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      1. Scent of Scandal

    


    “It’s worrying,” said Mrs. Knowsley.


    Her friend looked at her sharply. Madge was usually a cheerful individual, naturally so, anxious to see the best in everyone and everything, ready to look forward hopefully to a happy outcome of every difficulty. They were standing just inside Madge’s back door, in the little side street on the edge of Pudsey, between Leeds and Bradford. Usually they stood on the step outside, but today Madge had drawn her inside.


    “Why?” Lizzie Cordell asked. “Why is it worrying?”


    “Not knowing, I suppose. Wondering.”


    Her friend considered this. There must be more to it than that.


    “Didn’t they tell you anything?”


    “Said he was going through a difficult time and needed to get away for a bit.”


    “That tells you something and nothing, doesn’t it? Get away from what, or from where?”


    “Well, from Shipley. He’s been priest there for ten years or more.”


    “It’s only eight miles away. Not far to move if he’s going through a spiritual crisis.”


    Mrs. Knowsley looked at her friend.


    “What are you thinking, Lizzie?”


    “Maybe they need him close—to hand, like. In case they need to question him.”


    “You mean he may have done something wrong?”


    Her friend looked at her pityingly.


    “Well, that is what’s been worrying you, isn’t it, Madge?”


    Madge paused for a moment, afraid to bring things into the open. Then she nodded.


    “I suppose so.… Yes, it is.… He’s a nice man, Lizzie. A lovely man. And a real gentleman.”


    “Anyone can go off the rails, Madge, real gentlemen as easily as anyone else.”


    “I know that, but … it tears me apart, Lizzie.”


    “What does?”


    “To see him like this. He never goes out, except once or twice he’s been out after dark. And one time I knocked on the door to his room, got no reply and thought he must be out, and when I went in he didn’t hear me, but he was sitting in his chair with his head in his hands. I could swear he was crying.”


    Her friend considered.


    “What did you do?”


    “Tiptoed out and went away.”


    Lizzie looked her straight in the eye.


    “You do realize it’s not your problem, Madge?”


    “Of course I do. But I like him, Lizzie. We talk and he seems so warm, and wise, and … the thought of him sitting up there alone and suffering, not doing anything except mulling over what’s happened, and not knowing what it is …”


    “I can see that. What do you talk about? Can’t you bring the conversation around to his troubles?”


    “Oh, no. We just talk about trivialities. The weather, what he’d like for his dinner, that sort of thing.”


    Lizzie wondered how Madge’s lodger had been warm and wise on those particular topics. She just said, “Couldn’t you bring the conversation around to more important things gradually?”


    “With time, I suppose. But I want to help him, Lizzie. Now.”


    “He’s a priest, Madge. He must have resources in himself, or people to go to. The Church helps its own, you know.”


    “Too much so, sometimes. Oh, you don’t think it could be boys, do you? Children?”


    “I don’t know, do I? I’ve never even seen him. But I do think you shouldn’t get too involved. For your sake, but for his sake too. If there’s been wrongdoing, there’s bound to be rumors, and you don’t want to be part of those rumors.”


    Mrs. Knowsley looked distressed and confused.


    “No. I suppose not.”


    “Leave it to the Church. They’ll sort it out. They’ll give him whatever help he needs.”


    Mrs. Knowsley’s voice took on an unusual edge of sharpness.


    “They seem to be giving him precious little help at the moment.”


    The eyes of both women went up to the ceiling, as if expressing both human concern for the man upstairs and a hope for heavenly guidance.


    Father Pardoe sat slumped in the easy chair in his dimly lit bed-sitting room. In his waking hours there he only did three or four things: Peered cautiously through the window at the world of activity he was used to engaging with; walked up and down the room, hoping that his footsteps could not be heard by Mrs. Knowsley in her sitting room, but unable to refrain from this limited exercise; lay in bed looking up at the ceiling; and sat slumped in the chair, as now, looking like a wreck of his once vigorous, upright self.


    Sometimes he thought he would never come to terms with what had happened to him. Now and then he wondered that his own Church, the valued superiors whom he had counted as his allies or friends, could have so little understanding of what he had done, and why. At other times he tried to be more clear-eyed, to free himself of the weak instinct to blame others, and to tell himself that his troubles, this terrible burden of guilt and rejection, were something he had brought on himself, by his own actions, and by his disregard of possible interpretations of them. But when he told himself that, when he mentally tried to put himself in the dock on that charge, he could never believe it with more than half his mind.


    Because the other half cried out that the Church—his Church, his bishop—was not really concerned with what he had done, but with appearance: They worried how it would seem, how it would be seen, what people would say. The whole business disgusted him. They had barely looked at the facts, or at the moral issues; had not wanted to discuss them. That much had been clear from the Bishop’s telephone call, the memory of which still left him angry. They had been more interested in PR, in damage control, in keeping everything, if humanly possible, under wraps. It was the same instinct that had led the hierarchy in Ireland to shift priests who had abused altar boys on to other parishes where they abused more altar boys. How could his Church do this? How could they worry not about what he had done, but only about what people would think he had done?


    That people would talk he had no doubt. Probably it was already seeping out, getting passed around in whispers throughout the parish. He was certain that would happen, not because money was involved, but because a woman was. A young woman. An attractive woman.


    He had an image of Julie Norris in his mind’s eye. The short, blonde hair, the appealing, bewildered eyes, the little boy held in the crook of her arm as she talked to him in her drab, poky kitchen. The image was very dear to him, one he cherished and did not try to put away. He had no illusions that his regard for Julie was without lust. There had been other women before her, women for whom he had felt a special affection, women with whom he might quite easily have fallen into sin. But he had not—not with them, and not with Julie.


    What he had done, with some of them, was try to show them, by special attentions, what they meant to him. That was surely innocent, or comparatively so? The thought struck him that what it really was, was pathetic. But he was sure that at the time it had seemed to him lovely—a beautiful way to show his regard. He came to see that it could cause jealousy among the ladies of the parish, however, and once he realized this he had tried to cloak his special regard in decent wraps.


    The wraps were gone now, at least as far as his superiors were concerned. Now, in the prison of this little bed-sitting room, the image of Julie came to him, but only briefly and wanly. What pushed it aside was the image of his shattered career—which meant his shattered life. He was ashamed of this preoccupation, of the worldliness that it betokened, but somehow he could not resist it. His life as a parish priest was over, his reason for existence in pieces. His hopes of future advancement now appeared ludicrous, absurd. What future he had he did not know, but he faced the fact that it did not involve the respect, the flattering attentions, the warm regard that over the years he had come to take for granted. Still less could he nourish dreams of preferment—of performing the rites he held so dear, and which had been so meaningful to him, in fine vestments, in impressive buildings, with his words on national issues given local if not countrywide coverage. Vain, silly, deluding hopes, but he had nourished them.


    Total eclipse, his brain told him: No sun, no moon, all dark amid the blaze of noon.


    Cosmo Horrocks sat in his place in the little restaurant-compartment of the train from King’s Cross station in London to Leeds and fumed. Fumed very pleasantly, however; enjoyed, relished the process. The announcement by the buffet-car steward promising an “exciting new menu” in the restaurant car had tempted him here, even though he would probably have his expenses claim for it returned by his editor. He had made his way here, to be greeted by a lumpish girl who pointed to a seat with reluctance and informed him that after his meal he would have to go back to standard accommodation. As if he were using the meal as a way of infiltrating first class! Even if he had been allowed to claim first class on expenses, he wouldn’t have gone in it: you never heard anything worth a bean in first class. The antechamber to death, that’s what first class on British railways was.


    Then the same lumpish girl, handing him the menu and wine list, had announced that the fish was unavailable, and so was the chicken. “That rather lessens the excitement,” he had said to her blank stare. What was left was the vegetarian option—inconceivable to Cosmo, who hated anything that might be regarded as eccentricity—and Cumberland sausage. Cumberland sausage, exciting! He could have done better in the most squalid sort of country pub.


    There was an article in this.


    As always, his ferrety nose twitched, alert for more material. And as so often happened with Cosmo, it came. After twenty minutes during which no food appeared, a plump woman at the next table asked when she was likely to get served, because she was getting off at Grantham. The lumpish girl marched off into the galley and shouted: “I don’t believe it! Now she tells me she’s getting off at Grantham!”


    The plump woman flushed with annoyance. Cosmo fumed agreeably. Grantham. The birthplace of Margaret Thatcher. He had always called it ironically in his own mind the Holy City. How could he bring that in? He had rather admired Thatcher in her heyday, but she was now a national joke, good for a kick at anytime. Should be able to connect her up with the privatized railways, which were such a disaster, he thought. His mind worked at it.


    But his mind was one that, unlike a train, could travel along several lines at once. The fact that an article on railway catering was in the process of construction did not mean that he had relaxed his habitual alertness, his Autolycus-like knack of snapping up unconsidered trifles—things that to other people, even to other journalists, would have meant nothing. One such apparent trifle penetrated to him now from the table behind him.


    “Gone to ground, so they say.”


    “Spirited away, more like. The Church takes care of its own.”


    At that moment, irritatingly, the food arrived. Cosmo Horrocks began tucking into his Cumberland sausage. It was a perfectly good and tasty coil of sausage—not much use for his purpose, if he stuck to the truth. The article was for the moment put aside, and he concentrated all his attention on the next table, hoping they would take up the topic once the waitress had finished serving them. The Church was always good for a story, both in the nationals and in the locals. Cosmo’s professional life had been punctuated by erring vicars. Sure enough, once the waitress had moved on, the conversation was resumed in hushed tones, but not hushed enough to frustrate Cosmo’s journalistic sharpness of hearing.


    “Of course the wife clams up, says she’d rather not speak about it. Faithful daughter of the Church and all that. Well, I’m a faithful son—up to a point.”


    “Exactly. Up to a point.”


    “And I’ve always been willing to give them financial advice, off the record if necessary.”


    “I know you have. It’s well known in the parish.”


    “I’ve lost count of the times they’ve come to me and said, ‘Look, Mr. Leary, you’re a businessman, and you know what’s what. We’ve got this parcel of land and we want to do as well from it as we can’—that sort of thing.”


    “You’ve been very generous. Time’s money, when all’s said.”


    “Well, frankly, I’d rather do that than be on my knees every Sunday, let alone racking my brains to remember lustful thoughts to pour into Father Pardoe’s ear. Leave that to the womenfolk, that’s what I say.”


    “Not that they have lustful thoughts.”


    “Course not. It’s well known they don’t. Any more than priests do.”


    Cosmo could just imagine the wink they gave each other. He was getting very interested. Priests, eh? Father Pardoe. Catholic Church, then, rather than Anglican. Better and better. He put aside his knife and fork and took out his trusty notebook. Drawing a line under the previous notes, he headed the new section PRIEST—SCANDAL, and underneath entered the names “Mr. Leary” (not very useful, until a parish had been pinpointed) and “Father Pardoe” (decidedly useful). After a pause for mastication, the conversation at the next table (behind Cosmo’s back, which made him greatly regret not choosing the seat opposite) continued.


    “What do you think it is in this case? Money or a woman?”


    There was a pause for thought.


    “Frankly, I’m guessing here, but I’d say a bit of both. There’s a name that’s being mentioned—by the women who talk about it at all.”


    “Oh?”


    “Julie Norris.”


    “Doesn’t mean anything to me. Parishioner?”


    “Not so you’d notice. Single mother.”


    There was a brief, bitter laugh.


    “Single mother! We had a better word for it in our younger days, didn’t we, Con? And for the child.”


    “Little bastard. Aye, we did that. Anyway, there’s been women before that he was said to favor unduly. But no one thought there was anything sexual in those relationships. When it comes to a twenty-year-old bimbo …”


    “You’re right. And it’s likely there was more to the earlier businesses than any of the parish biddies was willing to admit.”


    “Of course you’re right, Derek, as usual. But if there was, he was clever about it. It’s not all the parish ladies think like my Mary—try to put the best construction on anything connected with any member of the priesthood.”


    “Oh, I know that. There’s plenty of scandalmongers, for all they ‘Father this’and ‘Father that’them the whole time till it fair makes you sick.”


    “Doesn’t it ever. I tell you what, it’s when the children grow up and fly the nest. There’s a big hole in a woman’s life waiting to be filled, and it’s the Church and the priest that fill it.”


    “You said the problem might be a bit of both.”


    When he replied, the man called Con Leary, who had kept his voice very low, reduced it to a whisper, showing that in his eyes money warranted even greater discretion than sex. Cosmo strained his ears, something he was used to doing, and managed to get the gist.


    “Question of a special fund, a legacy, intended for the poor of the parish. Money gone missing or been misused.”


    The man called Derek whistled.


    “Really? That does surprise me. Seemed a very frugal bloke, Father Pardoe. They call you in?”


    “No. I tell you, I know no more about this than anyone else. I do pick up the gossip, though.”


    “And do they think—the gossips—that the two things are connected?”


    “Yes. Whether rightly or wrongly, you can judge as well as I can. But I would say parish gossip is as often wrong as it’s right.”


    “True enough.” Derek immediately assumed, though, that it was right. “Well, you’ve certainly surprised me. Not at all what I’d have suspected of Father Pardoe. How long has he been at St. Catherine’s?”


    “Oh, coming on ten years.”


    “That’s a while. He was always regarded with a lot of respect, I’ll give him that. More than most of these young priests who kick up the dust and start all sorts of things that nobody wants just to impress the Bishop. No, I had a lot of time for Father Pardoe. Before all this blew up.”


    Leary and Derek then went on to other things—things that they could talk about in normal voices. Cosmo ordered a trifle, and then had coffee and a refill, wanting them to go first so that he could get a good look at them. Unfortunately, however, they went back to the first-class carriages, so they did not pass his table. When he realized this he stood up hurriedly, but all he saw were two gray-suited men, one with a bald patch at the crown of his head, with thin hair combed carefully around it, the other with a good reddish thatch, untinged with gray. If he saw them face-to-face again he probably wouldn’t recognize them. He downed the last of his coffee refill, then turned to find his way back to Standard Class was barred by the lumpish waitress.


    “You realize you haven’t paid yet … sir?”


    That hurdle negotiated, Cosmo Horrocks went back to his seat, with a small part of his brain still fuming at the catering service, but the larger part full of satisfaction at a trail well started. He now had not just the two original names—Leary and Father Pardoe—but in addition, Derek, Julie Norris, and Mary, all down in his invaluable notebook, as well as St. Catherine’s. Father Pardoe was the vital one. Cosmo had Catholic contacts whom he could consult about this parish, so he wouldn’t have to go through the Leeds diocesan authorities. Once the parish had been identified, the name Julie Norris would be crucial. He had started by thinking that this was going to be a “Vicar elopes with cleaning lady” story, but in fact it was even better: Vows of chastity besmirched; a randy bimbo who could be portrayed as a cruelly wronged ingenue if necessary; and a financial angle to boot. A story like this could make his year.


    Cosmo Horrocks was never happy, did not have the innocence or optimism that such an uncomplicated emotion demanded. But as he sat back, eyes closed, for the rest of his journey to Leeds, he felt relish, anticipation, tinglings of excitement—all the familiar emotions of a born muckraker.


  

    

      2. Old Hand and New Hand

    


    Cosmo Horrocks sat at his desk in the newsroom of the West Yorkshire Chronicle meditating mischief. In his hand was the first draft of a story by one of the paper’s new recruits. That was merely an hors d’oeuvre: it would be so easy to savage it was hardly worth his while. No cub reporter had ever had a kind word from Horrocks, and this one had committed the additional sin of being a university graduate. Child’s play. But simultaneously he was meditating his next move in what had begun to be called in his mind the Priest and the Bimbo story. First identification, then establishment of basic facts, then stirring it. Cosmo’s ideal story was one in which the very newspaper coverage became part of the story. He was pretty sure this would be the case with the Priest and the Bimbo investigation.


    Terry Beale, twenty-two and looking nineteen, left his nook in the darkest and least salubrious part of the newsroom and came toward Cosmo’s desk for his verdict on his story with no expectation or anticipation on his face. Terry was bright, ambitious, and he knew his man: Cosmo boosted his own ego by being contemptuous of everyone around him.


    “This headline you suggest,” said Cosmo by way of opening the skirmish, tapping Terry’s printout with a long, bony finger: REPORT SLAMS FAILING SCHOOL.


    “Not very vivid,” said Terry. “But accurate.”


    “They’re ‘sink schools,’ especially in headlines. And when a school is in question they don’t slam, they ‘cane.’”


    “I looked up earlier reports on that school. We used ‘cane’then.”


    Cosmo sighed theatrically.


    “Of course we did, you ape. Product recognition. The reader knows what sort of a story it’s going to be even before he starts to read it.”


    “Teachers haven’t caned pupils for years.”


    “What’s that got to do with it? People recognize the word, and it gives them a bit of a frisson. You use ‘cane,’ or if you want to vary it a bit, ‘thrash.’ … I don’t know. The greenhorns I get landed with.… So what’s the headline going to be?”


    “REPORT CANES SINK SCHOOL?”


    “You can’t cane a school, you dolt! It will be REPORT CANES SINK SCHOOL HEAD.”


    “It didn’t. She only took over three months ago, and the report said she’d done a good job in a limited time.”


    “Oh, for God’s sake! What’s a headline aiming to do?”


    “Get people reading the story, I suppose.”


    “Exactly. Accuracy’s got nothing to do with it.”


    Then he started in on the piece, line by line, image by image, word by word. At the end there was practically nothing left of Terry’s original piece that hadn’t been subjected to Cosmo’s withering scorn. But Terry was not a pushover. He kept his cheerfulness and his humor remarkably well, though his was not a face formed for humor: it was pleasant-looking, but naturally thoughtful and withdrawn. Any jokiness was specially assumed for Horrocks’s benefit, and was undented even when he was sent away with a flea in his ear.


    “You Southerners think you own the bloody world,” yelled Cosmo at his departing back.


    “Midlander,” said Terry, not bothering to turn around. “Birmingham.” Cosmo’s geography was as rotten as everything else about him, he thought.


    But as he sat down there came over him a depressing sense that when he had gone through his story and done everything Cosmo had said he should, it would make a much better West Yorkshire Chronicle report than his own original piece. Less accurate, less responsible, less balanced, but horribly punchy. And it would have nothing in it of him at all. And this led to a very familiar path of meditation: What was he doing here? Did he want to be taught to sink to Cosmo’s level? Was journalism of this kind anything but literary prostitution? He cast in the man’s direction a look that was full of contempt and disgust, yet tinged with something else too: Disillusion, disappointment, a sense of wasted hope.


    The look was received by Cosmo from under his snakelike, hooded lids. His guts gave a silent chuckle. The lad was regretting he’d ever thought of journalism as a career. That was what he liked doing: knocking the stuffing out of them while they were still on the first rung of the ladder. He loved seeing on their faces the bewildered look of a mistreated puppy.


    Mrs. Knowsley had made a decision. It showed in the force of her knock on the door of the upstairs bedroom. When she opened it Father Pardoe was already up and on his way to the little table on which she served his meals. His face showed surprise that she was not carrying a tray.


    “Father, please don’t get me wrong, but I’d like you to eat downstairs with me today. Just for this once, if it doesn’t suit. We needn’t talk about anything you don’t want to talk about. But we hardly know each other, and we’ve been living in the same house for three weeks and more. Now, will you come down to the dining room and we’ll eat together like Christians?”


    Father Pardoe hesitated. It was not the tone of voice in which he was accustomed to being addressed. But the sort of rebuke that he might once have used to reprove it was no longer in him. He turned back to the door.


    “Yes. Yes, I’d like that for once. Thank you very much, Mrs. Knowsley.”


    He followed her downstairs like an obedient schoolboy.


    The dining room was warm from a gas fire and from the midday sun that streamed in the window. The table had been set for two, with a white napkin beside each plate. As Mrs. Knowsley bustled back and forth to the kitchen, finally returning carrying a steak-and-kidney pie, which she set down beside the three tureens of vegetables, Father Pardoe had an agreeable sense of being back in time ten or fifteen years, to the era when priests usually had live-in housekeepers—widowed ladies, as often as not, who treated their employers as if they were incapable of doing the simplest household job. The dailies who had taken their place took a much more robust view of the priesthood. Progress, of course.… But still, the housekeepers had got a great deal of pleasure out of mothering grown men.


    Mrs. Knowsley sat opposite him, and such was the warmth of her personality and concern for him that within five minutes of starting in on the pie and the roast potatoes, Father Pardoe found himself telling her about his family background in the Irish Protestant ascendancy.


    “Though they weren’t particularly ascendant, you know. Not big landowners or anything grand like that. Lawyers, solicitors, doctors—professional people. Then my grandmother converted to Catholicism—that was a big step, particularly as it was not long after the Troubles. A very strong-minded woman she was, though I only remember her in her last years. The younger children converted with her, and then the elder ones did the same, one by one. She had six—a large family for a Protestant one. Only my grandfather stood out, but he was very good-humored about it. The story is my grandmother introduced a priest to his deathbed, but I don’t know how true that is. So I was brought up a Catholic, though it may be that most of the Irish regarded me and people like me as neither fish nor fowl.”


    The ice was broken. And so, momentarily, was the despair. He went on to tell her about his training at Maynooth, his first parish in Ireland, the almost inevitable transition to mainland Britain, first on the west coast of Scotland, eventually to Yorkshire. He had a second helping of pie, told her about some of his work in the parish: the rebuilding of the church hall, the formation of the youth club and the young mothers’circle, the strengthening of links with other churches. Mrs. Knowsley was collecting plates when he said, “And then this happened.”


    Madge Knowsley paused in piling the crockery.


    “I said you didn’t have to talk about anything you didn’t want to talk about,” she said, taking the pile into the kitchen and coming back with fruit salads in little glass bowls.


    Christopher Pardoe began eating, his mind elsewhere. His training and experience told him to do nothing on impulse. Hitherto he had relied heavily on his judgment of people, but that had been shaken. However, in the end it was not the feeling that the ice had been broken, not the warmth or the good food or the sheer relief of having someone to talk to that decided him. It was his judgment of Madge Knowsley as a person—Madge, who sat opposite him, not waiting, not hoping, but eating quietly, and there if he needed her.


    He put down his spoon and told her the whole story.


    The newsroom of the West Yorkshire Chronicle was in the throes of its midmorning frenzy, with stories for its late editions being hastily cobbled together and occasionally checked. In the middle of the scurrying hither and thither, Cosmo Horrocks’s desk represented an oasis of calm. The story Cosmo was working on demanded consideration, even meditation. It was not for a day but for a week, a month—a long and satisfying time span in his world.


    He had been thinking which of his Catholic acquaintances he should approach, and had come up with Brian Marris—a onetime reporter on the Bradford Telegraph and Argus who had gone into local government and was now someone of power in the Parks and Gardens Department. Not generally a person of any great use to Cosmo, but he was honest, and a Catholic, and he might be tricked into telling him what he wanted to know.


    “Cosmo—long time, no see” came Brian’s voice when his secretary put Cosmo through. The lack of bonhomie in the tone suggested he had not felt it as a deprivation.


    “That’s right, Brian. We must get together some lunchtime.”


    “What can I do for you, Cosmo?”


    Businesslike, that was Brian Marris.


    “I’m just putting together a possible series of little pieces, Brian, on Victorian churches in the area.”


    “Hmmm. Chronicle’s going upmarket, isn’t it?”


    “Just something for the cubs and juniors to work on. If they do a good job it might see the light of day. Now, there’s Leeds Parish Church, of course—”


    “Just pre-Victorian, that.”


    “We may be going upmarket, Brian, but we’re not becoming pedants. We can say nineteenth century, anyway. Then there’s that High Church place off the York Road that’s going to rack and ruin, and the big barn of a place in Birstall. Now, I thought we ought to have a few Methodist or nonconformist places—that Baptist one halfway down the hill in Haworth, for example. And of course some Catholic ones.”


    “There’s one or two very fine ones.”


    “Someone mentioned a St. Catherine’s.”


    “St. Catherine’s in Shipley? I shouldn’t have thought—” For a second or two there was silence at the other end. “Cosmo, are you up to your old tricks?”


    “Old tricks, Brian? I don’t know what you mean.”


    From now on there were pauses every time it was Marris’s turn to speak. He knew that with Horrocks every step had to be thought out in advance if you were not to find yourself treading in dung.


    “Well, let’s just say I’d be very surprised if any series on Victorian churches ever saw the light of day in your columns,” he said at last.


    “I told you it was touch and go if it would. With the juvenile shower we’ve got at the moment, I’d say it was odds against.… So there is something going on there, is there?”


    “I know nothing about it, Cosmo.”


    “You know there’s something going on, so that’s a start. It’s very seldom someone knows there’s something going on without having some inkling of what it is.”


    “Is it, Cosmo? I bow to your experience.”


    “I gather Father Pardoe has suddenly taken a rest for spiritual renewal.”


    “Has he? That’s not unusual.”


    “It is when it’s a pack of lies and he’s really under investigation by the Church.”


    “I told you, I know nothing about it.”


    “Come off it, Brian. You live at Greengates, just down the road. I can tell you’ve heard something.”


    “When I say I know nothing about it, Cosmo, what I mean is I have no intention of talking about it to you.”


    Cosmo let out a rich chuckle. That’s what Brian thought!


    “I rather interpreted it as that. Unfriendly, that’s what I call it. You were always in the thick of things, Church-wise, Brian. I should think you even know the name of the bimbo concerned.”


    Again there was silence at the other end. But he hadn’t rung off.


    “Well,” resumed Cosmo, in a reasonable voice, “would I be getting warm if I suggested Julie Norris?”


    “Cosmo, if you know so much—”


    “I’m guessing she isn’t the sort of single mum who’ll be in the telephone directory. I’d guess she lives in a grotty flat in a slum estate, full of nappy smells and greasy fish-and-chip paper—would I be right?”


    “I’m not involved with the girl, Cosmo.”


    “I’m not suggesting you are, Brian. Happily married as they come, aren’t you? That little episode with Mandy Miller on the switchboard at the Telegraph and Argus is long behind you, isn’t it? I shouldn’t think your wife ever even got suspicious, did she? Lucky man, you are, Brian.”


    He still hadn’t rung off. Cosmo could almost hear the sound of thinking. In the end, the reply he wanted came.


    “They say she lives on the Kingsmill estate.… God, you are a bastard, Cosmo. I pity your wife and daughters.”


    Cosmo barked with laughter.


    “Don’t bother, Brian. You can’t pity them more than they pity themselves.”


    This time the phone at the other end was put down, and violently, but Cosmo’s smile as he replaced his own receiver showed that he knew he’d won a famous victory.


    Later that day, when the last editions were on the streets, Terry Beale and several of the other juniors on the paper—anyone, in fact, under the age of twenty-five—went to O’Reilly’s, the nearby Irish-theme pub, which was about as Irish as Cleethorpes, and had a convivial pint, as they often did at the close of their day. Terry, though, stuck to his usual orange juice.


    “What was old Cosmo up to today?” Carol Barr asked Terry. They had a common history of suffering at his hands.


    “Cosmo? You mean apart from trashing my piece?”


    “Don’t make a big thing of that, Terry. We all know he trashes everybody’s pieces.”


    “True. I’m not claiming most-picked-on-victim status.” He thought for a moment, then added: “But the thing that hurts is that, from his point of view, and from the paper’s point of view, he was dead right. What I finally turned out was a better Chronicle story.”


    “That may be,” said Patrick De’ath. “But Cosmo and the Chronicle are things of the past. Cosmo lives in a world of scoops and ‘Hold the front page.’ He’s a bit pathetic, a dinosaur.”


    “Oh, and has journalism got beyond all that?” asked Terry bitterly. “Gone onward and upward to better things? It’s passed me by if it has. All I can see are British newspapers going further and further down into the sewers.”


    “You’re wrong, Terry,” said Patrick, draining his Guinness. “The future isn’t with the tabloids—that’s why they’re increasingly desperate and hysterical. The future is with the broadsheets. That’s what people are turning to.”


    “And could anyone say The Times and the Guardian are what they once were?”


    “Cut the philosophical stuff,” said Carol. “I asked what Cosmo was up to after he’d savaged your piece.”


    “How would I know?” Terry asked.


    “Don’t play the innocent with me, Terry. I saw you passing back and forth behind Cosmo’s chair without good reason. It wasn’t the attractions of his person that took you there.”


    Terry thought, then grinned.


    “I just like to know what the old bastard is up to.”


    “And what was he up to?”


    “A scoop of the most traditional kind, you won’t be surprised to learn. Some vicar or priest and a bimbo.”


    “The vicar of Stiffkey lives on,” commented Patrick.


    “The vicar of where?” Terry asked.


    “Stiffkey. Pronounced Stookey, spelled Stiff-key. Which is rather appropriate. His missionary zeal took him mostly among prostitutes, and he died in the lions’cage of a traveling circus.”


    “I don’t believe it!”


    “Gospel truth. They used him as their Communion wafer. You can imagine what a field day the papers at the time had with that story.”


    “When was this?”


    “Back in the thirties.”


    “And still it goes on. Vicars are still fair game.”


    “I’m not sure that’s so unfair,” said Carol Barr. “Anyone who sets themselves up as rather better than anyone else is asking for it if they show that in fact they’re pretty much the same. There’s the same interest in a bent copper.”


    “Only bent coppers are always found not guilty by juries, unless they mistreat animals,” said Patrick De’ath. “Vicars are judged guilty by readers without a hearing.”


    “So where is this vicar, then?” asked Carol, turning to Terry. “Local, presumably?”


    “Presumably. Actually, I think it may have been a priest. I heard the word ‘Father’something or other. In other words, Cosmo is cobbling up the sort of traditional story that is thoroughly inaccurate and embarrassing and sells loads of copies.”


    “That’s what we’re all meant to do,” said Carol.


    “Don’t defend the slimy little git,” said Terry, his voice becoming louder. “What he does—the sort of story he homes in on—is beyond the pale. He’s what journalism has sunk to. It’s what we all will sink to if we don’t go after something better.”


    If his friends were puzzled at the passion in his voice, they kept quiet about it. Patrick collected the glasses for a second round. And Carol Barr, meditatively chewing a bap that seemed to consist entirely of iceberg lettuce, wondered whether it was Cosmo, or Cosmo’s story, or Terry’s growing doubts about a career in journalism


    that had aroused something close to passion in the normally


    self-contained young man.


  

    

      3. Sink Estate

    


    Julie Norris gazed out the window of her ground-floor flat in the Council house on the Kingsmill estate on the outskirts of Shipley, the part nobody visited or went through. Immediately opposite was a patch of dumping ground. The tenants of one half of the semidetached that used to be there had misguidedly bought their house when the Council offered it to them at a knockdown price. When one died and the other was taken into a nursing home the property proved impossible to sell. Before the place had been on the market a month the local youth had moved in, smashing first windows, then doors. Before long the place was a total wreck. In no time at all the house became such a local eyesore and scandal that the tenants next door had to be moved elsewhere, and the shell of the two homes eventually demolished. Now the space where they had been was the dumping ground for ragged armchairs and sofas, old televisions, bags of household and garden rubbish, and all the detritus of modern living.


    Gary, playing on the floor in his usual boisterous manner, caught his thumb in the door and started to howl. After a minute or two of hoping he would stop of his own accord, Julie turned, crouched down, and took him in her arms.


    “‘Bye, baby bunting,’” she crooned, remembering the old rhyme, “‘Daddy’s gone a-hunting.’”


    But she didn’t know what Daddy had gone a-doing, or, with absolute precision, who Daddy was.


    That was one thing she had vowed would never happen again. That was a period in her life she felt very ashamed of. She did know exactly who was responsible for the current bulge in her belly, though she had little recent information about him. She had not seen him since the day she had told him her news.


    God, she was a lousy picker!


    When Gary had quieted down she put him back on the floor and went around dispiritedly picking up this and that from the chaos that was her living room. It was not a room that repaid tidy habits. Whatever you did, it never looked like anything but a dump. When she had collected a pile of things she was in a quandary: she could put the bits of underwear and toddler’s clothing with the dirty wash, but all the other things defeated her, and she put them in a pile on the floor in the corner of the kitchen, where Gary would before long retrieve and redistribute them. A feeling washed over her, as it frequently did, that she had got herself into a situation that she was quite incapable of solving or making less depressing.


    There had been better days until recently. Father Pardoe—Christopher—had made a difference, made her look at herself in a better, more hopeful light. His kindness, his concern, his involvement had been so unexpected but, once she understood, so welcome that it had been like a little beacon of light. Now he was—somehow—no longer there, not in Shipley at all, so she had heard. She was aware that rumors were going around among the Catholic faithful, and though very few of the faithful lived on the Kingsmill estate, she was aware that rumors, less hushed in the telling, were going around here too. His visits had been observed by the neighbors. Of course they had been observed by the neighbors. Everything was observed by the neighbors. Especially by that cow at the back.


    The fact that Christopher was in trouble because of her was painful to Julie, whose conscience took unexpected forms but was definitely operative. People who were kind to her—consistently kind, not kind to get what they wanted from her—aroused feelings of intense gratitude. Her parents had thrown her out at seventeen, and had been looking for an excuse to do it since she was fifteen. Just like me, she thought bitterly, but looking tenderly at Gary, to give them one.


    She jumped when the doorbell rang. She very nearly didn’t answer it. What was the point? Any friends she had she met at usual places of resort—clinic, supermarket, Laundromat. For the most part she did not call on them and they did not call on her. Why leave your dump to go to another person’s dump? The ring at the door could only be a crank religionist or the more hopeless sort of door-to-door salesman. But when, after a second ring, she went to answer it, it turned out to be neither.


    “Are you Julie Norris?”


    “Yes.”


    “I’m Cosmo Horrocks. You may have seen the name in the local papers. I’m reporter in chief on the West Yorkshire Chronicle. I wonder if you’d like to comment on the rumors.”


    She looked at him in bewilderment. The man standing eye-balling her was of middle height, wiry of frame, wearing what she recognized from experience as cheap clothes in need of a dry-clean. His hair was meager, plastered across his pate, and his face was set in what was intended to be an expression of sympathetic interest, though even the inexperienced Julie could discern underneath the suppressed sneer. What sort of man was this? A more sophisticated person than Julie might have decided that he didn’t look like a chief-anything-at-all, but she was hardly aware what a reporter was. She took no newspaper, and her only contact with the press came when she cast her eye over the tabloid headlines in the newspaper racks at the supermarket.


    “I don’t know what you mean.”


    She was a poor liar, at least in situations she was unused to. She had certainly pulled the wool over the eyes of benefits claims officials in her time, but this was unexplored territory.


    “Oh, you know all right,” said Cosmo, the sneer winning out easily over the sympathetic expression. “I can see it in your face. I’ll spell it out, shall I? I mean the rumors about you and Father Pardoe of St. Catherine’s.”


    The confirmation of her worst fears pulled Julie up short. She was suddenly conscious that this horrible little man’s foot was in the door. She might have thought Cosmo’s acting out of the clichéd behavior of newspapermen was funny, if she had known the cliché. Knowing nothing about newspapermen, she felt threatened. But she knew she had to be cautious, for Christopher’s sake, and she dredged up some of the verbiage from her childhood. Her home had been at least nominally Catholic.
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