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Praise


‘I was amazed at how emotional this book is . . . The shrine, the landscape, the trinket shops, the vile hostels and the pilgrims themselves are all meticulously – and mercilessly – observed. What makes the book so poignant, and so urgent, is that the ethics of choice, and how we care for one another, are made to matter, not just to the characters but also to the readers’ Patricia Duncker, Literary Review


‘Jubilate demonstrates once again Arditti’s considerable strengths. Set against the backdrop of the French shrine of Lourdes (it is hard to think of another novelist who might consider the place worthy of attention), it is about an unexpected, unsought-after, almost fated love affair between Gillian, a dutiful Catholic wife approaching middle age, as she accompanies her brain-damaged husband, Richard on a pilgrimage, and Vincent, a lapsed Catholic documentary film-maker, whose avowed intent is to explode the myth that this is a place of miracle cures. They are an unlikely couple, but Arditti’s tale of their falling in love is beautifully told’ Peter Stanford, Guardian


‘An exhilarating read, reminding us how much in real life we glean from shreds and patches as well as from moments of sudden revelation. Arditti poses leading questions about God, religion and moral values. At the same time, a wonderful humour sparkles from these pages like sunlight on water’


James Roose-Evans, Ham & High


‘Re-evaluating notions of love, health, sacrifice and modern-day miracles. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, you’ll think’ Easy Living


‘Skippering love boats through religious waters is an Arditti speciality. His moral clear-sightedness through such turbulence isa rare find. With compassion as a compass, Arditti shows how two vulnerable people can help each other move on from difficult pasts . . . As a writer, Arditti excels in exposing the frailty in us all’ Laura Silverman, Daily Mail


‘A hint of Greene in the way faith provides both alibi and motive threads through an unlikely love story set against a recreation of a place that is half Disneyland and half genuinely mysterious’ Charlotte Vowden, Daily Express


‘Arditti is one of the few novelists to write about religion as if it mattered. The consciences of the characters are as carefully described as their hormonal surges. A sublime (literally) romance, beautifully told’ Kate Saunders, Saga


‘Arditti compresses a great deal of humour, argument, sympathy and insight into his five-day storyline, elegantly structuring his book so that the reader moves backwards and forwards in time, learning about the relationship from different angles and different perspectives. Like all good novels, this one does not preach; it shows, with perception and finesse, the crooked timber of human love and the hope and healing that (might) flow from it; sadness and jubilation in equal measure’ Charlie Hegarty, Catholic Herald


‘Few contemporary novelists are able to engage with both a secular and a religious view of the world in such a way as to feel the pull of both. Michael Arditti is someone who does this, and the theme of his fine new novel is ideally suited to his gifts . . . Another of Michael Arditti’s gifts is to combine high seriousness with laughter and occasional comic absurdity, and again he does this to great effect in Jubilate’ Richard Harries, former Bishop of Oxford, Church Times


‘Jubilate is a passionate, provocative account of an affair between the wife of a brain-damaged man and a documentary film-maker that challenges accepted notions of duty and sacrifice’ Will Davis, Attitude


‘Michael Arditti has continually proved his versatility with settings as diverse as prisons, seminaries, film-sets and a refugee cruise ship. The extent of his research is subtly evident in every sentence. His humour ranges from deep-bellied out-loud fun to the kind of laughter one can’t help expelling at a funeral. Closing this novel after reading the last page, one briefly believes in miracles, at least of the human redemptive kind’ Rivka Isaacson, Independent on Sunday


‘The relationship between Gillian and Vincent is the touchstone of the book. Their courtship is set against the backdrop of the other pilgrims. Arditti paints this in wonderfully. He also manages to inject a large dose of humour’ Philip Womack, Daily Telegraph


‘A company of characters as varied as Chaucer’s pilgrims. It is heartbreaking, often funny, certainly unlike any other love story’ Ruth Gorb, Camden New Journal


‘A rich, stimulating and involving novel. Arditti displays an admirable lightness of touch’ Stephanie Cross, The Lady


‘Jubilate is a wily and accomplished novel that explores the contested ground between human and divine love. Arditti expertly switches the narrative voice between Gillian and Vincent, shuffles the time lines backwards and forwards, and proffers and withholds just enough information to move the story along, while keeping the reader’s tongue wagging’ Brendan Walsh, The Tablet


‘It is a brave writer who starts a novel with an X-rated scene in Lourdes. But Arditti has never lacked the courage of his convictions. Jubilate is a typically intelligent piece, examining the moral implications of a love affair between an agnostic investigative journalist and a devout Catholic woman with a disabled husband. Arditti addresses serious moral questions in a frank way’


Max Davidson, Mail on Sunday


‘Jubilate is as uplifting a novel as its name hints at. Aside from the deeply complex love story and the religious overtones, there are some hilarious sections . . . Full of dark humour and deeply believable reactions in the strangest of situations, if anything, Jubilate reminds one of how the strength of the human spirit can sometimes win through’ Shelley Marsden, Irish World


‘Will faith survive? Will it find new believers? Are miracles possible? These are just some of the issues raised by Arditti. A page-turner, Jubilate challenges concepts of disability and health, duty and sacrifice and the nature of miracles’ Emmanuel Cooper, Tribune


‘A wonderful exploration of love, loss, faith and the many forms it can take . . . one of those beautifully written stories that takes you deep inside a character – it reminded me of The End of the Affair’


Nick Ahad, Yorkshire Post
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‘The conflict of faith and scepticism remains the proper, the only, the deepest theme of the history of the world and mankind to which all others are subordinate.’


Johan Wolfgang von Goethe


‘He carried out the gestures and by doing this he found faith.’


Blaise Pascal


‘To Conscience first, and to the Pope afterwards.’


Cardinal Newman


‘Love is lovelier the second time around.’


Sammy Cahn
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It’s his breath that wakes me. Hot, heavy breath on the nape of my neck. Breath that for a moment I mistake for his kiss. The breath of a man sated with passion: the breath of a man sated with me. I turn my face towards his, drinking in the sweetness of his breath. Even the faint fumes of alcohol exude no hint of decay. They are as fresh as the wine at Cana.


I slip my hands behind my back to prevent their straying. Like the mother of a newborn child, I long to run my fingers all over his skin, exulting in his sheer existence. Like a girl with her first love, I long to arouse him with a single touch, marvelling at his maleness. But most of all I long to preserve the moment, extending it beyond the clock, fixing him forever in a world where only I know that he is alive, one where he is alive only for me.


The basilica bells ring out to thwart me. The jangling melody of the Ave Maria that reminds me of the purpose of my visit is followed by seven stark chimes that warn me I have lingered in bed too long. My mutinous mind replays the chimes as six and I sink back on the pillow, but a casual glance at my watch robs me of hope. It is seven o’clock and all over town bleary-eyed young men and women will be making their way to the Acceuil. Young men and women, harried by hormones, will be setting about their duties, while I, twenty years their senior, seek any excuse to shirk mine. I am ashamed.


Would anyone miss me if I went away, took a gap year at the age of thirty-nine, a career break from a life of leisure? I except Richard; I always except Richard. I see him now, waking up at the Acceuil, confused by the emptiness in the second bed, searching for the mother who was once his wife. I see a pair of young men holding him under the shower and pray that he does nothing to offend them (I have discovered the modesty of schoolboys twenty years too late). I see them leading him to the basin and handing him a toothbrush. ‘But why do I have to clean my teeth,’ he asks, ‘when I’ve not eaten anything since bedtime?’ Will they come up with a credible answer or will they take his point, a point that gains force as I lower my head towards Vincent’s? I pull away. What if Richard has been awake all night, plagued by the phantoms in his blood-damaged brain? What if the nurses ignored the notes and halved the double dose of pills that he is prescribed in an emergency. And this was an emergency. Oh God, are there no depths to which I will not sink?


Vincent scratches his chest. I revel in my privileged perspective. There is none of the awkwardness that I feel with Richard, whose every involuntary movement is directed towards his groin. I have an absolute right to watch him. He is my love, my lover, the object – no, subject – of my affections. I study him like a mail-order bride preparing to face the authorities (I must put all thoughts of marriage firmly from my mind). He still has a full head of hair, the boyish curls belied by the greying sideburns. The flaming red may be turning ashen but its pedigree remains clear. ‘Bog Irish,’ he declared defiantly, in case four generations of Surrey shopkeepers had filled me with proprietary pride. He has sea-green eyes, with a slight cast in the left one which would seem to be a hindrance in his profession, and a scattering of freckles along each cheek which put me in mind of autumn. His nose is straight with surprisingly wide nostrils. But his crowning glory is his set of perfect teeth. When he smiles, as he does in private, I am dazzled.


God forgive me but I love him! I came here looking for a miracle and I’ve found one. So what if it wasn’t the one I expected? Should I spurn it like an ungracious wife whose husband gives her a dress better suited to the salesgirl? Was I that woman? People change.


I lie back on the pillow and my head fills with questions: questions which resound so violently that I am amazed they don’t wake Vincent. Must I throw up the chance of happiness? Must I turn my back on love? But I don’t need to hear him speak to know his answer. ‘Your religion makes it quite clear. Christ charged us to love one another. St Paul taught us that the greatest of all virtues is love.’ But for once his smile fails to blind me. If the Eskimos have so many words for snow, why do we have only one for love? Or do we? I am brought short by a rush of synonyms. Tenderness. Devotion. Compassion. Service. Sacrifice. And the one that makes a mockery of them all: Lust.


A hand pulls me out of my reverie. A hand in the small of my back pulls me a few inches across the mattress and into the unknown. I am startled, affronted, delighted, grateful. I open my lips to his kiss and am flooded with peace.


‘How long have you been awake?’ I ask, with the unease of the observer observed.


‘Hours,’ he says languidly.


‘Liar,’ I say, relieved by his shamelessness. ‘I’ve been watching you sleeping.’


‘I rest my case. You and I are one and the same. If you’re awake, then so am I. Why are you crying?’ he asks with alarm.


‘I’m not,’ I say, surprised by the tear that he wipes off his shoulder and presses to my tongue. ‘I should say that it’s because I’m happy, but it’s far more complicated than that. It’s because I’m here. It’s because one way or another somebody’s going to be hurt. It’s because to keep being happy, I’m going to have to choose.’


‘Choice is what makes us human,’ he says, suddenly alert. ‘Unless you think God’s some celestial Bill Gates, programming everything in advance.’


A blast of cold air makes me shiver. I gaze at the window but it’s closed. He is not just the naked man spread out beside me, stroking my forehead until it feels as if it is made of silk, the man who knows instinctively, mysteriously, the perfect way to pleasure a body he first held a mere two days before. He is a man with a past that chafes him like a shoulder strap; a man with set ways and prejudices; a man who, for all our differences, I see as my second self. If only we had been childhood sweethearts, sharing our hopes and dreams like lunchboxes. If only it had been his office, rather than Richard’s, that I had walked into as a girl of nineteen.


‘We must get up!’ I take us both aback by my abruptness. ‘It’s half past seven.’


‘Half-six. Here! Look at my watch.’


‘Only because you were too lazy to adjust it! Next you’ll be glued to the Sky sports channel in the hotel bar.’


‘I’m trying to be kind to your body clock.’ Then he presses his lips to my breast as if in confirmation. My protest dies in my throat. As he inches his tongue down my ribs, I luxuriate in my weakness. I wonder at my perversity, when the prospect of future entanglement only adds to the illicit pleasure of the here and now.


I have never felt so fully in the present. As he laps my stomach in ever-smaller circles, I throw back my head and find myself staring at the ceiling. The cracked cream paint glows as golden as the Rosary Chapel mosaics. I struggle to keep my arms and legs from thrashing about, afraid that my passion will compromise me, showing him that it is no longer a matter of ‘if’ but of ‘how.’ He insinuates his tongue inside me. My body and mind are mere adjuncts to my desire. I am fire and water, the perfect balance of opposing elements.


His tongue grows more insistent and then, in an instant, the sensation shifts. I feel not an emptiness but a silence, like the lull between two movements of a symphony. Suddenly, he is all percussion and I sense the crescendo in my flesh. I am at once overpowered and strengthened, pulled apart and made into a perfect whole.


I smile as a picture takes shape in my mind.


‘What are you thinking?’ He licks the tip of my nose.


‘St Bernadette,’ I reply too quickly.


‘What?’ I sense a slackening that threatens us both.


‘I was wondering if she knew what she was giving up when she entered the convent.’


‘Not every woman’s lucky enough to enjoy the Vincent O’Shaughnessy treatment.’


‘It’s not just you and me,’ I say, emboldened by his swagger. ‘This is God.’


He replies by redoubling his efforts. He whispers inaudibly in my ear and I thrill to the rush of his breath. He picks me off the sheet and perches me on his thighs, never once loosening his grip. I feel exposed, no longer hidden from the day but brazenly upright. If the walls of the room were to roll away like a stage set, leaving me in full view of Patricia and our fellow pilgrims, I would stand fast. All the opprobrium in the world could not outweigh this. He lies back, pulling me on top of him, and nuzzles my breast. I cradle his head as if he were a child, but a child who is nurturing me. Then he thrusts again so vigorously that I fear I may topple off the bed, but he roots me to him. Next, we are in the air, floating as if on the magic carpet I created from my childhood mattress. It cannot last. The tender expression on his face begins to tauten. Waves of pleasure surge up inside him and crash into me. We cling to each other, desperate to contain the impending ebb. Too soon the inevitable is upon us, as he yelps like an injured dog and struggles to regulate his breathing. I sense that, for my sake, he is fighting his instinct to break free. I know that I ought to release him, giving him my blessing with a gentle kiss, but for the first time I put me before us. He sinks back, his hands limp on my waist. I clench my thighs to keep him with me, but it is no longer enough.


Reluctantly, I let him go. I shiver as if already stepping into one of the baths. I feel lost and alone and vulnerable. Then he gathers me in his arms and I know that all is safe again. We have a new connection, a daytime connection, a closeness greater than proximity.


Time re-enters the room with a peal of Aves. I shut my ears to the inexorable chimes and heave myself up before he has a chance to protest.


‘It’s eight o’clock. I have to get back to the Acceuil. For Richard,’ I add, more for my own sake than for his. He lifts himself up on his elbows and I am suddenly aware of the shrivelled condom. I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.


He peels it off as if reading my mind. ‘Another one to get rid of! Any suggestions? It’s probably a criminal offence to wear them in this town.’


‘No, just a mortal sin,’ I say, for once with no trace of contrition. ‘Can’t you flush it down the loo?’


‘You’re so gorgeously naïve.’ I decide not to ask him to elucidate but watch him wrap it in a wad of tissues. ‘I’ll chuck it in a rubbish bin outside. I feel like I’ve regressed to sixteen.’


‘You started early.’


‘And stopped far too soon,’ he replies darkly. I lean across and kiss him, but the shadow remains.


‘I’ll have a quick shower.’


‘I thought you were going to the baths first thing.’


‘I am. You’re not serious?’


‘What? You think St Bernadette might object if you turn up in the rank sweat of an enseamed . . . whatever?’


‘You’re a monster,’ I say, turning away to hide my smile. I move into the bathroom, surprising myself by neglecting to lock the door. Any hope of a revitalising shower is dashed by the trickle of water. I inspect my vulva, finding no sign of blisters, and swiftly withdraw my hand as Vincent comes in to pee. I feel sure that he is making a point and resolve not to flinch.


‘I see you’ve discovered the state-of-the-art plumbing. I think Madame Basic Jesus would consider a fully functioning shower not just an indulgence but a snare.’


‘You mean pilgrims should keep their minds on higher things?’


‘And there’s an endless supply of incense for when things get rancid.’


I draw back the curtain and step out of the shower, acutely aware of the brutal strip light. ‘Of course, the truly devout needn’t worry.’ I say, both to tease and distract him. ‘Remember St Bernadette. When they opened her coffin years later, her body was incorrupt.’


‘No kidding?’


‘There were independent observers. Not just nuns.’


‘I’d rather think of those early hermits who wallowed in their own shit. I once got caned at school for asking how St Simon Stylites went to the toilet on the top of his pillar.’


‘I bet you were a vile little boy.’


‘But the girls loved me.’


I neatly evade his affirmative lunge and return to the bedroom, where I gaze in dismay at my underwear, wishing that I had thought to pack more alluring pants. There again, if he aims to last the course, he may as well know the whole passion-killing truth.


‘I’d kill for a cup of coffee,’ I say, buttoning up my shirt.


‘You needn’t go that far. The dining room’s open and the coffee’s not half-bad. I know for a fact because I heard some of the Liverpudlians complain.’


‘I couldn’t! You may be feeling demob-happy. It may even make the perfect end for your film: a shot of the director being drummed out of Lourdes with his flies undone. But you’re on your own. I’m not having the waitresses gawp at me as if Mary Magdalene’s rolled into town.’


‘Suit yourself. Just don’t start telling people I don’t give breakfast.’


‘Pig!’ I grab a pillow but cannot bring myself to hit him even in jest, and let it drop feebly. ‘Now I must go. I really must. Don’t try to stop me.’ He holds up his hands, open-palmed. ‘If you intend to go to the baths yourself, you’d better get a move on.’


‘There’s plenty of time. The queues aren’t nearly as long for men. Besides, you shouldn’t underestimate the power of the camera. Forget the stretchers and wheelchairs; make way for the director and crew.’


‘I bet you’d take advantage of it too.’


‘You do the penance. I get the perks.’


‘I don’t know what I ever saw in you.’


‘Oh, I think you do.’


He kisses me and I have no choice but to agree. I pick up my bag with my precious new angel and move to the door. ‘I expect I’ll see you at the Grotto?’


‘You will indeed.’


‘I’ll be with Richard and Patricia.’


‘Don’t worry. I promise to behave.’


I leave the room without looking back. The atmosphere in the corridor is so different that it feels less like closing a door than crossing a frontier. The cloying mixture of stale air and dust, cooking oil and cleaning products, makes my yearning for coffee more intense than ever and I weigh up whether I have time to slip in to a café on the way to the Domain. The lift is so slow in coming that I suspect a plot to force all but the most disabled guests to take the stairs. At last the doors open, to reveal an elderly man with heavy jowls pushing a withered woman in a wheelchair.


‘’F out, dear?’ she asks, from the corner of her mouth.


‘To the baths,’ I say, praying that I have answered the right question.


‘Yesterday,’ she says, indicating her husband with her eyes. ‘’Ew woman. Old bones . . . ew woman.’ She chuckles. ‘God ’ess!’ I notice the pennant of the Pope in her frozen fist and feel ashamed.


I take the lift to the ground floor and dodge the piles of luggage in the vestibule. The Liverpool pilgrims are going home. A young girl, wearing a shocking pink shell-suit, sits on a case, fiercely picking off a label, while her older sister, dressed like her twin, reassures a frail old woman that ‘me ma and me da are just out fetching a lastminute bottle of holy water.’ Having braced myself to outstare the proprietress, I am relieved to find a young man at the desk, his face as trusting as if he had just changed out of his cassock. I greet him with my sunniest Bonjour and head for the door, confident that he takes me for a tour rep or an official fresh from a breakfast meeting. To my horror, I walk straight into Madame Basic Jesus herself, carrying a box of plastic saints to the gift shop. I feel more rumpled than ever in the face of the grey cashmere cardigan draped effortlessly around her shoulders, the immaculately ironed white blouse and lemon-and-grey check skirt. She smiles coldly and I quail before the formidable blend of worldly elegance and spiritual authority. Unlike her assistant, she is under no illusions about my visit but, for all that she is Lourdes enough to disapprove, she is French enough to say nothing.


Foolishly, I resolve to speak. ‘Bonjour Madame, je viens de visiter un de vos invités, Monsieur O’Shaughnessy. Il faut profiter de notre dernier jour dans votre si belle ville.’


‘I’m sure you’ll profit by it, Madame,’ she replies.


‘Ce matin, notre pèlerinage va aux bains avant de fêter la messe à la Grotte,’ I add, determined not to give her the linguistic advantage as well as the moral.


‘I wish you a safe journey home,’ she replies stonily.


Ceding defeat, I hurry out of the hotel. I hesitate outside the adjacent café, but all thoughts of entering vanish at the sight of a table of Czechs wolfing down their early morning steak frites. I walk through a shadowy side street, past a young beggar who makes little effort to look the part. Leaning on a bulky rucksack and wearing earphones, he studies a book of Sudoku puzzles, with nothing but the coin-filled cap at his side to indicate his purpose. Ignoring both Vincent’s claim that pavement space in Lourdes is controlled by a syndicate and my own resentment at his able-bodied indolence, I toss a couple of euros into the cap. Obliged to conceal my happiness from the world at large, I am eager to share it where I can. Keeping his eyes glued to the book, he emits a small grunt of acknowledgement. I wonder whether his pickings are so rich that he disdains my meagre contribution, or else that he judges my need to give to be greater than his to receive and sees me as the beneficiary of the exchange.


I continue past a lavender-seller setting out heavily perfumed sachets on his cart and down a pavement barely wide enough for pedestrians, let alone the wheelchair that sends me scuttling into the road. I linger outside a photographer’s window where a solitary wedding portrait sits among the pictures of current pilgrimages. The Jubilate has its own screen on the far right and I spot myself in the formal group on the basilica steps as well as in a snapshot with Richard, Patricia and Father Dave at the Grotto. I think of all that has happened since they were taken on Tuesday. I examine my face through the blurry glass for any hint of anticipation, any awareness of having agreed to do more than consider giving Vincent an interview, but it is as blank as the one in my passport. Richard beams. Perhaps he has just told a joke? Which would explain Patricia’s frown. Or has she seen me with Vincent and understood my feelings more clearly than I did myself?


I move away, resisting the urge to buy a copy, refusing to let a photograph compromise my memories, and reach the main road. I pass a crocodile of African nuns, their white habits and black faces still a novelty to my black-and-white mindset, and enter the Domain through St Joseph’s Gate. Even after a week of constant coming-and-going, I thrill to the sight of the grey basilica spire soaring above the treetops and the glimpses of the bronze Stations among the foliage on the hill. I join the steady stream of pilgrims making their way to the Basilica Square. Large groups congregate behind banners in Italian, Portuguese and Dutch and one, to my amazement, in Arabic. Most wear matching sweaters or baseball caps or scarves and I think, with a pang, of the wilful individualism that has limited my use of the Jubilate sweatshirt to the pilgrimage photograph. Smaller groups of family and friends stroll hand-in-hand with an intimacy that warms the heart, until a glance at the vacant eyes and too-trusting smiles of the ageing children and the freakishly unlined skin of the childlike adults reveals this to be from necessity rather than choice.


I pass under the massive stone ramp that leads to the upper basilica and glance at the knot of people by the drinking fountains. Some put their mouths to the taps; others fill bottles and jugs; still others wash their faces and hands. A wiry old man, with tufts of white hair protruding from his grimy vest, cups water in his hands and pours it over his head and shoulders. To his right, an olive-skinned boy struggles to carry a canister which dwarfs him. I allow my gaze to drift towards the Grotto, but the sight of the crowds hurrying to the baths keeps me from dawdling. I step on to the bridge and look up at the Acceuil, its irregular, fan-like structure strangely reflective of its status: half-hospital, half-hostel. I slip in by a side-door and walk down the labyrinthine corridors to the lift. Making way for a stretcher, I brush against a pair of Milanese youths, their Buon giornos muted by the rivalry at yesterday’s procession. Irritated by their private jokes, I consider disconcerting them with my Linguaphone Italian, but I arrive at my floor too soon.


I enter a hive of activity. Everywhere, nurses and handmaidens are preparing their charges for the final morning of the pilgrimage, anxious not to hasten the moment of departure while at the same time packing up the equipment for the journey home. An end-of-term mood grips some of the young helpers, with one steering his friend, the virtuoso guitarist of last night’s concert, around the nurses’ station in a rickety wheelchair. He earns the inevitable reprimand from Maggie, as keen to prolong the stay as any of the ‘malades’, acutely aware of the authority that will seep away on her return to the small retirement flat in Deal where her only subordinate is her cat.


I break off in dread at the dismal picture. For all I know, she may be the leading light of the local bowls club with a social life that is the envy of the South Coast. I realise that it is not her future so much as my own which frightens me and despair that my happiness should have evaporated so fast. I head for the bedroom and bump into Ken, supervising the brancardiers, while exuding his familiar air of a hunting dog that has been kept too long as a pet.


‘Been for a stroll?’ he asks, weighed down by the box of groceries he is carrying to the van. Caught off guard, I strain to detect a double meaning. His kindly smile makes me feel twice as guilty. The only duplicity is mine.


‘Making the most of it while I can. Now I’d better go and find Richard.’


‘No rest for the wicked!’


‘None,’ I reply, determined to keep from anatomizing every remark.


I approach my bedroom and am intercepted by Fiona, formally dressed for the trip, her Easter Island face at odds with her Barbie doll hair. As ever she carries her tape measure, which she presses against my legs. I pause as she loops it slowly around my knees before holding it up for my inspection.


‘I can’t bear to look. Have I put on weight? All this rich food!’ Unsure whether it is my jocular tone or her own high spirits that spark off her fit of giggles, I carry on down the corridor where I come across the guitarist and his friend, now gainfully employed hauling boxes of equipment.


‘I really enjoyed your playing last night,’ I say as we pass. A boyish blush suffuses his pustular cheeks and his friend smirks as though at an innuendo. I speculate on the street meanings of enjoy and play and recall my first encounter with Kevin who, four days later, still cannot look me in the eye. Talking to teenagers is even more fraught than talking to Fiona.


I enter the empty bedroom to find the floor strewn with clothes, evidence either of Richard’s primitive attempts at packing or the brancardiers’ struggle to get him dressed. The noise emanating from the dining room suggests that he is still at breakfast and I seize the chance to change my bra and shirt, free from the threat of his prying hands. I am busy folding pyjama bottoms and T-shirts when I hear a knock at the door.


‘Come in!’ I call, too feeble as ever to emulate Patricia’s commanding ‘Come!’ Louisa enters, her upright bearing and forthright manner a testament to her years in the WRAF. For all her fusty officiousness, I like her. It is as though she once heard one of her subalterns describe her as ‘Firm but Fair’ and has striven to live up to the label ever since.


‘I understand you didn’t sleep here last night?’ she asks, instantly slipping into Pilgrimage Director mode.


‘No,’ I say, strangely relieved by her bluntness. ‘I went for a drink with some of the kids at the Roi Albert. I knew I’d be late and didn’t want to disturb anyone so I stayed with my mother-in-law in the hotel.’


‘Yes, Patricia’s here,’ she says, in one breath blowing my cover. Her eyes fill with disappointment, as though I were a pregnant flight sergeant afraid to trust her. I suddenly feel sick. ‘Why do you ask? Has anything happened to Richard?’


‘Don’t worry; he’s fine. Busy having breakfast. The last I saw, he and Nigel were competing with each other as to who could eat the most Weetabix.’


‘What it is to be six again!’


‘Nigel’s been six since the age of twelve,’ she replies severely. ‘But I’m sorry to say there was an incident last night. Richard went on walkabout. I expect he was looking for the lavatory.’ She glances in confusion at the bathroom. ‘By a stroke of bad luck, the nurses’ station was temporarily unmanned. He muddled the rooms and made for Brenda and Linda’s next door.’ She rehearses the evidence as though for a military tribunal, while I picture the two women: Brenda, paralysed and solid, her face shadowed by a visor, forever seeking to sell me a cure-all magnetic bracelet for which she is hardly the best advertisement, and Linda, scraggy and wan, with no distinguishing features other than lank hair and foul breath. ‘Richard tried to get into Linda’s bed. She woke up screaming, which alerted the nurse, but she couldn’t get him off. He’s very strong.’


‘Yes, I know.’


‘Fortunately, Father Humphrey and Father Dave were burning the midnight oil. They heard the rumpus and managed to disentangle Richard and take him back to bed.’


‘Is Linda all right?’


‘Just a few ruffled feathers. We’ve explained that Richard isn’t himself.’ I nod politely at a phrase that has made me squirm for the last twelve years. ‘But the Pilgrimage has a duty to protect vulnerable people.’


‘Richard is vulnerable too.’


‘Believe me, I do understand, but we’re in a delicate position. Linda could lodge a complaint when she gets home. Some of our hospital pilgrims are funded by their local authorities.’


‘Yes, I see. It’s my fault. I should have stayed with him. I’m extremely sorry.’


‘It’s forgotten.’ She moves towards me and I fix my grin in anticipation of a squeezed shoulder or, worse, a hug, but she thinks better of it and, with a sunny smile, turns and walks out. I am left to clear up the mess of my marriage and seize gratefully on the more pressing task of clearing up the discarded clothes.


Richard saunters in, stopping dead the moment he sees me. He stands still, putting his hands over his eyes like a child who has yet to learn the laws of perception.


‘I’ve been a naughty boy.’ I blench to hear the timeworn words, which used at least to be ironic. He walks towards me with a shy smile. It feels wrong that, after all that has happened, he should still exude such charm. He plants a wet kiss on my cheek and continues across my nose and up to my ear, until I feel devoured by his empty affection. I take him in my arms and stroke his hair, proving yet again that pity is a most overrated virtue.


‘I looked for you in the night and you were gone.’


‘I told you I was staying at the hotel.’


‘You told them you were staying with me.’ I look up to see Patricia, her timing worthy of a wider stage, her face a mask on which I project my guilt.


‘I’m sorry. I thought it for the best.’


‘Who for? I came in at eight o’clock to serve the breakfasts and what do I find?’ Richard, responding to the inflection, looks up, but she is not playing the game. ‘Whispers and insinuations flying around from people who should know better: people who know nothing at all. Poor Richard muddling the rooms in the dark. It’s an easy mistake. But no, you’d think some people had never taken medication! All that screaming and shouting. My darling, you must have had a dreadful shock, and on the last night too! Are you feeling better now?’ She moves to kiss him but he burrows his head in my breast and she adroitly switches to stroking his neck, while turning her fire on me. ‘I can’t believe you’d be so irresponsible. Gallivanting off and leaving him here on his own.’


‘One night! One night in twelve years! There are doctors, nurses, priests. How much more responsible could I be?’ I hate myself for craving her understanding, even if not her approval.


‘They asked me where you were. “Here,” I said, not realising. And then I found out that you were supposed to be spending the night with me. I mumbled something about you getting up early to come back to the Acceuil. I think I got away with it. I can’t be sure.’


‘I didn’t mean to drag you into it. I’m very sorry.’


‘Me? What do I matter? It’s Richard. How can we ask Our Lady for a miracle with you in a state of mortal sin?’ I say nothing. ‘Oh Gillian . . . Gillian.’ She takes my hands. Richard slips in and out of our extended arms until he grows bored and sits on the bed in a stupor. ‘I know it’s not been easy for you. Who knows that better than me? But believe me, this isn’t the way. You’re worth more.’


‘Am I? I thought I was just a money-grubbing nobody who wasn’t worth your son’s little fingernail.’


‘That was nearly twenty years ago! I can’t believe you still hold it against me now.’ Her air of genuine distress makes me feel even more guilty.


‘I don’t. We all say things we don’t mean. So let’s not say any more,’ I reply hopefully. ‘We should get ready for the baths.’


‘Everything happens for a reason. That’s what you must cling to. The more confusing it seems to us, the clearer it is to God. I’ve pondered and prayed and asked myself why: what have I done to deserve this? But it’s no use. The Lord will explain it in His own good time.’ Her voice rings with conviction and I feel a mixture of admiration and envy. ‘We all have our crosses to bear.’


‘Aren’t we allowed to share the load? Even Our Lord had Simon of Cyrene.’


‘I hardly think that what you were doing last night – ’ her voice quavers as if in response to the darkness – ‘counts as sharing.’


‘You don’t – you can’t – understand.’


‘No? Richard hasn’t been the only sadness in my life.’


‘I know.’


For all the placid assurance of her manner, she too has endured much. It is hard to reconcile the elderly woman standing before me with the fresh-faced bride posed on the steps of St Wilfrid’s, Burgess Hill. It is not so much that her cheeks have puffed, neck puckered and waist thickened, but that an inner light has been doused. The vision of married life instilled in her by the nuns faded when her husband treated his vows like tax demands, leaving sacrifice as her only satisfaction. Watching her play the widow with more conviction than she ever did the wife, I wonder if adversity has made her strong or simply hard.


‘Did you never think of leaving Thomas?’ I ask, building on the rare moment of intimacy.


‘Never! We were married. In the sight of God.’


‘I know you were unhappy.’


‘He was the perfect husband.’


‘That’s not true.’


‘You were there, were you?’


‘No, of course not. But I’ve heard from Richard – and Lucy.’


‘She never got on with her father.’


‘And I worked at the office. I saw how he behaved towards the other girls.’


‘Why are you doing this? Isn’t it enough to betray your husband? Must you attack mine too?’


Richard starts to whimper. I move to the bed and rub his hands.


‘No, of course not. I thought if we could only be honest, just this once.’


‘I’m not your priest.’


‘No, I know. Forget I mentioned it. Come on, old boy. You need to go to the loo before the baths.’ I pull Richard off the bed, anxious to forestall any inadvertent sacrilege.


‘Why did you ask?’ Patricia refuses to take her cue from me. ‘Are you thinking of leaving Richard?’


‘No, of course not . . . not really . . . from time to time. Wouldn’t you? Sorry, I know you’ve already answered that question.’ I push Richard into the bathroom. He turns it into a game by pressing back on my hands. ‘Thinking, perhaps, in the sense of dreaming, not in the sense of making plans. I dream of so many things that would make life easier.’ I catch her eye and know that she takes me to mean Richard’s death. ‘Like a miracle,’ I say brightly, but she is not deceived.


‘How much do you know of this cameraman?’


‘He’s a director.’


‘Vincent O’Shaughnessy.’ She drags out every offending vowel.


‘You were the one who was all over him, angling to feature in his film.’


‘That’s not true! Did he say that? It’s not true!’


‘No?’ I ask, as Richard bounds back into the room, pointedly drying his hands on his trousers. ‘I remember how keen you were for me to talk to him.’


‘I thought we should show willing, help him to see the pilgrimage in its best light. I didn’t expect you to jump into B-E-D with him.’


‘Bed,’ Richard shouts out, which makes me wonder how much more he understands.


‘Have you never suspected that he might be using you as material for his film?’


‘Come on! Surely you see that that’s nonsense?’


‘Remember Julia Mason at the Holy Redeemer? A reporter from the Dorking Advertiser visited her at home. Spent ten minutes complimenting her on her japonica. The next week, her private views on Father Aidan and his housekeeper were splashed all over the front page!’


‘Vincent’s a serious film-maker not a muckraker.’


‘I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s been given a secret brief to show that pilgrims are all liars and hypocrites, that Lourdes is a seedbed . . . a hotbed –’ she struggles to find a less compromising word – ‘a melting-pot of immorality. The BBC will go to any lengths to undermine the Church.’


‘He was brought up Catholic himself.’


‘They’re the worst.’ She changes tack with surprising adroitness. ‘Not that anyone would want to keep you here against your will. I’m seventy-one years old, but I’m still in full working order. You remember Mrs Jameson?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘Of course you do. Brian Jameson’s mother. Died at a hundred and one. Telegram from the Queen. Kept going for the sake of her other son. Not Brian: I forget his name. He was a little . . . well . . .’ She looks at Richard. ‘I don’t need to spell it out. Then he went all of a sudden. Pneumonia, I think. Three months later we were at her requiem.’


‘Poor woman!’


‘Not at all. I’ve never seen anyone more at peace. I remember speaking to her after . . . what was he called? I’m thinking one of those “en” names: Ben, Ken, Len . . . no, it’s gone. “They say there’s nothing worse than to outlive your children,” she said. “But not for me. I washed and powdered him when he was born and I laid him out when he died.” And, if she can do it, so can I.’ My image of Patricia cradling her son shifts imperceptibly to a Pietà and I wonder, not for the first time, whether she sees that as the crown of motherhood. ‘Isn’t that right, darling? If Gillian wants to go off for a holiday, you can come to me.’


‘I don’t want you,’ he says gruffly.


‘Oh really?’ she asks, with unconvincing nonchalance. ‘So what have I done that’s so terrible?’


‘I want Gilly.’ He cushions his head on my breast and I feel that, for all his protests, I might as well be his mother. ‘Don’t go away from me!’ He clasps me so hard that I almost topple over.


‘I’m not going anywhere. We’re both going home,’ I say, with studied neutrality.


‘I know I shouldn’t do things, but I can’t think in a line. I start off all right, then it twists and turns and I end up in a muddle.’


‘I know. It’s not your fault. It’s just that you look so well we sometimes forget how hard it can be for you.’ I think how much easier it would be if he were confined to a wheelchair or had a face as distorted as his brain and hate myself for wishing away his one remaining distinction.


‘Have you got any money for me?’ He grabs my bag and, before I can stop him, tips its contents on to the rumpled sheets.


‘Oh Richard, how many times have I told you not to go through my things?’


‘That would be secrets. We shouldn’t have any secrets, should we, Mother?’ To her credit, Patricia gives him a noncommittal smile. Richard picks up the box containing my crystal angel. ‘What’s this?’


‘Nothing.’ He rattles it. ‘I mean it’s nothing for you. Take care. It’s glass; it might break.’


‘Finders keepers.’


‘It’s mine.’


‘You can’t buy yourself presents.’ He pulls off the lid. ‘It’s an angel.’


‘It’s the one we saw in the shop,’ Patricia says. ‘The one I admired.’


‘Yes.’


‘So you went back to buy it for me!’ Her pleasure is so palpable that I nod.


‘Yes.’


‘What about me? You should have brought something for me.’


‘I planned to give it to you when we got home. As a thank-you for bringing us here.’


‘It’s beautiful!’ She holds it to the light and examines it from every angle. I pray that Vincent will be more amused than hurt by the recycling of the gift. ‘I’m sorry if I spoke harshly. You mustn’t think I don’t appreciate all the things you do for Richard.’


‘I do things for Gilly too.’


‘Of course you do, my darling.’ She turns back to me. ‘It’s just that I appreciate them so much that it can be frightening to think what would happen if . . . if . . .’


‘I know. Don’t worry.’ What is it about me that makes her censure easier to take than her gratitude? ‘Now I must clear up in here and start packing.’


‘Let me do that,’ Patricia says. ‘You’re due at the baths.’


‘I was, but we’re running so late. We have the Grotto mass at eleven thirty.’


‘That leaves you more than two hours. You can’t come to Lourdes and not go to the baths.’


‘I was looking forward to it.’


‘The brancadiers will be coming for Richard soon. I’m surprised they’re not here already.’


‘I don’t need a bath. I had a shower.’


‘Don’t be silly, darling. You know it’s not the same.’


‘It’s still water.’


‘You go ahead, Gillian. They won’t keep you waiting long. The Jubilate has priority this morning between nine and ten.’


‘Thank you, I will.’


‘I want to go with you.’


‘You can’t go to the Ladies,’ Patricia says. ‘What would people say?’ Richard giggles. ‘You’ll see Gillian at the Grotto.’


‘Do we have to go there again?’ he asks sulkily.


‘Of course. It’s where St Bernadette saw Our Blessed Lady.’


‘It’s boring. You said it’d be like a cave.’


I slip away and out of the building. My mind is more confused than ever and I long for a sign as explicit as Bernadette’s. But I can hardly expect the Virgin to manifest herself to an adulteress, especially one whose penitence is provisional.


I make my way over the pedestrian bridge, through the John Paul II Centre and down to the Esplanade, stopping only to rub suncream on my face and arms. Two of my fellow pilgrims, clearly identifiable by their sweatshirts, are standing by the statue of the Virgin. I am about to sneak past when I see to my amazement that it is Jenny, hand-in-hand with Matt. I am delighted. After our conversation at Stansted, I was afraid that she would be too shy to make friends even among the girls. Curiosity outweighs discretion, as I seek to learn more about a romance that has run in parallel to my own.


‘Hi there!’ I shout. Jenny drops Matt’s hand as though confronting her mother. He grabs hers back with deliberate defiance. ‘It’s a beautiful morning. Have you come for a final look round?’


‘A final look round,’ Jenny echoes.


‘We’ve been out all night,’ he says, in what sounds like a challenge. ‘We didn’t go to bed.’


‘Or anywhere else,’ Jenny adds quickly.


‘But that’s wonderful,’ I say, eager to move off and put them out of their misery but afraid of appearing to disapprove. ‘How long have you been. . .?’ An item; a pair; a couple: I search for a less forbidding word. ‘Together?’


‘Two days,’ he says.


‘Since Saint-Savin,’ she adds. ‘I was struggling to push Mrs Clunes up to the Abbey. Matt came to help.’


‘So your eyes met across a crowded wheelchair?’ I ask lightly.


‘It was fingers first,’ Jenny says, prompting Matt to squeeze her hand.


‘Well I think it’s wonderful,’ I say, both touched and troubled by a love that is so much freer than mine. I long to make common cause but am afraid of seeming ridiculous. The spontaneity that is the stuff of youth feels suspect – almost dangerous – in early middle age. ‘Any plans for when we get back to England?’ I ask, sticking to practicalities. ‘How close to each other do you live?’


‘I’m from Stoke,’ Jenny says. ‘But if I get my two As and a B, I’m off to Warwick.’


‘And I’m in Solihull.’


‘That’s not too bad,’ I say, alert to their mournful faces, ‘it could have been John O’Groats and Land’s End.’


‘You don’t understand,’ Jenny says. ‘Matt isn’t flying home with us; he’s in the van with the equipment. It takes them two days to drive through France. I’ve asked everyone if they’ll swap places. I don’t care about feeling sick. But they all said they had too much fun on the way down.’


‘Two days.’ I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. ‘I had a great aunt who married the day before my uncle went off to fight in North Africa.’


‘It’s easy for you,’ Jenny says. ‘If you were our age, you’d understand.’


‘Yes, of course, I’m sorry. I’ll leave you in peace.’


‘No, we have to get back to the Acceuil,’ Matt says. ‘We only came to say our Hail Marys.’


‘What? Oh yes. You were on Father Dave’s walk.’


‘How about you?’ Jenny asks, with affecting credulity. ‘Have you said yours?’


‘No, not yet. I think I’d rather leave it to fate.’


I walk through the Basilica Square and under the ramp, past the drinking fountains and the Grotto to join the pilgrims on their way to the baths. I pause for a moment by the candle burners, with the forest of flames in various stages of extinction, and picture all the faith, all the hope and all the entreaties that they represent. I want to add some words of my own but fail even to formulate them in my head. It is not just my throat but my entire being that is parched.


The crowds at the women’s baths plunge me into panic. Convinced that the wait will be too long, I decide to turn back. All at once I am spotted by Louisa, who lives up to the emblem emblazoned on her chest by bellowing my name.


‘Gillian! Over here!’ I smile apologetically at the people in front, but the queuing system is so erratic that no one – not even the Italians – seems to blame me for jumping it. ‘You sit here,’ she says, directing me to a bench next to a trim, well turned-out woman who, if it weren’t for the wheelchair beside her, might have been lining up for the summer sales. ‘Most of our lot have already gone in. I’m just keeping an eye out for stragglers.’ That puts me firmly in my place but, as I glimpse my neighbour’s friendly smile, it no longer feels such a lonely place to be.


No sooner has she found me a seat than Louisa moves away. I settle on the bench and examine the figure in the wheelchair. Both her arms and waist are strapped in position and she wears a woollen cardigan in spite of the heat. Her neck is stretched back on a pillowed ledge, making it hard to determine her age, although I detect the faint outline of a bust beneath the baggy clothes.


I watch as my neighbour stands and, with infinite solicitude, lifts the lifeless head from the pillow and holds a bottle of water to her lips. ‘Is this your daughter?’ I ask, trusting that I have not confused a wizened mother or a flat-chested friend.


‘Yes, my Anna,’ she says, in an indeterminate accent.


‘Was there . . . was she in an accident?’


‘Birth,’ she replies flatly, putting my twelve years of nursing Richard into perspective. However much he may have changed, I at least retain the memory of the man he was. She only has the elusive image of the girl her daughter might have been.


‘Is this your first time at the baths?’ I ask, taking the shortcut to intimacy that has defined my week in Lourdes.


‘No, we come every year. Every year since Anna is three. She is now sixteen years old.’ My hopes of the water’s miraculous properties begin to founder. ‘We come here from Groningen in the Netherlands. Perhaps you know of it?’


‘Of course,’ I say, eager to offer her what little support I can.


‘And you?’


‘From Surrey in England. Oh, I see what you mean. Yes, this is my first time. My husband had a brain haemorrhage twelve years ago. In many ways he is like a child.’


‘There is no hope?’


‘Not for him, no . . . Do you have any other family?’ I lower my voice in case Anna’s condition should turn out to be congenital.


‘Just Anna and me. She is the first child. The only child. I used to wish that I had other children before, but now I am glad that it is just us. With others there would have been comparing. There would have been too much time with Anna and not enough time with them. There would have been “please do not bring her out when my friends are nearby”. No, it is better like this.’


‘And your husband?’ I ask, trying not to let myself be distracted by the flies circling above Anna’s head.


‘He is no more. I mean he is no more my husband. He has a new wife and family in Rotterdam. Please do not think he is a bad man for leaving.’


‘No, I’m the last person to think that.’


She gives me a searching glance. ‘He tried to do his best but he couldn’t make a life with Anna. To him there is only one life. He is not like us.’ It is unclear whether she is alluding to our faith or our gender. ‘He wanted to put Anna in a home, a good home, a home that he would have to pay for . . . a home that he would find it hard to pay for, but then he wanted it to be hard. I said “no”. I wouldn’t permit him to shut her away because she was not perfect. My parents grew up in a world like this, a world where not perfect people were thrown out from the rest.’ She swats at the flies and I realise that, far from not noticing them, she is sensitive to every detail of her daughter’s state.


‘Do you have friends? Old friends who are there for you when it all gets too much?’


‘One or two, yes. But not so many any more. There are the mothers of the children at the centre where Anna goes three mornings each week. With three of these I play tennis. But with my old friends it is harder . . . for them as it is for me. They have their lives and I have Anna. How can they talk to me about the things they have wrong in their lives when I have Anna? How can they talk about the things they have right in their lives when I have Anna?’


‘Oh yes, I know that syndrome so well. They start by wanting to help and end up blaming you for their failure.’


‘It is not their fault. But it is better not to wish for too much.’


‘I’m amazed – full of admiration but also puzzled – by the way you can be so accepting of everything. Do you never think of packing a suitcase, running off and not looking back?’ I am so desperate for an answer that I no longer worry about giving offence.


‘Sometimes, yes.’ She seems to be struggling with her inner self. ‘But only at night.’ She stands and wipes her daughter’s face with a damp cloth. ‘And you must not feel sorry for me. I have so many happy things in my life. Small things that are no longer small. The sounds Anna makes when I rub her skin with lotion or when I scratch, you know, like a mouse behind her knees. Jörgen, my husband, he said it was just the gas in her stomach: the air in her throat. But I know it is so much more.’


‘You’re very brave.’


‘If you knew me, you would not say that. I am frightened of so many things. But, most of all, I am frightened of my Anna dying. I used to be frightened that I would die before and leave her on her own. But not any more. I know it is selfish. I know I am a bad woman – ’ She brushes aside my protests as casually as she did the flies. ‘But she is my life; without her, I could not go on.’


‘Madame!’ The woman starts as an official in a navy sash summons her into the building with a flick of the wrist that cuts through the confusion. She releases the brake on her daughter’s chair, ready to wheel it inside. Then, confident that we will never meet again, she leans towards me and whispers: ‘Most of all I am frightened of the pills, the pills I give Anna to help her sleep . . . that, when she is sleeping for ever, I will take them for me. It is then that I will know that my life is no longer worth living. It is then that I will turn my heart against God.’


She makes her way inside and I resist the urge to ask for an address or a number or even a name that might compromise the essential anonymity of our association. I shuffle up the bench, soaking up its residual warmth, while moving one step closer to my goal. I watch while entrants are selected seemingly at random until, at last, the all-powerful finger beckons me and I walk into a long low room, dominated by a row of green-and-white curtained cubicles, resembling a municipal swimming pool. I take a seat to the right of the door between an albino girl, surrounded by shopping bags, noiselessly saying her rosary, and a gnarled nonagenarian with filmy eyes and a toothless smile. Every few minutes a glowing woman emerges from one of the cubicles and a replacement is ushered in. I strive to empty my mind of worldly concerns but find it filling with more speculation about the men’s cubicles than at any time since school. Is Vincent in there filming, his innocent camerawork later to be subverted by a lethal voice-over? Is Richard behaving? I pray that he will be neither prurient nor coy, dipping one toe into the icy water and refusing to venture further, when a woman in a damp T-shirt printed with a portrait of the Virgin leaves the extreme right cubicle and the attendant summons me.


I enter the cramped space to find five women in varying states of undress. In semaphored French, the attendant tells me to strip to my bra and pants and then slips out through a second curtain. I smile encouragingly at my Slavonic-featured neighbour, who sits hugging her chest in a vain attempt to hide the rolls of flab that spill over her knees, but she seems so wretched that I turn away, taking off my jumper and skirt and folding them with studied precision in a bid to delay the moment when I must turn back and face the room.


I am distracted by a delicate young woman who returns from the inner sanctum. She makes straight for the pile of clothes to my left and I watch in awe as the beads of moisture on her neck and shoulders evaporate like water on a hotplate. The force of Vincent’s jibes dries up with them. It is clear that we have no need of towels.


‘L’eau était froide?’ With no clues as to her nationality, I choose the courteous option. She fails to respond, and it is not until she puts on her clothes that I realise her plain grey dress is a habit and her mind will be full of God. Twenty years after leaving school, I still expect nuns to be old.


Each of the women takes her turn to go through to the bath until finally it is mine. I shiver so violently at the prospect of the glacial water that they must think I have come to be cured of a tremor. The attendant leads me into a small granite-lined room with a tub like an outsize hip bath at the centre. The air is damp with a metallic tang, and a layer of condensation lines the walls. I am welcomed by two more attendants wearing light plastic aprons.


‘English?’ one of them asks.


‘Yes,’ I say, wondering if it is the Marks and Spencer pants that give me away.


She nods at her companion, who tells me in a soft Scottish burr to remove my underwear and place it on the shelf. She then holds up a small piece of wet linen, wrapping it around me like a sarong and tying it loosely at the back. Taking my arm, she guides me into the bath and down its three inner steps. The water is so biting that it feels like treading in a tub of broken glass. With her companion holding my other arm, she instructs me to sit. I lower my bottom gingerly into the arctic depths.


‘No, no, bend your knees as if you’re on a stool!’ I do so, pressing heavily on their arms and leaving my bottom suspended. ‘Now you must make your intentions.’


This is the moment of truth: the moment when I am planning to ask St Bernadette to intercede for Richard, to give me back the man I loved, the man I married, or, at the very least, the man. She herself said that the water of Lourdes had no power without faith. Well, mine is a faith that has never faltered even at the bleakest prognosis. This is the chance for it to reap its reward. Or is the clear-cut faith of my catechism irredeemably muddied by desire?


I look into my heart and wish that I saw nothing. I pray for Richard’s recovery as intently as ever, but my motives are no longer pure. Should a miracle occur and he regain the forty years he has lost during the last twelve, my Te Deums would ring across the Pyrenees, but I fear that, even then, St Bernadette would find them wanting. Knowing that he no longer depended on me, would I at last be able to leave him with a clear conscience, or would I feel obliged to stay out of gratitude for my deliverance?


The water is still but I feel it swirling around me. The Scots attendant recites the Hail Mary and, fixing my gaze on the statuette of the Virgin directly in front of me, I strive to drain my mind of everything but her compassion. Although she lived more than eighteen hundred years before Bernadette, her experience and understanding feel so much closer. I cannot believe that, having followed her son to Calvary, she would endorse Patricia’s ‘We all have our crosses to bear,’ or that, given Christ’s gospel of love, she would condemn my love for Vincent.


Or is that sheer self-deception, more contemptible than ever in this sacred place?


A chill spreads through me from somewhere beyond the water. I realise that I am agonizing over questions that have already been answered. How typical that I should be so fixated on the mystery of the baths that I have ignored the message of the courtyard! How typical that God should speak to me not through the Virgin or St Bernadette but through a nameless Dutch woman in a queue! Her selfless devotion has shown me the true meaning of love. I feel faint and am afraid of sinking, but the attendants have me in their grip. It is clear that I can never leave Richard. It would be hard enough to justify in Bath, let alone in Lourdes. I shall speak to Vincent at once and without apology. If he asks for reasons, I shall cite my original ones for coming. The rest has just been a week-long moment of madness. And I shall refuse to let him portray it as a sacrifice. He must have no grounds for appeal. Nothing has been sacrificed except for my own self-esteem.


I suddenly feel strong and, what’s more, I have learnt a lesson which I could never accept from the exemplars at school: true strength lies in self-denial.


The attendants recite the Lord’s Prayer, a sign that my allotted time is up. They raise me to face the statuette of the Virgin and I feel a dizzying sense of peace as I kiss her feet. After helping me out of the bath, the Scot unties my wrap and gives me the same scrap of privacy as before while I put on my bra and pants. Decent again – at least in the eyes of the world – I say an inadequate ‘Merci’ and return to the cubicle where I quickly slip into the rest of my clothes.


I hurry out into the open. The sun’s glare makes me squint and I struggle to read my watch, but, even in the blur, I am sure that I must be due at the Grotto mass. For the first time since the International mass on Tuesday, I feel that I can participate with a pure heart.


‘Gillian!’ I hear a voice which, after a moment, I identify as Patricia’s.


‘I wasn’t expecting to see you here,’ I say. ‘Aren’t we meeting at the Grotto?’


‘Yes, but I need to speak to you. Before you make any decisions you may regret.’


‘They’re made. But don’t worry. I shan’t be leaving Richard. Not now, not ever.’


‘Oh Gillian!’


‘We came looking for a miracle and I’ve found one. I’m cured of my delusion; I’m ready to resume my life.’









VINCENT


Monday June 16









‘When I was fourteen, my mother asked me if I’d ever thought of becoming a priest. “No,” I replied, “isn’t it bad enough being a Catholic?”’


‘I bet that had them rolling in the aisles at Television Centre,’ Jewel says.


‘I see you’re setting out with your usual open mind,’ Sophie says.


‘You’ve missed your calling, chief,’ Jamie says.


‘That’s what my mother thought.’


‘Yeah, you’re wasted in broadcasting. You should be wowing them on the club circuit.’


I sit with my crew of three at a lozenge-shaped table in a café at Stansted airport, waiting for the pilgrims to arrive. The stools, which resemble pawns on a giant chess set, have been fixed at such a distance from the table that it is impossible to relax. I have been trying out the opening line of my voice-over on an audience who, I know, will not spare me. We are a close-knit team, sufficiently respectful of each other’s talents to be able to mock them, veterans of a day in an asylum centre, a week at Hello magazine and a trip with two soap stars to a WaterAid project in Zambia. To my left is Jamie, the cameraman, whose sharp eye belies his burly physique and bluff tone. He has a bristly beard, a ring in each ear and a propensity to sweat that bothers him far more than it does the rest of us. To my right is Jewel, the sound recordist, who with characteristic rigour, has had her childhood nickname ratified by deed poll. Unlike Jamie’s beer-and-indolence belly, Jewel’s bulk is congenital and, what with her cropped hair, regulation check shirt and jeans, not to mention the Celtic tattoo which first came to my notice in Africa, it would be easy to assume that her desire to be one of the boys went beyond the professional, had not her outrageously raunchy stories in various hotel bars proved otherwise. Completing the group is our newest recruit, Sophie, the assistant producer, a tirelessly efficient media studies graduate who, unlike the rest of us, makes no secret of her longing to work on features. Petite, stylish and as studiedly accessorised as a fashion editor, she currently sports a fitted black satin waistcoat, grey pencil skirt and carmine lipstick, which exactly matches her handbag and shoes.
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