lord we don’t live in 1895.


 


You should see the mounds of letters and cards stacked up on the dresser. More than at Christmas, and that doesn’t include the emails and texts. Hundreds of expressions of love and support, from ordinary men and women, church-going and not, full of faith and without any. That sustains me. I am so grateful for them all.


 


I keep thinking back to my ordination. Had I known what lay ahead, would I have gone through with it? I nearly bottled out on the day. But even then, deep down, I knew my destiny was inescapable. Even though I could have had no idea of what was to come, those vows were always going to lead me to this moment. And yes, I would make them again for the privilege of being drawn into so many hearts and lives, and, perhaps, being able to make a small difference. 


 


I know that my work has meant huge sacrifices for my loved ones. I wasn’t always there for you when I should have been. I certainly haven’t always been what a wife should be to your father, and we both paid the price for that. But I want you to know that no matter where I was, every breath I breathed was a prayer for you. I love you more than life itself and always will. You are the best, the most creative thing I ever achieved, and if existence had offered me no other satisfaction, what you are today would have been more than enough for me.


 


We can’t change the past, and the future is out of our hands. All we have is now, this moment, to be lived as fully as we know how. So I shall go and get some fresh air, then shower and put on the Polyfilla, so that I feel ready for the occasion. I have been hanging onto a wonderful saying of Eleanor Roosevelt’s. ‘No one can make you feel small without your permission.’ With my hand in God’s and my head up, I shall walk forward, without fear, into the unknown. Who knows, maybe this will be our chance to spend that time together I’ve always promised you and longed for.


 


Sleep well, beloved daughter. There will be joy in the morning.










Part One


-


2020


Encryptogram user z3qa | to user bx4sw 


It’s been leaked! That woman – Ab of C. Deeply shocked. Is it true? 


Thought we agreed – no place for women in the Palace. Thinks she’s Joan of Arc, ranting, raving, rousing the rabble. ‘Our Lady of the Lame Dogs and Lost Causes.’ 


Don’t object to powerful women. Bedded a few in my time. But this one . . . a can of worms. All pouts and petticoats. Marches, protests, demonstrations. Keep religion out of politics, for God’s sake. 


I worry for the church – and the country. If you agree, let’s meet. Somewhere discreet. Devise a plan – damage limitation. 


So many better candidates. This may be the time for such a man as you.










One


-


Christ’s own ‘God-forsaken-ness’ on the cross showed me where God is present, where God had been present in those nights of deaths in the fire storms in Hamburg and where God would be present in my future whatever may come.


Jürgen Moltmann


 


 


January 2020


‘I have the PM’s Secretary for Senior Appointments on the phone, Bishop,’ Marissa announced breathily from the study doorway, lingering just a little too long to disguise the curiosity beneath her usual veil of quiet professionalism.


‘Thanks, Marissa,’ Vicky replied. ‘Just wanting my advice on some appointment or other, no doubt.’


‘Of course,’ Marissa acknowledged, with a short smile of relief. ‘Probably wanting to make another woman bishop, and needing you to show her the ropes.’


‘Probably,’ Vicky agreed, resisting a further response to her secretary’s attempt to explain the call, as bewildered by it as she was. It was on the tip of her tongue to joke, ‘Don’t worry. It won’t be Canterbury. I’ve only been here four years.’ 


But something stopped her – a sudden, stomach-lurching disquiet. 


She watched the door close, waited for Marissa’s quiet footfall to recede down the corridor, closed her eyes in a moment’s desperate prayer, then picked up the phone.


‘Gerard. How are you? How’s the PM?’ 


‘I need to see you urgently, Bishop,’ he said without preamble. ‘Can I come later today? Or tomorrow.’


A man whose social graces appeared to have undergone surgical removal, she said to herself, wrestling with a growing sense of foreboding.


‘Gerard, I’m a bishop. My diary is full of unmovables and unchangeables. Confirmations, lectures, sermons . . .’


‘I appreciate that, Bishop. What can you cancel most easily?’


Vicky picked up her e-phone and flashed quickly through her diary. Even the most recent bookings had been in for months. Nothing could be cancelled without causing dismay to a significant number of people. But she had, in fact, kept a slot free the following afternoon for reading, reflection, sermon preparation, and a visit from the hairdresser. Rare luxuries.


‘Later tomorrow afternoon?’ she sighed.


‘Tomorrow afternoon would be excellent, Bishop. Er, given your high profile, I’d prefer it if there were no prying eyes. Can you encourage your staff to go home early without arousing their suspicions?’


‘How very cloak and dagger, Gerard,’ she laughed, and it jarred, sounding slightly shrill. ‘Come at 5 p.m. I can guarantee that at that time on a Friday my staff will all be enjoying the beginning of a weekend off. It’s my policy.’


‘Perfect.’ 


For the intervening hours Vicky picked at the Appointments’ Secretary’s motives as if they were scabs on a new tattoo. What could be so important that it would bring him to her late on a Friday afternoon, when most sensible non-clergy were heading for home and a two-day break? She told herself repeatedly that it wouldn’t, couldn’t be Canterbury. But where else was there an urgent vacancy? The previous incumbent had hardly been the church’s most exciting offering, but he had seemed a gentle, thoughtful, godly man – too sensitive, if anything; hardly the sort of man to have a secretive other life. She had loved and felt for him. Never envied him his impossible task, not for a moment. Grieved over his lonely, indecorous end.


No. They wouldn’t appoint a woman to the post. It was too soon. It would ruffle too many feathers, put a fraught, dismembered church at greater risk of final schism. It had been demanding enough for her African brother bishops to accept her as an equal. Their reaction if a woman was appointed to the church’s most senior leadership role didn’t bear thinking about. Did Gerard want her advice on the appointment of another female bishop? He had never sought her opinion before. Perhaps the PM wanted to sound her out on issues around urban deprivation, one of her ecclesiastical specialities, as recognised by the press, if not her fellow bishops, who resented having their efforts at diocesan regeneration passed over. 


Everything the first female bishop did was always going to be big news, she reassured ‘the boys’, as she referred to them (though she still groused to her husband about their petty jealousies).


But if that was what the PM wanted, why did he not speak to her himself?


‘It must be Canterbury,’ Kelvin teased her. Inevitably, Marissa had told her chaplain about the call.


‘Don’t say so, not even in jest, Kelvin. My blood runs cold at the thought. I’m only just getting the hang of being a bishop.’


Her relationship with Kelvin was close – closer, she suspected, than most bishops with their chaplains. In many ways he was more like the younger brother she had never had. Was that a female propensity, to dispense with the professional formalities in favour of friendship? Was it wise? But she could never look at his vulnerable, scarred and shaven head, his gold earrings and midnight shadow, without feeling a surge of wonder and thankfulness that strong partnerships, both personal and professional, could sprout from the most unlikely beginnings. For her, Kelvin was the personification of reparation, of hope in every broken relationship.


He had been reluctant to apply for the chaplain’s post.


‘Bishop’s poodle? Not on your life, Vicky.’


‘Would I have asked you to apply if I’d wanted a pet?’


‘Church Scrapes the Barrel,’ had been the unforgiving headline in the press. ‘Is our new bishop so strapped for talented clergy that she needs to appoint a chaplain with a criminal record?’ Vicky had been furious on Kelvin’s behalf and had her press officer, a former Daily Express hack called Mike Barnes, send off a strong response. ‘Kelvin Craddock has been vicar of some of the most difficult urban parishes in the country and proved himself to be a resourceful, loving and outstanding priest. This is a man re-born, whose past was redeemed by the transforming love of Christ, and who knows enough of the power of forgiveness and restoration to share it wherever he happens to be.’


‘Holy mackerel, I’ve turned into Saint Paul,’ he’d said with a broad grin when he saw it.


‘I wish,’ Vicky replied.


Theirs had been an unusually comfortable working partnership, and he would be loath to let her go, even for Canterbury.


‘Does the Archbishop still have to wear a frock coat and tights for state banquets?’


‘I think, at least I hope, that tradition died a short while back.’


‘A pity. You’d look a great deal sexier than the men. Far better legs, if I may say so.’


‘You may not,’ she said tartly, hiding her smile. Give a man an inch . . .


Gerard Lancaster rang the bell of Bishop’s House at 5 p.m. on the dot. From an upstairs window Vicky had watched his bulky, black figure emerge from the car and lumber towards the house. The Appointments’ Secretary was a broad-shouldered man, covered, almost from head to toe, in an over-large cashmere coat that looked more like it was wearing him than the other way round. He stood on the doorstep, looking around furtively. She was tempted to demand, ‘Password?’ as she opened the door to him, but thought better of it and offered to take his coat instead. He refused politely. 


‘Ready for a quick getaway?’ she teased.


‘Heavy,’ he explained.


‘Ah,’ she said.


He followed her into the sitting room, but before she had time to offer him tea, he delved into his briefcase and handed her a letter. Then he removed his coat, laid it carefully over the arm of the settee and sat down next to it. She sat down opposite him, gingerly fingering the letter which had carried in the cold from outside, hardly breathing. A wave of intense heat rose from the base of her spine to her hairline, depositing beads of sweat in every nook and cranny of her body on its way. The joys of the menopause, she said to herself, and went on sitting stock-still, Lancaster’s eyes focused on the letter, willing her to open it. 


She postponed the moment for as long as she could, knowing instinctively that once she did, her life would never be the same again. The clock ticked, her heart raced, and the Secretary’s stomach made a slight, low gurgling sound, but his eyes never left the envelope in her lap. Unless she meant to keep him in her sitting room as a permanent fixture, she had no choice but to read its contents. 


The letter, of course, as she had expected it must, said exactly what she had desperately hoped, to the very last second, it did not. She was aware that her hands had begun to tremble a little, and could barely bring herself to speak.


‘Is this some kind of joke?’


‘I assure you that it isn’t.’


‘Then I’m being used to make a point?’ 


‘To break new ground? Don’t you think it’s about time?’


‘A test case? Don’t you think the risk is too great? Women were only admitted to the highest offices of the church five years ago. I’ve been Bishop of Larchester for four of them and preventing schism in the diocese has taken every wile known to woman. How would an appointment like this serve the unity of the church?’


He looked at her intently, blinking from time to time through his heavy, black-rimmed spectacles. Did he deliberately withhold all sign of feeling, or was he genuinely free of what he no doubt saw as human weakness? Whichever, his coolness aggravated her beyond measure. She needed a foil, someone who would thrust and parry with her, not a stuffed dummy of a civil servant.


‘You really don’t know what you’re asking of me, do you?’


He raised his eyebrows, but said nothing.


‘To leave behind all I’ve worked and fought for, a diocese I’ve come to love, where the churches are pulling together at last to make a real difference to their communities. To be what? A lamb thrown to the wolves. Torn limb from limb, simply to make the point that a woman isn’t up to the job. And then it will be years before another woman is appointed to the post. No, no, no,’ she said, jumping to her feet and walking over to the dresser so that she could steady herself without having to face him, ‘this is totally counter-productive.’


‘I assure you there was no tokenism in the decision, no sense in which it was a gesture to prove the church’s even-handedness in matters of gender. Your predecessor, whose unfortunate demise we sadly lament, did not have time or, some might say, the ability to pull the church out of its despondency and gloom. While the Commission felt that in this difficult time in the life of the nation, with the economy still severely stretched after the collapse of the euro, you have shown yourself perfectly able to confound your detractors, pulling the churches together, as you so rightly say, and bringing a glimmer or two of . . . hope, dare we say, to your kingdom here. Why should that not work on a broader canvas?’


She turned to face him.


‘And the Commission believes I’m capable of doing so?’


‘The Commission kept to the agreed profile stating what was required: a charismatic leader, theologically well grounded but not an academic, profound but with the communication skills to appeal to the masses, someone who could show sensitivity and compassion, yet hold their own in the political and international scene, prepared to stand for what they believe in, in these rather troubled times. And, perhaps, someone . . . a little different.’


‘And I came to mind?’ she asked, shaking her head in disbelief.


The Secretary made a rather lop-sided attempt at a smile of acknowledgement.


‘I rather doubt it,’ she said. ‘But let me ask you, was I the Commission’s first choice? It’s only fair that I should know. When, not if, the going gets tough, I shall need that certainty to fall back on.’


The Secretary took off his glasses, delved into his coat pocket to retrieve an immaculately pressed white handkerchief, shook it out and began to wipe them. Playing for time, Vicky suspected. The response was taking him a while to frame.


‘You were, eventually, the unanimous choice,’ he said, putting his glasses on and the handkerchief back in his coat pocket, allowing his unblinking, almost expressionless stare to rest upon her once more. She found it disarming. 


‘Eventually.’ What did that mean? It sounded like a dodge, but Vicky decided that pushing him wouldn’t elicit a more satisfactory explanation. The Commission was more secretive than the College of Cardinals electing the Pope.


‘And my more . . . conservative views?’ she tried instead. ‘They’re hardly going to go down well with the government, let alone the large group of anti-discriminationalists in the church.’


‘On sexuality issues?’


‘What else? It’s fairly public that I support traditional marriage as the historic bedrock of society, that I won’t therefore perform gay marriages, or encourage the clergy to do so. If the press has any grouse against me, it’s that.’ 


‘But you have attended a gay marriage.’


The Secretary was certainly well briefed.


‘And you support the right of gay couples to adopt.’


‘I supported the right of every child in care to a decent home.’


‘The Mail and Express are currently spearheading a backlash on morality issues, deploring the Scandinavian laxity that allows three or more parties to a marriage. A little traditionalism might not hurt.’


He inclined his head to one side, as the family pet dog had done when she was a child, waiting for her response.


‘And besides,’ he added, ‘the PM knows that from a political perspective, you are on his side.’


‘If I accept the post, I shan’t be on anyone’s side but God’s.’


She realised it sounded pompous the moment it left her lips.


‘Forgive me. I’m finding this all very difficult.’


The Secretary quickly changed tack.


‘If it would help, let me assure you that the job specification required someone with a more traditional lifestyle than some of the American bishops we’ve seen.’


‘No dope-smoking whisky-swillers on their third marriage, then?’


He gave the merest nod and Vicky returned to the armchair and slumped into it. She resisted the temptation to say anything more risqué and simply said, ‘Lady Fisher, wife of a previous Archbishop of Canterbury, when addressing the girls of Wycombe Abbey School, was asked by one earnest pupil if she had ever considered divorce. She replied, “Divorce, never, but murder often.” ’


Gerard Lancaster’s mouth twitched gratifyingly at the corners, the closest to a smile that he could manage. But Vicky added, without looking at him, ‘I suspect that’s true of many clergy marriages, where the partner is subsumed by the church.’


For even before she finished telling the anecdote, she knew with a sinking heart that if she accepted the PM’s offer, Tom would most certainly share Lady Fisher’s sentiments.


‘How can the Commission be sure that my marriage would survive such a challenge?’ she asked.


‘It can’t, of course,’ the Secretary admitted. ‘That’s for you to consider. But your husband appears to have supported your ministry so far.’


‘And the Commission would know, obviously, given that nothing is sacrosanct in church politics?’


Lancaster, with the wisdom of the Whitehall bureaucrat, remained silent.


‘Frankly, it would be very hard on Tom,’ she said.


He nodded respectfully, and changed the subject.


‘What we do know is that you already have a reputation for being inspirational and motivational in difficult times, for managing change effectively, and for expressing a deep sense of compassion for the general populace. And, if I may add, that you have managed to remain very much yourself despite senior office.’


‘And why is that so important to the powers that be?’’


Vicky noticed that the Secretary squirmed. But she needed to know exactly what was expected of her, and she wasn’t going to let him off the hook. She began to feel almost sorry for him.


‘Your – your more earthy approach, for example.’


‘My sense of humour?’ she quizzed.


He nodded.


‘We wouldn’t want you to feel you have to emulate anyone else.’


‘A man, for example?’


‘Quite so,’ he agreed. ‘You would bring your unique gifts and talents to the job, I have no doubt. Don’t deceive yourself that the Commission can’t see that behind that, er . . . warm and approachable exterior, there lurks, if I may say so, an extremely able, even shrewd operator with a fine mind for theology.’


Vicky couldn’t resist a chortle at the flow of flattery that spilled, somewhat self-consciously, from the Secretary’s lips. It was borrowed, of that she was sure. He looked at her quizzically.


‘I always thought that when they did appoint a woman to the post for the first time, she would have to be a cross between the Virgin Mary and a jolly headmistress, with a strong touch of the Machiavelli. It sounds as if I wasn’t far wrong. Though whether I actually fit the identikit is another matter.’


Gerard Lancaster pulled himself up defensively.


‘Anti-church prejudice is now deeply ingrained in the British psyche. The church is stereotyped in the press as wishy-washy and out of touch. The Commission, therefore, deploring its reputation for compromise, opted for popular appeal, choosing a woman who is anything but wishy-washy or out of touch.’ 


And with that he got up to go, heaved on the coat and headed for the door.


‘You know I can’t give you an answer without some serious prayer? I need to consult my husband, as well as God, though in this instance it may amount to the same thing. Only God knows if both will be of the same mind.’


He managed a genuine, albeit deferential smile, at last.


‘I can only give you twenty-four hours, I’m afraid. Can’t risk any leaks, you understand.’


She nodded dumbly, sick at the thought of the anguish the next few hours would bring.


‘Then we’ll just have to hope that God speaks soon.’


‘Of course. But the PM very much hopes you’ll say yes.’


Vicky smiled, reluctantly.


‘And the PM is the highest authority?’


He nodded, apparently oblivious of her humour this time, and within seconds, the strange black figure had disappeared into his car and driven away. All he needed were horns and a tail. ‘It’s just not possible,’ she whispered, as she stood at the door, gazing at the space where his car had been. ‘I never asked for this.’


Or had she? She had made her own contribution to the cracks in the stained-glass ceiling, until, now, it was finally smashed apart.


_


1992


A raw curate, but with aspirations to become a vicar as soon as it was made possible, Vicky had watched the vote to admit women to the priesthood on the television twenty-eight years earlier, standing up ironing Tom’s shirts. She had to have something to do as she watched the faces of the men and women who held her future in their hands, then waited for the results. It was such a close-run thing, no one could tell which way it was going to go. The debate had lasted five and a half hours. In the end, it resorted to a typically fudged fall-back. Any parish that wouldn’t accept the ministry of a woman priest could legally refuse to have one. They could also refuse the ministrations of their local bishop if he had ‘soiled’ his hands by laying them on a woman’s head to make her a priest, in favour of visiting or ‘flying’ bishops. Still, she would be one of the first women priests.


The motion was carried by two votes. Vicky, unaware that she had been hyper-ventilating, found that she needed to sit down. She wept, first with stunned gratitude, and then with the sheer joy of it, until the smell of burning snapped her abruptly back into the present. There was a brown, iron-shaped mark on the front of one of Tom’s favourite shirts.


When the time came to vote for women bishops, after more than twenty years of synodical wrangling, Vicky was an archdeacon and full Synod member, present at the first fiasco, when the motion was defeated, and then at the second attempt, when the last bastion of professional gender inequality in the UK finally fell. It was nerve-wracking to sit, voting handset at the ready, waiting and wondering whether thousands of years of tradition were indeed to be overturned at last, after so many thwarted hopes and dreams. 


The result came virtually instantly, but it was still the longest minute in Vicky’s memory, every eked-out second echoing with the jarring sounds of coughing, throat-clearing, chair-squeaking, pen-fiddling, and unrestrained shuffling. 


There was no victory cheer when the result was announced, just pure and simple relief. A few tears quickly checked or wiped surreptitiously away. The occasional smile of complicity caught and shared. And the same dignified silence that accompanied the moment when women won their priesting, in respect for those who would find it a bitter pill to swallow. 


Vicky headed out of Church House into the crowds of Westminster, desperate for a celebratory drink, but the media cut off her exit, demanding that she analyse her emotions before she had had a chance to register them, let alone articulate them sensibly. A Church House press officer materialised at her side, press statement in hand, and after allowing her a swift expression of joy for the satisfied and sorrow for the dismayed, shepherded her out onto the street.


The phone calls continued throughout the train journey home and well into the evening. 


‘Are you going to be the first woman to benefit from today’s vote?’ 


‘I very much doubt it. I’m far too outspoken.’


An irate Tom, in his chef’s apron, stirring a bubbling concoction on the Aga in the kitchen, barely looked up when she came in. The room was full of steam. She walked over to him and turned on the cooker hood.


‘The phone’s been ringing off the hook. If they haven’t got the sense to know what time it is, they don’t deserve a response,’ he snapped, as her mobile cut him off. He removed a casserole with an oven-gloved hand, placed it on the table with a meaningful thud, removed its lid, and sat down noisily. She nodded, brought the conversation to a swift close, and joined him. When the landline rang he fastened her to the chair with a look.


‘Honestly,’ he complained later, propped up against the pillows, reading, as she performed her nightly cleansing ritual.


‘Honestly what, Darling?’ she asked as she got into bed next to him.


He removed his glasses and put them into their case with a resounding snap. 


‘Honestly, I’d like to throttle all of them, because they’ve stolen our life together.’


‘This is a rather unique and special occasion.’


‘Aren’t they all?’


Tom lay down vigorously, the mattress rocking as he heaved the quilt over his recumbent frame, and switched off his bedside lamp. Vicky didn’t know whether to feel seasick or heartsick.


Jenny James rang the following morning. ‘I still can’t believe the brass doors have yielded. How long before it’s Bishop Vicky, then?’


‘Don’t you start. And anyway, what about you? You’ve fought for it much harder than I have.’


‘I’m not an archdeacon. Mercifully.’


‘You do realise that there are only two archbishops, forty-two diocesan bishops, sixty-eight suffragan bishops . . .’


‘And a partridge in a pear tree. Actually, more than one partridge amongst that lot, I reckon.’


‘Let’s get real, Jenny. With such a flat organisation, how many of us are going to be bishops? Just take a look at the government – just a tiny percentage of women in the cabinet after all these years.’ 


‘The church will create a token woman bishop quickly. And my money’s on you.’


‘You’re incorrigible. I wouldn’t rush to Ladbroke’s if I were you.’


‘But you are high profile.’


‘And that will count against me.’


‘You mark my words . . .’


As she put the phone down, Vicky considered whether her Uriah Heep humility wasn’t a little disingenuous. People so often protested their disinterest in the very thing they wanted the most. Politicians relentlessly resisted any suggestion of ladder-climbing, when it was manifestly obvious they’d kill to be the PM. Her male colleagues rarely said they intended becoming a bishop, when it was flagrantly obvious they did. Career clergy. There were plenty of them. What they feared most was setting out their stall in public, only to have the goodies snatched away, leaving all and sundry to titter at the comeuppance of an ambitious fool. But she genuinely hadn’t supported a woman’s right to be a bishop with a view to becoming one herself. Or so she thought, until, a year or so before the vote, when she was summoned to meet the new Archbishop’s Advisor for Appointments, he or she who screened all candidates for possible promotion, and secreted their findings in the golden files. The curriculum vitae of many able clergy were lost in there somewhere, and few ever heard anything more. 


David Pargetter, the church’s (only) senior executive in HR, didn’t appear comfortable with his role in the church. When he wasn’t rearranging his tie, he fiddled with his silver tiepin, taking some reassurance from rubbing the pad of his forefinger backwards and forwards over the cross engraved on its front. ‘At least he has the courage to wear one,’ Vicky thought to herself, though he was hardly going to be sacked for it by his employers. His predecessor, a woman who had trained her in the finer points of archdeaconry, had made no bones about the fact that she was consciously preparing a generation of women leaders, fully equipped and ready to move into the episcopal hierarchy when the time came. Pargetter had no doubt received the same commission from the highest levels, sympathetic as they were to the cause. But if he had, there was little sign of it. 


Her career thus far was neatly laid out on the table between them, reduced to two sheets of A4.


‘Mmm,’ he said, pen in one hand, studying the paperwork as if he were about to award her marks out of ten. ‘Thanks for coming in today. I expect you know what it’s about. You obviously have friends in high places. Frankly, I don’t doubt your pastoral skills, but what we’re looking for today are bishops with know-how in strategy, financial stability, change and stakeholder management, conflict resolution and marketing.’


‘CEOs?’


He looked up at her, startled, eyes blinking like an alligator’s, magnified behind the thickness of the lenses of his rimless spectacles.


‘Something like that.’


‘So why summon me if you don’t think I fit your identikit?’


He flicked through the papers in front of him again, looking for an answer.


‘Because actually, I have had a significant amount of experience in all of them, at every stage of my career, as vicar and archdeacon, even as a curate, in the community centre I ran in an area of high urban deprivation. Not to mention mission, which seems to have dropped off your list.’


He tucked the ends of his tie into his shirt front, wriggled in his chair and coughed.


‘But no experience of civic functions.’


Vicky was totally exasperated. How had someone with so little awareness of what the job entailed been given such power in deciding the future leadership of the Church of England? 


‘Mr Pargetter, I’m getting the impression that you seem to be under some illusion that women can be so pastorally-minded, we aren’t up to the rough and tumble of leadership. If that’s the case, it would constitute an effective and worrying barrier to our promotion. I’m an archdeacon, Mr Pargetter. I regularly preach in the cathedral at civic services.’


‘Ah, yes, of course. And as I said, you have been noticed in high places.’


She was wearing a snug, knee-length skirt.


‘And was that,’ she asked, folding one leg carefully over the other, ‘because of my ability and spirituality, or because of my feminine charms?’


Blow it, she said to herself as she left one of the Church of England’s top bureaucrats looking nonplussed and awkward, that’s the end of my chances. But maybe she had made a point. And did she want to be a bishop anyway, a manager rather than a priest, a purveyor of Anglican liturgy and rituals, rather than a pastor, when what she really loved was the work on the ground? In the end she had to believe that these matters were in God’s hands, but with men like David Pargetter in the seat of power, that wasn’t easy to credit.


So when it was announced that Wendy Thornham was to be the first woman bishop – a suffragan, so the junior version, but a bishop nonetheless – it was no surprise. Wendy was efficient and pleasant, had been a cathedral dean for some years and would do an excellent job. And she had a surfeit of experience of civic services. If not the legs. Enough of the cattiness and vanity, Vicky had commanded herself. You have no aspirations in that department, remember?










Two


-


God does not become a religion, so that man participates in him by corresponding religious thoughts and feelings. God does not become a law, so that man participates in him through obedience to a law. God does not become an ideal, so that man achieves community with him through constant striving. He humbles himself and takes upon himself the eternal death of the godless and the godforsaken, so that all the godless and the godforsaken can experience communion with him.


Jürgen Moltmann
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Vicky closed the front door, and went back into the sitting room. She tried to tell herself that the spectral Secretary and her bizarre conversation with him were an illusion, a bad dream. But the letter still lay on the coffee table and there was a large bottom-shaped well in the seat of her feather-filled settee. Not the fabrication of an overwrought imagination, then. Too dazed to bother with closing the curtains or switching on a lamp, she plumped up the settee, then snuggled into it in front of the fire, tucking her feet beneath her and clutching a cushion to her chest for comfort. Had the flames been real rather than gas, she might have been tempted to throw the letter onto them.


She wasn’t taken in by the compliments that slid smoothly from Gerard’s mouth like a slick of chocolate. Rather, she was filled with blazing indignation that she had been singled out to be the sacrificial lamb on the altar of establishing a precedent. Wasn’t being Bishop of Larchester pioneering enough? The first female diocesan. It was certainly fulfilling enough to use up whatever ambition had been lurking unnoticed in her subconscious through all those years of fighting for the right, when she had protested her personal indifference so loudly.


After four years she was beginning to feel she had the measure of running a diocese. The wheels were turning as smoothly as they could in a Church of England beleaguered by rising costs and falling giving. The latest generation of churchgoers, raised in a thriving, me-centred Britain, didn’t take well to the ongoing austerity of personal and national debt, inflation and a devalued pound. They didn’t give like their parents. There had been swingeing cuts, staff not replaced when they left, clergy worked almost into the ground with four, five, even six parishes, buildings crumbling into dereliction and sold off. But Ralph had prevented them going bankrupt like the Mirbury Diocese, with clergy going unpaid and dependent on income support. Her wizard of a new diocesan secretary, a qualified economist with abilities way beyond those the Church of England could normally hope to attract, had waved a magic wand over the budget, somehow turning it into a piggy bank with at least some savings inside.


There were the usual problems – the barrage of complaints about closing down services that had only two people in attendance, the occasional renegade priest who had convinced himself that God meant him to run off with the churchwarden’s wife, congregations who resented sharing their vicar, or being conjoined to parishes with whose members, they stalwartly declared, they had absolutely nothing in common. Nothing but their faith, or even, for crying out loud, their common humanity, Vicky thought. It was vital as an object lesson in Christian charity to try and force them into the unity and community of the saints, even if it meant knocking their heads together. 


The positives far outweighed the problems. The policy of closing vast, uneconomic, often unlovely Victorian buildings, requiring a lengthy, tortuous battle with the local council and preservation societies, had at last enabled the diocese to fulfil its legal obligations to conserve energy in these straitened times. It also released enough funding to support pioneer ministers who built new congregations, meeting in homes, coffee shops, pubs and community centres. Some were growing so rapidly that members virtually sat on each other’s laps. Many had divided, starting new groups in a network which now spread from one end of the diocese to the other. 


It cheered her enormously to see the way some churches now served their local community in whatever way was relevant to its needs, with playgroups, toddler and after-school clubs, food, furniture and clothing banks, benefits and budgeting advice, credit unions and even healthcare. Not surprisingly, local councils had increasingly outsourced responsibility for welfare assistance for those in crisis, whose benefits had not yet come through, to faith groups. Some councils had handed over their entire budget. Why reinvent the wheel when these Christians were such ready, responsive and willing volunteers, when they were already doing what needed to be done? There were issues at stake that she hadn’t managed to raise with the churches yet – how far faith-based charities were still morally free to share that faith, how far they were unwittingly shielding the government from a massive shortfall in its responsibility, given that resources were increasingly inadequate. But overall, she felt they maintained a good balance of appropriate caring and sharing. 


What really exercised her mind, though, was one particular group of people who had fallen foul of heartless exploitation and could only be offered the most perfunctory of help – several hundred men, women and children in the poorest part of her diocese who had lived in low-rent accommodation on shorthold tenancies and had now been made homeless when their landlords sold out en masse to developers. How could she abandon them? A.T. Developments, in conjunction with a Rio de Janeiro-based company – the Brazilian Leisure and Entertainment Organisation, or BLEO – had managed to get planning permission to turn the Wooten Grange estate into a multi-billion-pound investment in 7,500 exclusive new homes and a commercial and retail development of millions of square feet for offices, a hotel, a multiplex cinema, a shopping mall and a casino.


She had protested loudly, writing to the local mayor, the Prime Minister and every government official in between, expressing her ‘grave concerns about their policy of relaxing planning legislation to allow overseas companies with no experience of delivering these projects to invest in land and property – all in the name of “the national interest”. How can it be in the interests of poorer neighbourhoods to build housing unavailable to them, leisure facilities they could not afford, and fast-food outlets and casinos that will surely prove detrimental to their health and well-being?’ 


What was more, the legal obligation to provide social housing was a farce. The government might well argue that in the long run many more homes would be built, but while the eviction notices and thuggish bailiffs had arrived right on time, no affordable housing had materialised to date. An already stretched social services department struggled to provide even basic accommodation in multiple-occupancy houses with shared bathrooms and kitchens. When Vicky visited one such dwelling she was appalled at the conditions – the damp, the squalor, the suffocating lack of space. The shared kitchen was locked at 8 p.m., the occupants told her, and the cooker was broken anyway. The heating ran for two hours morning and evening if they were lucky – unless, of course, inspectors were doing their rounds. There was no garden. Incensed, Vicky had told the press, ‘No child in this civilised country of ours should have to grow up like this.’ 


In the eyes of the media she had become the opposition’s figurehead, a feisty female bishop fighting the giants of ‘developmental greed’. She had led a protest march of 4,000 to 10 Downing Street with a petition for reasonably priced housing, and jobs for local people rather than the migrant workers bussed in by the elusive companies behind the development. She never could get to the bottom of where they had come from, nor find her way to the top to protest. She was even compared once or twice to ‘Red Ellen’, the campaigning MP Ellen Wilkerson who embarrassed the government by leading a march of 200 unemployed workers all the way from Jarrow to Downing Street to petition for jobs in the recession of 1936. How could she abandon the people who had come to depend upon her in this cruel recession of 2019? And what about her team, who had rallied round her, given her hours of their own time in providing the vital administrative support she needed? They all worked together so well. And despite Tom’s initial misgivings, Ralph had fitted in fine. He was courteous, amenable and well liked. 


‘With his looks, what’s not to like?’ Tom had commented wryly when she said so. She kept quiet about the rumour that the predominantly female administrative offices of the diocese, based at Larchester Cathedral, ground to a halt every time he walked in. 


Sitting in her study, she was gratified to hear Kelvin and Marissa’s voices raised in laughter. The sound of her secretary’s high-pitched laugh always brought back Vicky’s memories of her as she was when Vicky first arrived – lips pulled tight into a default position of permanent disapproval more effective than words could ever be. Unsatisfactorily single, Marissa was a woman who would have laid down her life for any male boss she served. She had never expected to work for a woman, and she wasn’t planning to like it.


The expression on her face the day that Vicky had first tried on the episcopal regalia! The suffragan bishop, Martin Cunningham, a kindly, rotund little man with twinkling eyes and a bald pate encircled by tight grey curls, had offered her a crash revision course in the rites and rituals of high church ceremonial so that she could please everyone’s liturgical preferences. The Church of England was a huge umbrella, covering every tradition from a catholicism that was ‘higher’ than Roman Catholicism, to an evangelicalism that was more charismatic than the Pentecostals, or more conservative than the Strict and Particular Baptists. Some of the Anglo-catholics and evangelicals remained implacably opposed to women bishops, so wouldn’t let her near their churches anyway. The rest all had their own traditions and she would be expected to observe them.


‘Let’s have a look at the uniform first,’ she had said, taking down the cope that had been made for her predecessor but one. She refused to splash out a vast amount of diocesan money on a new one. It was immediately evident that he had been a larger, rather different shape.


Martin moved gingerly around her, straightening it. 


‘You don’t have to pussyfoot,’ she said, as he fiddled with the clasp.


‘It’s called a morse, by the way. Beautiful, isn’t it?’


She fidgeted with impatience.


‘With respect,’ he said, ‘I’m not sure how it should hang. I’ve never dressed a woman in a cape before.’


‘The only difference from a man are these things that stick out at the front.’


‘Yes,’ he admitted, slightly embarrassed. ‘But they don’t really show.’


‘Tell you what, I’ll hunch my shoulders and they won’t show at all.’


She ambled around like the hunchback of Notre Dame, dragging the over-large cope in her wake.


‘See? No boobies,’ she said, and they were both roaring with laughter as Marissa Schofield appeared at the door, a tray of coffee and biscuits in her hands, and a face like a child who has just taken her first bite of a mushroom.


‘You look splendid, Bishop,’ she had said enthusiastically, depositing the tray onto a nearby table and tugging down her cashmere cardi. She was a woman in her early forties, silver hair tucked neatly behind ears that displayed tiny pearl earrings, glasses swinging from a chain around her neck. Utterly conservative but for the red patent shoes with their four-inch heels.


‘A shoe fetish?’ Vicky whispered, as she clacked her way back down the corridor of Bishop’s House.


Martin giggled.


‘Be warned. She doesn’t suffer fools gladly. And a fool is anyone who says no to her. They say she’s a treasure, really – but no one knows where it’s buried.’


Marissa had remained po-faced for months, resentful of Vicky’s appointment, shocked by her apparent lack of formality and her inability to accept the diary priorities her secretary suggested. Her crimson lipstick stretched into two thin lines, occasionally leaving some of it smeared onto her front teeth. But finally, just when she needed it most, Vicky struck gold. 


‘Marissa, could I see you in my study a moment?’ she had said, that fateful day as she swept in from the hospital through the office.


Marissa had patted her waves into place and followed, looking mutinous. She stood just inside the room, hands folded defensively. Vicky suddenly realised she was expecting a reprimand, and could have kicked herself for not realising how insecure the woman was.


‘Marissa, come over here and sit with me,’ she said, pointing to the settee.


Marissa sat down primly at the opposite end, head high, refusing eye contact.


‘The thing is,’ Vicky confided, ‘and here I need your absolute discretion – I’m going to have to rely on your ingenuity in a way no bishop has ever done before. But getting to know you these last few months, seeing your efficiency and the care you invest in your work, I feel confident that I can depend on you entirely.’


Even as she spoke, Marissa was transfigured in front of her, the sun melting the snow as defiance metamorphosed into a concerned, devoted allegiance. And that, miraculously, was how it had remained. They were bound together in so many ways, she, Marissa, Kelvin, Mike Barnes and Ralph. The thought of leaving them now almost broke her heart.


Why, when all was going so well, must her world be torn apart? Now – with the country in financial and moral meltdown, and the church and state at loggerheads over both issues. She had begun to see Larchester as the winding, if slightly uphill, road to a peaceful retirement, when she and Tom would grow old together, pottering around their garden, enjoying the luxury of time that their respective careers had so far denied them. But instead, she had been handed a potentially ignominious end to a reasonably satisfactory ministry.


‘The day the ceiling fell in.’ That was how the previous Archbishop referred to receiving the letter, openly lamenting the lack of privacy and peace. Life was the job and the job was life. A life, in his case, cruelly cut short. Who would opt for that?


She had no idea what to say to Tom, where to begin. How did anyone give their spouse the kind of news that would turn his world upside down, when he had only just acclimatised to becoming Mr Bishop? But she couldn’t see how she could function without him – not just because being happily married was part of the job spec, but because she relied on him to be there for her in those moments of self-doubt no one else saw. She was grounded by his no-nonsense realism, the sarcasm that made her laugh at her own and everyone else’s foibles. She needed his world, the singular view of the NHS that he brought her, as a reminder that there was life outside the church, and that every institution had its idiosyncrasies. Most of all she needed his arms to hold and comfort her and drive away the lurking demons that tell a woman of a certain age that she might no longer be sexually attractive. But he had to have a choice. She owed him that. If Tom said no, it was no.


Yet, how could she refuse? Who, in her shoes, wouldn’t be enticed by the privilege of representing church to the nation and nation to the church, of having a place in the affairs of government at such a crucial time, of exercising leadership in an organisation yet to fulfil its true potential? She had always fought for the impossible. To become a priest before she could. To see women in the most senior posts in the church. To fight the injustice of financial inequalities, to bring faith back to the centre of national life, to bring hope to a world that had so little. If that was the voice of God, and her calling, who was she to say no?


_


1978


Vicky was thirteen when she announced she was going to be a vicar. It was 1978, the same year the first private motion to allow women into the priesthood was defeated in General Synod. As the result of the vote was announced, the silent gathering was electrified by a lone female voice ringing out from the spectators’ gallery: ‘We asked for bread and you gave us a stone.’


Many years later, when Vicky made the connection, she couldn’t help but smile. She too had been handed a stone.


‘Indeed?’ her mother had said, without so much as looking up from the pile of dog-eared exercise books she was marking. ‘That’s the one thing you certainly can’t be, Victoria. Women do not become vicars.’


She waited and watched her mother’s face, fascinated by the tiny ridges of foundation that had gathered in the grooves, like rivulets in the sand when the tide goes out. But Audrey Burnham refused to be distracted from her ticks, crossings-out and comments.


‘Why not?’ Vicky asked, placing herself between her mother and the light from the dining-room window. She felt entitled to a reasonable explanation. Audrey had no choice but to look up from her work.


‘Vicky,’ she said crossly, ‘the church has decided that it’s a calling only men can fulfil. It’s not ours to question. And I sincerely hope it stays that way – in my lifetime, at least.’


Then she tutted and slapped a red cross on yet another piece of homework that fell short of the mark.


Vicky was forced to admit that she had never come across a woman vicar. But then, she had never seen a woman doctor or dentist either, though she knew they existed. The school bus driver was a woman. The milkman was a woman. It occurred to her years later that, had she been clairvoyant, she could have told her mother that within a year the country would have its first female Prime Minister. She might also have argued that to accommodate her mother’s career, her own family’s domestic arrangements had been skewed in favour of the woman.


But that was the only way in which her family was unusual for its time. Otherwise, they lived a fairly traditional, unremarkable, middle-class existence, behind a tall privet hedge and the fancy lace curtains of a gracious, three-storey Edwardian town house, like so many built around the spacious, landscaped parks of bourgeois, booming Harrogate.


The historic spa town had been a mecca for the gentry, who came to take the famous waters. Once, at the Pump Room, she was dared to drink. Vicky could never resist a challenge – especially from the boys – so she scooped up a mouthful and swallowed, smiling defiantly so that they wouldn’t see how near she was to gagging. The vile smell of rotten eggs remained in her nostrils for the rest of the day. But it was a small price to pay for victory.


With its Victorian elegance, gracious streets, exclusive gown shops and tea rooms, the town was the epitome of gentility, a haven for the respectably retired; all of which, for Vicky, meant stuffy and narrow. She couldn’t understand why anyone would want to live in Harrogate when they could live in Leeds with its fantastic shopping and cinemas. 


Her mother, desperate to get out of a working-class Leeds ghetto, had been delighted to land her first teaching job in a primary school in a more ‘socially superior’ part of Yorkshire. She had lived in a tiny bedsit above Cyril Burnham’s tailoring business. Their first meeting was on the Saturday morning she had marched into the shop in dressing gown and slippers and accused him of stealing her daily delivery of a pint of milk while she was having a long lie-in. He stalwartly defended himself against this virago, assuring her he would never do such a thing, until one of his seamstresses approached him sheepishly, bottle in hand and said, ‘It was me, Mr Burnham. I saw it on the doorstep when I arrived and assumed it was ours.’ At which point, what else could the poor man do to placate his offended tenant but offer her dinner?


Vicky’s father, a gentleman’s outfitter, had inherited a shop that offered a discerning clientele the high standards of quality and service they could expect from a traditional family business. But even in Harrogate, with its elderly populace, old-style tailoring was giving way to the demand for cheaper, off-the-peg men’s fashion. A Menswear Association Trade Fair at the National Exhibition Centre provoked a flurry of media interest by introducing male models to the catwalk – in cutting-edge suits.


Cyril Burnham was shrewd enough to know when he was beaten, and sold his prime site to a thrusting new fashion chain for more than enough money to allow him to retire comfortably at fifty-five. He called the incomers ‘the McDonalds of men’s fashion’, after the new-fangled American fast-food outlets that were slowly encroaching from the south. 


Other than financial, the benefits of the sell-out were hard to see. At work Vicky’s father had had his manager, staff and clients for company. At home all he had was Rex, the family’s little white Jack Russell. Audrey Burnham never took her nose out of her marking, and Vicky was at school, playing netball, hockey, lacrosse and tennis, when she wasn’t involved in drama productions or speaking in the debating society, or at piano lessons, or revising for the never-ending stream of exams. Cyril Burnham had exchanged his tape measure for a dog lead. Like many men, outside of the workplace, uninspired by football, unused to the local pub, he had no idea how or where to find the companionship he had lost. 


In the winter, when Vicky’s commitments finished after the end of school hours, he and Rex were at the school gate waiting for her. Mostly they would walk home through the parks in silence, but occasionally he would ask her about her studies. 


‘Never take education for granted, Vicky. I went into the shop at fifteen. No choice. I’m a self-taught man and proud of it. But you, with the private education we’ve given you, the sky’s the limit.’


The sky on clear nights, iridescent with a furry mass of speckles, was her father’s favourite preoccupation. As they lingered while Rex decorated every one of the trees on their route home, he would stand looking up, pointing out the stars, planets and galaxies.


‘Do you know them all, Dad?’ she asked him once.


He guffawed loudly.


‘How could I possibly, Vicky? There are billions, even zillions of them, near and light years away, filling every space in the entire universe. Think massive and it still isn’t enough.’


‘Wow,’ she said, gazing up in awe. ‘And God made all that.’


‘If you say so.’


‘He must have, mustn’t he? How else did it happen?’


‘Science might tell us one of these days – maybe sooner than we think.’


‘But how were people made, then? Science can’t tell us that. Can it?’ 


‘Just over twenty years ago scientists discovered something called DNA – the cells that make us uniquely us. It could eventually transform our understanding of what it means to be human.’


‘But it still doesn’t explain how we got here in the first place.’


Her father simply shrugged and tugged at Rex’s lead.


Had it not been for Cyril, the contents of Vicky’s daily lunch box would have been cream crackers and cheese spread. Audrey was simply not interested in the trivial details of running a home. Fifteen years younger than her husband, and with a headship in her sights, she had far more pressing concerns than cookery. The demands of her career turned Cyril into an early house-husband. He moved around the kitchen quietly, constructing simple meals of meat and two veg. As old-fashioned as his family trade, he inhabited a world where spaghetti still came out of tins and couldn’t be counted as real food.


No approach to his wife, evenings or weekends, verbal or physical, however concerned or gentle, could tempt her away from the dining-room table. Hour after hour she remained at her post, bent and unyielding, the work only more demanding when the coveted headship was achieved, replaced by syllabus schemes, agendas, rotas and references. She allowed herself only two distractions: a weekly card game with her colleagues, and the Sunday morning service at St Matthew’s, a vast barn of a place on the catholic wing of the Anglican spectrum. Vicky accompanied her, reluctantly paraded in her Sunday best.


‘No child of mine will grow up an atheist,’ Audrey insisted, with a withering look in her husband’s direction. Cyril simply smiled and stayed at home to make the Sunday roast.


The church was a freezing mausoleum. Such was the whirr and clunk of the radiators that Father Joe set them to come on only after his sermon. The congregation prayed it wouldn’t be long in coming, and that it would be short when it finally did. By which time, some of the more elderly in the congregation, parcelled in layers of thermals and old furs, were nonetheless in the early throes of hypothermia. The toilets were so cold, especially on choir practice night when cost savings meant no heating in the church at all, that Vicky feared her wee would solidify into one long icicle before she had finished. 


Sunday School was an affliction. Seven or so children huddled around a single paraffin heater in a dismal vestry, the walls patterned with mildew, for instruction from an elderly spinster, born, she loved to tell them, on the last day of the last century. She was a paid-up member of the Society for Sacramental Mission and saw it as her duty to inculcate in her tiny flock of unappreciative little heathens a knowledge of the great liturgies and catechisms of the church. Vicky loathed learning by rote. The many questions that clattered around her head were never addressed by colouring in pictures of a vapid-looking Jesus with long, blond curls. A mannequin, like the dummies in her father’s shop.


Eventually, she abandoned children’s instruction and, when she wasn’t singing in the choir, joined her mother in the pew. The colourful vestments, the smell of incense and wine, the drama of the processions, the flickering candlelight, the echoing sound of glorious harmonies rising from the choir and reverberating around the building, the whole gamut of catholic ceremonial, fed an imagination hungry for spiritual sensation. 


Father Joe, seeing a lone child in his congregation, asked her why she wasn’t in Sunday School.


‘Bored,’ her long-suffering mother interjected.


‘Is this true, Vicky?’


She nodded. He went to the vestry, and brought back a copy of The Lion, the Witch and the Wardrobe.


‘Read this if you’re ever bored in services. Aslan now, he is a symbol of our Lord, overcoming the evil and injustice in the world with self-sacrificial love.’ 


Vicky devoured the book, then re-read it several times. This Aslan Jesus was so much more appealing than any of the pictures she had ever seen of him. A tough lion, not a tame one, because that’s what it took to lay down your life and liberate the land of Narnia. She fancied herself a Susan or a Lucy. Having found the source of all goodness, what else would she want to do but follow him?


Watching white-haired, weather-beaten Father Joe stooping to welcome his flock, each by name, at the church door every Sunday morning, or powerfully filling his pulpit, the boom of his voice echoing around the great silent vaults as he drew his congregation into the great Gospel stories, it seemed to Vicky that his must be the best job in the world. The feeling grew on her.


She didn’t mention it again at home. Her parents never discussed religion. Religion was filed in the family archives under ‘strictly private’, along with sex, money and women’s health. In fact, her parents discussed increasingly little. Mealtimes consisted of, ‘Could you pass the jam, please?’ from her father and, ‘Don’t slouch, Victoria. It’s unladylike,’ from her mother. 


In her early teens, Vicky became aware that her parents’ relationship wasn’t all it might have been. She sensed, more than understood, that a lifetime in a quiet tailor’s shop, of saying, ‘Could you lift your arm, sir?’ combined with her mother’s constant brush-offs, had robbed her father of the memory, if not the will, to express his feelings. She suspected that he was also irritated by some of her mother’s affectations.


Audrey had developed a slight drawl. She had also taken to carrying a little lace hanky tucked into her watch strap. It reeked of ‘Ô de Lancôme’, and she would take it out and dab her mouth with it if anyone happened to call, as Father Joe did from time to time. Even so, there was another, faint, underlying smell about her that Vicky couldn’t identify and didn’t particularly like. 


At times, too, she seemed unsteady on her feet, swaying around the house, crashing in a very unladylike manner into various bits of furniture. Cyril removed them, and anything else that might be an obstacle in her path. 


‘Clumsy these days, your mother, Vicky. We never needed this occasional table anyway. Well, only occasionally.’


‘If that was a joke, Dad, it wasn’t funny.’


He nodded in agreement and sighed as he removed the pieces of jagged wood.


‘I’ll walk the dog, then.’


He did little else, and was often gone for hours. Vicky wondered what he found to do with himself. 


School provided a parallel universe full of jolly, boisterous girls, who were largely loyal and fair, who fell out with each other and made it up as fast, who formed devoted, committed friendships that lasted a lifetime. Harrogate Ladies College, an Anglican foundation with committed chaplains who did what they could to make chapel worship stimulating, encouraged intellectual curiosity, creativity, independent thinking and fairness. ‘Can-do’ might as well have been the school’s motto. There was nothing a woman couldn’t achieve, no mountain they couldn’t conquer, no glass ceiling they couldn’t shatter, no influential position denied them, especially once a grocer’s daughter became the most powerful person in the country. The only thing women couldn’t do – and in that, Vicky discovered, her mother was right – was become a vicar.


‘Why? What difference would it make?’ she asked, during an RE lesson on the beliefs of the Church of England, when in every picture in every textbook, the minister was male. Even their school chaplain, in an all-girls school, was male.


Bev Aldridge raised a hand.


‘They wear a dress anyway, Miss Johnson.’ 


‘Thank you, Beverley. Evangelical Anglicans base their argument on a verse in the New Testament that says women shouldn’t be allowed to preach or have authority over men. The more high church wing of the church holds the view that since Jesus was male, church tradition dictates that his successors must be men too.’


Bev Aldridge waved a hand again.


‘But if Jesus was God, Miss Johnson, is God a man?’


One or two girls began to titter.


‘No, Beverley. God is neither male nor female.’


‘So will the church ever change its mind and let women become priests?’ Vicky persisted.


‘Shush, girls. I can’t really say, Vicky. But there is a small, but vociferous lobby fighting for it, so I imagine there must be a chance.’


Vicky sat down, smiling to herself. A fight? No, she wasn’t afraid of that, as long as victory was at least a possibility.


In the late seventies, though, before the rise of Thatcher, even school couldn’t be relied upon as an escape from the dispiriting environment of Vicky’s home life. In fact, all of life seemed to be dictated by powers outside of her control. Ambulance drivers, miners, nurses, gravediggers, the bin men, there was always someone threatening to rob her of her education for the sake of higher pay. They couldn’t even watch the new colour TV her father had bought. The pleasure of it would have more than made up for her mother’s tight-lipped, stony silence about it, had the miners allowed them to watch it.


Her parents were annoyingly unmoved and stoical in the face of such massive inconvenience. The power cuts barely appeared to affect their humdrum lives – even in the bitter early months of 1979, when it was so cold that the entire country came to a standstill. Water froze, pipes burst, oil ran out and the school was closed to all except boarders. 


Then came the blizzards. Vicky felt marooned on an iceberg, cut off from all that made existence bearable.


‘Stop pacing the floor like an animal in the zoo, Vicky, and get on with your homework,’ Audrey instructed, as she worked on as usual, by candlelight, wrapped in a sleeping bag and wearing fingerless gloves, immune to the cold and insensible as to whether her own school would be open or closed the next day. ‘Those of us who lived through the last war will not give way to tyranny, be it Hitler, or the miners.’ 


Enter Mrs Thatcher and common sense, according to the Burnhams, for once in total agreement. As long as school re-opened, Vicky couldn’t have cared if the wicked witch of Narnia had been elected to power. One day, she might argue that she had.


 


Audrey had never been keen on Bev Aldridge and Mandy Jacobson, Vicky’s closest friends. Vicky was regularly subjected to a discourse about their lack of suitability. 


‘Is it because Mandy’s Jewish and Bev’s Irish?’ 


‘Don’t be ridiculous, Vicky,’ Audrey snapped. 


‘Well, you’re forever moaning about the way the country’s being taken over by coloured people.’


‘That’s different. Your friends are just not the quiet, refined sort of girls I would have expected you to chum up with at a school as expensive as yours.’


Mandy’s father was a furrier, Bev’s owned a textile factory, so both girls’ families had benefited from Harrogate’s lucrative clothing industry. 


‘Like us,’ Vicky pointed out to her mother. But it didn’t go down well. 


Quiet they were not, that much she had to concede. Mandy – dark, petite and vivacious, with a wide, impish grin and exotic, brown eyes – came from a formidable Jewish family where everyone talked at once. She waved her hands to explain what she meant and was forever being cautioned by teachers to think before she spoke.


Big Bev, with long Titian locks and milky complexion, was one of a large, lippy, Protestant Irish brood, ‘driven back to England’, she once announced loudly in class, by ‘sectarian eejits’. Her aggression on the sports field and outspokenness everywhere else repeatedly got her into trouble, but she appeared impervious to it. Anyone who crossed her was an ‘eejit’. It was as simple as that. But she was clever enough to avoid the kind of insolence that might have threatened her education. She wanted to be a doctor, an ambition that eventually forced her into toeing the line, hard for her though it was.


Mandy had two brothers, Bev three, and from Vicky’s perspective, they had the kind of family life she had always wanted and never had – gregarious, argumentative and affectionate. She stayed with one or the other whenever she could. But on evenings alone at home, wrapped in rugs against the glacial drafts that seeped into the house through gaps under doors and windows, when heat was denied by order of the government, her imagination taunted her with the fun-filled home life that she was missing out on, and she wondered why God had denied her that kind of happiness. It seemed so unfair.


 


At sixteen, the girls found themselves on the college team for the annual inter-schools quiz. Round three was hosted by an exclusive private school for boys. As they climbed the broad stone stairs of the ancient academic institution, a boy, on his way down, pointed at Mandy and shouted to his peers, ‘Look at that ugly Yid!’


Vicky stopped dead, waited for him to draw level with her, then grasped his arm and shouted loudly, ‘What did you just say?’ He grinned slyly, and tried to shrug her off, but she held him in a vice, and yelled, ‘Tell everyone what you’ve just called my friend.’ The traffic on the stairs came to a sudden, silent halt. ‘Don’t, Vicky,’ Mandy begged, tugging ineffectively at her free arm. The boy coloured, wriggled ineffectually for a few seconds until he eventually managed to wrench himself free, straightened his jacket, then continued his way nonchalantly down the stairs, laughing with his friends. Vicky distinctly heard the word ‘Yid-lover’.


She removed her schoolbag from her shoulder and with as much force as she could muster, launched it at his back. It must have been heavier than she realised: hitting him with a loud thwack, the bag toppled the boy, and she heard bone meet stone with a resounding crack as he landed, head-first, at the foot of the stairs. She turned swiftly, ran up to Mandy and Bev, grabbed their arms, and they continued on their way, before the crowd that gathered around him had time to process what had happened.


‘Vicky!’ Mandy whispered, wide-eyed. ‘What have you done?’


‘He had it coming, the eejit,’ Bev giggled.


Vicky shrugged. ‘No one is rude to my friends,’ she declared, as they arrived at the hall and her knees began to knock.


It was no surprise to be summoned before the headmistress the following morning.


‘Vicky, this is a very serious incident. The boy was taken to hospital with severe concussion. Thankfully, it isn’t a great deal worse.’


‘Were you told what he said to Mandy, Mrs Lawrence?’


‘I was, and it’s totally unacceptable. But there are ways of dealing with it that use brain rather than brawn.’


‘It made me so angry, Mrs Lawrence.’


‘And your defence of your friend does you credit. The young man’s behaviour should not go unchallenged. But I cannot have my girls lashing out. Aggression never achieves anything. The boy will be dealt with appropriately – with due punishment, and by having the offensiveness of anti-Semitism spelt out to him.’


‘I’m sorry, Mrs Lawrence, I didn’t think.’


‘You have a very good brain, Vicky. Use it properly. This school encourages leadership, but good leaders know how to channel their innate sense of justice into the means to achieve the necessary change. For a start, they act co-operatively, not unilaterally. Now, go and tell Mandy to come and have a word with me.’


‘It was all my fault, Mrs Lawrence. Mandy didn’t do anything.’


‘Which is why I think she might need some extra support. Don’t you?’


‘No punishment,’ Vicky said to her parents, who had been informed of the incident.


‘Scared to lose the Jewish fees,’ her mother had replied.


‘That’s not true,’ Vicky countered.


But Audrey merely snorted, reducing Vicky to the helpless fury she so often felt at her mother’s pronouncements.


When Father Joe retired and was replaced by a young, fresh-faced minister who wanted to be known simply as Pete, Audrey wrapped her prayer book in her disgust and took them both home. Pete was married with three children and one on the way, demonstrating, she maintained, lips pursed, a certain lack of restraint for a man in his position. More to the point, he introduced songs written in the current century, started a child-friendly service once a month, and read the eucharistic prayers with meaning, not in the monotone Father Joe had preferred in order not to detract from the mystical transfer of bread and wine to body and blood. Vicky had always watched the elements like a hawk, hoping to see some Tommy Cooper-style magic trick, but as far as she could see, they never became anything other than bread and wine. 


She suspected her mother had been looking for an excuse to stop going to church for some time. Her speech, especially at weekends, was becoming ever more slurred. Her eyelids drooped. At times she could barely open them, and when she did, her eyes were glazed, unable to focus.


‘I get so tired these days – the responsibilities at work. You do understand?’ she asked Vicky. When she lost her balance, it was, ‘My legs are not what they were.’


When Vicky nodded, Audrey would pat her hand absent-mindedly and say, ‘Good girl.’ 


‘You will go to the doctor’s, Mum, won’t you?’


‘I will, won’t I, Cyril? Next week.’


‘Of course we will, Audrey,’ he would say, offering her his arm, giving Vicky a knowing little wink.


 


Although Vicky kept up her church attendance, and babysat regularly for Pete and his wife, Paula, she increasingly wondered whether her father wasn’t right. The universe had simply exploded into being. There was no meaning in anything. Exams would lead to university, which would lead to work, to earn money to eat and drink, to work and end up like her parents. So when she discovered The Connexion, that prided itself in offering a clubbing experience that put the Leeds and Manchester alternatives in the shade, she transferred her worship to the gods of entertainment – Madonna, Michael Jackson, David Bowie, Depeche Mode, and Duran Duran. The louder the music, the better to fill her head with a noise that drummed out the voices telling her that life was a lottery and she had drawn a bum number. 


The girl trio loved making an entrance through the double doors – Bev swinging an off-centre, ginger pony tail, her tiny scarlet hot pants exposing a pair of long, lovely legs; Mandy, hair crimped into a halo around her face, in boiled, second-skin jeans, and an oversized, off-the-shoulder T-shirt; and Vicky, a Madonna wannabe, with bleached hair, bracelets up her arms, fishnet gloves and a large, last-tribute-to-religion cross dangling from one ear. The ugly duckling had morphed, she told her newly-blonde reflection in the mirror, if not exactly into a swan, then into a passable imitation of one.


The Connexion was a draughty gin palace, all red velvet and mirrors, brass and tat, with black plastic seating that attached itself to the nether regions after a sweaty bout of dancing, and farted like a whoopee cushion when they got up. They jiggled and wiggled around their handbags, ogled the dishy DJs spinning the records on their forefingers like plates on a stick, tucked into chunks of greasy pizza, and snogged spotty youths in darkened corners. 


‘No more of that for me,’ Bev announced one night.


‘Why not?’ Mandy asked.


She started to sing, ‘What do you get when you kiss a girl? Germs enough to catch pneumonia.’ Then, ‘Snogging’s boring. Why would you want a mouthful of what someone else has just swallowed – onions, garlic, curry or beer – when you can have a bar of chocolate?’ 


When Vicky agreed, Mandy’s mouth fell open.


‘I can’t believe you two. There’s some great guys here. You’re not dykes, are you?’


‘I’m up for it,’ Bev grinned, picking the cocktail stick out of her Babycham and sucking the glacé cherry off its end. ‘Vicky’s more attractive than any of the men here, that’s for sure.’


They both laughed and went back to the dance floor . . . 


Recreational drug use was commonplace at The Connexion. Bev tried a pill or two, but said that for her money, the club’s legendary vodka punch gave her just as good a hit.


‘Try it,’ she urged Vicky.


Vicky recognised the smell of it, and had to stop herself from gagging. The slightest whiff of alcohol, or Ô de Lancôme, for that matter, made her nauseous these days.


‘Chicken,’ Bev chanted.


She shook her head. There was no way she could explain. Mandy came to her rescue.


‘The only high I need I get from shopping.’


‘I’ve never seen anyone shop like you,’ Bev agreed. ‘You’re the only person I know who buys knickers to match her outfit.’


Mandy grinned. ‘How does a Jewish princess commit suicide?’ 


They waited. 


‘Piles all her clothes on her bed and jumps off the top.’


‘Ha-ha! Leave us the lot in your will if you do,’ Bev said.


‘Don’t be daft, Bev,’ Vicky laughed, ‘we couldn’t get Mandy’s tops over our heads. And her skirts would only do as belts.’


In the end, it was Mandy who brought their fling with night life to a sudden halt. She had squandered her virginity on one of the DJs, an older man who liked his schoolgirls pure and pristine, and ditched her for an unused model when Mandy thought she might be pregnant. 


‘You’re not on the pill, eejit?’ Bev snapped at her, when she told them.


‘I didn’t know how to get it,’ she replied, tearfully. ‘Our doctor’s a member of our synagogue.’


She wasn’t, in fact, pregnant, but by the time she found out, her anxieties had alerted her parents. She cracked under their prolonged, intensive interrogation, and was denied all non-kosher social contact forthwith. Including Bev and Vicky.


Bev had decided in any case that the time had come to knuckle down to her studies, if the granddaughter of a gravedigger Irish navvy was going to be the first in her family to study medicine. And for Vicky the attractions of clubbing, apart from the synchronised throb of the dance, were beginning to pall. Booze sickened her, drugs worried her, and she wasn’t in any hurry to lose her virginity, seeing as the freedoms bestowed by the pill were being undermined by a frightening new virus called AIDS. Why seek amnesia for a night, only to wake in the morning to worse problems than the ones you were running from the night before?
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