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      It was quite the magical scene as ‘Amazing Grace’ reverberated through the Georgian stone walls of St Peter’s College Chapel while the choir and congregation sang with gusto. Then, when the singing ended and the sunset shined through the kaleidoscopic stained-glass window, the Reverend Clara Bennett finished off Evensong under a magical glow. Although, despite the beguiling aura and the warm lighting of the candles that surrounded her, she felt far from captivating. In fact, Clara had always secretly felt that her sermons were 1 per cent inspiration and 99 per cent perspiration – and that was before she hit menopause a few years ago. Not that anybody would ever guess that, as in between the motet and prayers, Clara spoke with utter confidence and reeled her congregation in with every word she said. Much like a good book, she knew that she needed to keep her audience hooked, something she was an expert at. This Sunday, she had managed to link the prescribed lectionary readings to finding love and companionship, even if she didn’t quite practise what she preached.

      As Clara stood in her immaculately pressed cassock and surplice, she stopped for a moment and looked around at the congregation, hoping that what she was about to say could help someone. Her long auburn curls fell down into her hood as she took a deep breath before her voice boomed authoritatively across the chapel, echoing along the wooden beams above.

      ‘I was reading an interesting article this week. Did you know that one in six of us experience loneliness?’

      She paused for dramatic effect as she maintained eye contact with her loyal congregation. There must have been around sixty people sat on the wooden pews hanging on to her every word. She wondered who her script resonated with. Clara worked out that statistically there must have been at least ten lonely individuals in the room. Would it be Roy, the church organist, who was sat to attention, as he waited patiently to play the next tune? Was it the gifted choristers who were students at Oxford University and decked out in their choir dress, complete with long tippets, who were listening intently? She thought how, despite their talent, any one of them could have been feeling lonely as most  studied far away from home. You would never know who it could affect. Young or old, loneliness wasn’t discriminative.

      Clara smiled sympathetically.

      ‘Just remember that with God we are never alone. I also want to reiterate that nobody here should ever feel lonely. I’m always here to talk to. If you have troubles, if you want to share your joy; whatever you’re going through, please know that I’m here for you. The world would be a much happier place if we all cared for others, gave forgiveness and seized every opportunity for happiness and love. We should love others like Jesus loves us. Now I want you to stand up and turn to the person next to you and shake hands. Of course, you can fist-bump, if you’d prefer.’

      Clara was always intrigued by the way people carried out this task and felt that she could tell a lot about their different personalities by how they performed it. She noticed how the older members of the congregation always shook hands with each other, whilst the students normally chose the fist-bump option. Meanwhile, other members of the congregation shook hands self-consciously, mortified that they had to greet someone. Everyone was different.

      Once the church quietened down and all were sat back on their pews, Clara continued.

      ‘Thank you. I hope you’ve made some new friends today. So, you see, we shouldn’t be afraid to show our feelings. Don’t be afraid to meet new people, make new friends. Chat to strangers – in a safe public space, obviously.’

      Clara let out a nervous snort. The last thing she wanted was to put anyone in danger.

      ‘And, if you know someone . . . If you care for them, then do tell them. Don’t be afraid to show your true feelings.’

      Amy, one of the medical students who was sat in the congregation, let out a giggle. Clara glanced over at her and could see that she was thinking of someone in particular. What she didn’t realise was that, as usual, Clara had managed to inspire. Amy had already decided that she would be telling her cohort, Danny, how she felt when she saw him at the Turf Tavern once she left Evensong.

      As Amy daydreamed about Danny, Clara threw her hands in the air theatrically and announced, ‘Carpe diem.’ It almost felt as though she deserved a round of applause as the congregation members were filled with hope and inspiration from her enlightening sermon.

      Brian, an elderly member of the church, smiled at Clara. Her words had struck a chord with him too and he decided that the next time he was home alone and not wanting to bother his daughter, he was going to call her. Brian was never one to make a fuss and he knew that Helena wouldn’t mind; it was merely his own stubbornness that was to blame for any loneliness. Helena was always trying to get him to visit her at her new home in Exeter.

      Continuing to look around at her audience, to ensure she still had their attention, Clara made eye contact with one of the newer church members.

      The dashingly handsome Tom Hartley was the tenor in an over-sixties choir that practised at the chapel twice a month. Clara felt as though he had been gifted with the finest of genes, with his thick head of mousy brown hair and muscular physique that he managed to maintain. She would have assumed he was in his early fifties were it not for the fact the choir had a strict age policy. He was a bit of an enigma but always pleasant enough. As he appeared to stare at her as if looking into her soul, she wondered what he was thinking. Was he a lonely soul perhaps? His poker face didn’t give much away. Clara had no idea that his heart was racing with every word she said.

      Her focus returned to the rest of the churchgoers and she closed another successful service at St Peter’s.

      ‘So, I’d like to end by thanking you all for coming and I do hope some of my words will make a difference. Don’t ever forget that I’m here for you all. Now, please do join us for port and hot chocolate. I’ve also brought in some of my homemade brownies.’

      She knew how much everyone loved her brownies, and this filled her with joy. Her happiness had always come from feeding and caring for the community.

      Amy hurried off, since she only had one thing on her mind, but most of the other congregation members stayed on. An American couple, visiting Oxford for the first time, introduced themselves to Clara as Ken and Tracey.

      ‘This is just so British,’ said Ken. ‘What a beautiful place this is. We adore all the history in the United Kingdom. We enjoyed your sermon too.’

      ‘That’s very kind of you. I’m glad to hear that. Now, please, do share some port with us.’

      ‘It’s so exciting that you have port,’ squealed Tracey as she took the glass from Clara.

      Tourists regularly visited from around the world. Clara loved how they always enjoyed the old Oxford traditions, and she was only too pleased to fulfil their expectations and answer any questions.

      ‘Now would you mind telling us more about the history of the chapel?’ asked Ken.

      Clara was happy to oblige and reeled out the tales she saved for tourists. Then she informed Ken and Tracey of the forthcoming events that they might want to enjoy during their stay in the city. Even though she was a clergywoman, Clara often felt like a tourist guide too.

      As Ken and Tracey enjoyed their port and discussed their new knowledge between them, some of the regular worshippers approached Clara before they headed home. One of them was Janet, a local widow who never missed a sermon since her social life revolved around it.

      ‘Thank you for a lovely service,’ said Janet. ‘As always.’

      ‘Very poignant, I thought,’ said Brian who had recently been widowed.

      ‘It was indeed, wasn’t it,’ added Professor Binton, who was Head of Theology at the university. ‘Loneliness is an epidemic in students. We need to talk about it more.’

      Everyone nodded their heads in full agreement.

      Clara was proud of the fact that she somehow continually managed to pull off a sermon that could appeal to anyone; despite her initial apprehension each time she commenced a service. After all, it wasn’t easy trying to appeal to tourists, elderly members of the church, students, academics and university staff alike. But now that the service was over, she was able to relax a little, and Clara took a big mouthful of brownie when she noticed Tom making a beeline for her. She cursed herself for placing so much in her mouth and hoped she didn’t have any brownie stuck between her teeth as she nervously felt around with her tongue.

      ‘Thank you for yet another enjoyable service, Reverend,’ said Tom.

      ‘Please, call me Clara.’

      ‘Sorry, of course.’

      She watched how he took a big swig from the water bottle he always carried around with him. She wondered if it was a nervous habit, or if it was something to do with his passion for singing.

      ‘Anyway, how are you settling in with the choir? I’ve noticed you have quite the voice as a tenor. You’re a credit to them.’

      She wasn’t sure if she should admit how she had stood in the background listening to them a few times. They were all a talented bunch but Tom had the voice of an angel. She would go so far as to say that he was even gifted.

      ‘I’m settling in well . . . And thank you very much. Coming from someone like you, that’s a big compliment. That’s made my day.’

      He flashed a cheeky grin that made Clara’s cheeks flush and her heart flutter.

      Something about how he said it and the way he looked at her made her feel special. It was as though he saw who she was beneath the robes – something nobody ever did. She was well known for being the Reverend Clara Bennett, who was married to the church. As Tom looked at her, feelings of desire threatened to bubble back to the surface. She could remember the first time she had seen him when he was hanging around outside the church looking bewildered. He’d reminded her of a new boy at school. She’d asked him if he needed help and he had politely asked if he was in the right place for choir practice. Clara helped him find John, the choir leader, and then went off on her merry way. Although, even during that brief encounter, she thought how he looked like a chap who could sweep a woman off her feet with just the glint in his eye. Whilst she had always been wary of a handsome man, and most men actually, the appealing thing about Tom was that he didn’t seem to realise quite how good-looking he was. He wasn’t conceited or arrogant; he seemed normal and kind, which felt like rare qualities nowadays.

      The lines around Tom’s eyes crinkled as he smiled and then he took another sip of water.

      ‘I do hope my brownies haven’t made you thirsty.’

      ‘No, not at all.’

      ‘Must be all that singing then. Got to keep those vocal cords lubricated,’ she said, and then accidently let out a honking laugh. Clara cringed. Why was she so nervous around him?

      ‘Indeed.’

      ‘So, anyway, I hope you’re enjoying being a member of the church. I’m here if you need anything.’

      She noticed that her boss, Lawrence, had just finished talking to a new member and she needed to discuss a fundraising plan with him.

      ‘Ooh, sorry, it’s been lovely talking to you but I just need to have a word with the big boss.’

      ‘God?’ asked Tom.

      ‘Ha. No, Lawrence.’

      ‘Oh.’ Tom looked crestfallen, which bemused Clara.

      ‘You can come and meet Lawrence with me, if you like. Shall I introduce you?’

      ‘No, it’s okay. Actually, it was you I needed to speak to. I wanted to ask you something.’

      He stopped as he waited for her response.

      ‘What is it? Please, go ahead.’

      ‘It’s just that your sermon was so inspiring. What you said about seizing every opportunity for love and happiness. Did you mean that?’

      ‘Yes, of course. I don’t say things I don’t mean. That would be rather irresponsible of me.’

      ‘Right. That’s what I thought. I need to say something but . . . Oh, this is harder than I thought.’

      ‘Is something wrong?’

      ‘I’m not very good at this.’

      ‘Very good at what?’

      ‘I . . . I . . . Just wondered if you’d like to go on a date with me? Just a coffee. Nothing fancy.’ He hurried his words as he looked at his feet.

      Taken aback, Clara almost did one of her famous little snorts again but managed to reel it in. She stood back for a moment. The handsome Tom Hartley was asking her out on a date! Goodness. She wasn’t expecting that when she woke up this morning. She had to mentally recall his words once again. A date? The only dates Clara had enjoyed for the past few years were of the edible variety and her favourite ones came in a special box that she ordered every Christmas. This was a real date. A date with a human and, at first, Clara didn’t know how to respond.

      Meanwhile, Tom started to panic. He knew he shouldn’t have said anything. He cursed himself for thinking that she might be interested in him. What on earth was he thinking? It was the sermon. He’d got carried away in the moment. He knew all about getting carried away. He had done it yet again. He admonished himself for his lack of self-control. Why did he think asking his favourite reverend out on a date would end well? He may never be able to come back here again. His head was whirring away at great speed with all the consequences of what he had said. The one thing he had come to enjoy was being a later-in-life Christian. He had found a place of worship that he loved and was starting to settle in. Yet again, he’d blown something good. What an idiot, he told himself as he continued to stare at his feet, willing them to allow him to run away.

      ‘Sorry . . . I shouldn’t have asked. I . . .’

      What Tom didn’t realise was that Clara had thought about it. Hadn’t she just told the congregation to seize the day? She was almost obliged to say yes. Although the truth was that an offer like this hadn’t come around for many years.

      ‘I would jolly well love to have a coffee with you, Tom. Why not?’

      Since Tom had by now catastrophised and managed to convince himself that she would turn him down, he had to ask Clara if he’d misheard.

      ‘Pardon? Did you say you would go for a coffee with me?’

      Clara gave him a big smile.

      ‘Indeed. I would love to go for a coffee with you, Tom.’

      ‘It’s a date then,’ said Tom in a state of amazement.

      He didn’t know if he was happier about the fact that he wouldn’t have to leave the country in embarrassment, or that the beautiful reverend with the gorgeous smile that lit up her face and had the most infectious throaty laugh, had said yes to him. Tom and Clara stood staring at each other for a moment, neither knowing what to say or do next. Tom hadn’t quite planned out the next part of this conversation. Should he arrange the time now? Where should they go? He needed to think fast.

      Meanwhile, Clara still couldn’t believe she was going on a date with the most eligible singleton in the church.

      As they grinned at each other shyly, Clara felt her décolletage flushing and was grateful for her clerical collar. She coyly looked away, and then turned back to him, smiling.

      ‘I very much look forward to it, Tom.’

      They paused as their eyes met and that unmistakable cheeky grin that Tom had been blessed with spread further across his face.

      ‘Me too, Clara, me too.’

      It was as though the world stood still as Clara and Tom laughed nervously. For the first time in ages, Tom felt full of hope. Perhaps his life was finally on the up. Clara had similar sentiments for her own reasons.
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      Along the cloisters, quads and archways, students scurried around as they prepared for the ivy ale celebration, a custom involving secret passageways and free beer that took place each Ascension Day. It had been a tradition between Brasenose College and Lincoln College since Clara had been a student at Oxford, many moons ago. Originating from a tale steeped in revenge, and where ivy was put into the beer to deter people from drinking too much and outstaying their welcome, Clara thought how times had changed. Where once she loved the idea of drinking ivy ale on that special day, the only interest she had in the evergreen vine nowadays was at the walled gardens of National Trust properties. Still, everyone enjoyed the traditions of the different houses at Oxford University, and as Lincoln choir sang from the rooftops and students threw pennies to children to teach them about greed, everyone’s spirits around the city were high.

      While some of the students celebrated the ivy ale festivities, elsewhere around Oxford the congregations of various churches were about to pursue their own annual tradition. The beating of the bounds was an event where participants marked the boundary stones of the city by beating them with willow sticks. It was an annual tradition that dated back as far as Saxon times when the ritual had taught youngsters where the parochial jurisdiction ended and, in effect, marked their territory. Although it was still an event that local churches took part in, the boundary walls had long been built over and, unlike those Saxon times, now Marks and Spencer and Zara stores stood over those borders. Nowadays, as the local parishioners descended upon the shops with their willow rods, shoppers calmly searched alongside them for a new cardigan or socks.

      This year, as usual, following Clara’s Ascension Day service, she headed out with her congregation and their willow rods as they went through town seeking out the stones. The group were gathered together, chanting, ‘Mark, Mark, Mark!’ before proceeding to beat the stones with their rods. For any bystanders unfamiliar with the tradition, it seemed a rather incongruous sight in the middle of a high street. However, Clara was at ease; perhaps because she considered herself as quirky as some of the time-honoured rituals around the city.

      She was thankful for another lovely day and, as the sun shone, she smiled to herself and thought about the wonderful place she was from. Although she could sometimes take things for granted, and feel as though her life had stagnated, days like this were worth it. These traditions, not to mention that this was all she knew, were the reason that she had stayed in Oxford all her life.

      Sometimes she dreamed of a promotion, or a new start, having never ventured far from her home, but she also had a sense of belonging. Clara went through the year in a haze of Michaelmas, Hilary and Trinity terms. As the official college chaplain, she had seen students excel and she had seen one or two face the dreaded consequences of rustication, when they were expelled.

      This year for the beating of the bounds, there were a mix of students and older parishioners who walked with her through an alleyway, and then into a restaurant kitchen where they beat a stone on a wall. The chefs smiled knowingly as diners looked on confused, but it was all part of the peculiarity of the custom. By the time Clara finished all twenty-nine parish lines, her feet were beginning to ache and she was glad of the buffet lunch that she had waiting for her back at the university. She felt herself fortunate that, unlike in a staff canteen, Clara got to dine in a historic hall where portraits hung of English writers, intellectuals, philosophers and artists.

      Hannington Hall, with its resplendent dining room, was packed full of students when Clara arrived. Many of them she knew by name, and she loved how she was able to join them for lunch when she could. She noticed that there was a space on one of the wooden benches next to three students she knew quite well. Arabella, Ffion and Jade had all grown close over the past two years that she had known them. Clara had watched the trio arrive at Oxford University nervously, not knowing anyone, to becoming the best of friends for life. This was one of the things about her job that satisfied her the most. She loved to watch students grow and succeed.

      ‘Room for a small one?’ she asked.

      ‘Absolutely,’ said Ffion, shuffling up closer to Arabella.

      ‘So, how are we, ladies? All well?’

      ‘Busy studying,’ said Jade.

      ‘Ah, yes. How did collections come around so fast?’

      Oxford University practically had a language of its own, one that Clara understood.

      ‘Yup, first exam on Monday. Absolutely dreading it,’ said Arabella, grimacing.

      ‘Oh dear. You’ll do well though. This isn’t your first rodeo.’

      ‘I know, but it never gets any easier. In fact, it gets harder each year,’ complained Jade.

      ‘No, it doesn’t get easier, but you’re all amazing. Don’t forget that. I believe in you and you know where I am if you want to vent, or need any support.’

      ‘You’re brilliant, Clara,’ said Jade. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘It’s what I’m here for.’

      As Clara tucked into her roast chicken and chips, she felt a sense of pride. She had always helped people with their worries or problems, and sometimes thought that if she hadn’t joined the church, she would have liked to have been an agony aunt. Even as a teenager reading My Guy and Jackie, the problem pages were always the first thing she read, and Clara had often thought about how she would advise people if it were her. Helping and nurturing people were some of the reasons she chose this path in life.

      Another strength of Clara’s was diplomacy so, as the young ladies turned to chat about a student that Arabella was quite smitten with, she averted her attention and waved over to Charlie, one of the lodge porters who had finished lunch. Clara never necessarily admitted that she had her favourites, but since she and Charlie had started around the same time as each other, they had forged an unbreakable friendship. His grandad was a porter before him and she was old enough to remember when Charlie’s dad was a porter working alongside him too. Despite what some might think, their relationship was purely platonic and they were two people who had the same sense of humour and had always hit it off.

      ‘Hello, you. Did you have a good morning?’ he said.

      ‘Fantastic. Shame you couldn’t have come out for the beating of the bounds with us.’

      ‘I know. Next year I’ll have to take the morning off. It’s been a busy one. We’ve got a new scout who started.’

      Clara remembered the first time she heard that a scout wanted to empty her bins. She imagined a young lad in a green uniform with a neckerchief and woggle. Instead, she found a cleaner stood there with a bin bag who was waiting to vacuum her student room. It was all part of the language she was soon familiarised with at Oxford.

      ‘Ah, right. I’ll have to look out for them,’ said Clara, who considered the team around St Peter’s to be one big happy family. She would make it a point to introduce herself whenever she had the chance.

      When Charlie bid goodbye, one of the Oxford dons entered the hall, and nodded at Clara. As with most of her colleagues, she enjoyed a good working relationship with him. Everyone knew that Clara was a hard worker and nobody ever had any reason to complain about her. In fact, she was perhaps one of the most well-loved employees at St Peter’s, where everyone adored her.

      Needing to return to the office to finish off some emails, Clara polished off her lunch and wished the students well before making her exit.

      ‘Nice seeing the three of you. Don’t forget to come and see me, or drop me an email if you need anything.’

      ‘We will. Thanks, Clara,’ said Ffion.

      ‘You’re so welcome. Whatever you need, just shout. I can’t help you with the answers to your exams though, obviously.’ Clara laughed. ‘Seriously though, good luck for Monday. You’ll all smash it.’

      Clara left Hannington Hall and made her way back to the chapel, walking past students revising on the lawns and others carrying stacks of books. She could sense the exam nerves around her. She empathised as she remembered how anxious she had been when she desperately aimed for a first in her BA Hons in Theology.

      There was always tension around examination time, but this year Clara was starting to become jittery herself. It might be a critical time for the undergraduates, but it was also an important one for Clara. After all, her first date with Tom was looming and the thought of it made her a bag of nerves. She even wondered if sitting a law exam might be less nerve-wracking.
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      On Monday morning, as the students read over the questions on their exam papers, Clara sat at home with questions of her own. Had Tom Hartley really asked her out or had it been a figment of her imagination? What if she turned up and he wasn’t there? She needed to call her best friend, Eleanora, to calm her nerves.

      ‘What if I dreamed it, Nora?’

      ‘Don’t be silly. You definitely told me he’d asked you out after Evensong. Now stop doubting yourself,’ said Eleanora sternly.

      Having been best friends with Clara since their schooldays, she knew only too well how she was the champion of second-guessing herself. Eleanora could almost give her a trophy for it.

      Momentarily, Clara put her phone to one side to close the leaded glass window of the rectory and then picked it back up, lowering her voice.

      ‘What am I doing? I can’t believe I’m in my late fifties and going on a date. Am I having some kind of midlife crisis?’

      ‘You’re not having a crisis of any sort. It’s only because you haven’t met the right man up until now. Tom sounds absolutely lovely. I mean, a chorister! It doesn’t get better than that for you. This is literally a match made in heaven.’

      ‘He’s only in an over-sixties choir. It’s not like he’s a professional.’ Clara laughed at the impression Eleanora had already made of Tom. ‘Oh, Nora! I have to be honest; I’m actually terrified. Why would he be interested in me? What if he’s after something? You hear about all sorts of terrible things nowadays.’

      Clara looked around her living room. Her home came with the job so she supposed he couldn’t be after any kind of property investment.

      ‘I very much doubt that he’s after anything other than your lovely self. Now, come on. I wish you saw yourself like everyone else does around you.’

      Clara shuffled uncomfortably in her navy corduroy love seat. Feeling cocooned and safe, she half wished she could stay where she was.

      ‘We’ll see. I suppose I’d better get ready; I don’t want to be late. Although, what if he meant Oxford time and not GMT? Then he might be five minutes later. He might not come at all . . .’

      ‘Come on now, Clara. Stop panicking. He said 1 p.m.; I’m sure he’ll be there then. Calm down and go and enjoy yourself. What’s the worst that can happen?’

      ‘Oh, I don’t know . . . I could fall flat on my face as I approach him and everyone will laugh and point at me.’

      ‘Or you could have a fabulous time! Stop overthinking. You have such an imagination.’ Eleanora knew her friend well enough to understand that she was utterly petrified at the thought of this date and no matter how much she tried to reassure her, Clara had managed to wind herself up spectacularly.

      ‘Oh well, I suppose the least I can do is put a brush through my hair,’ said Clara, letting out one of her roaring laughs.

      The truth was that she had already bathed in a bath full of lavender bubbles, shaved her legs and plucked a few hairs that seemed to have spurted from nowhere, but there were some things that were too personal to share, even though the best friends shared most things with each other.

      ‘Now, you must make sure you enjoy every moment with Tom. I can’t wait to hear how it goes. I’ll be keeping my fingers and toes crossed for you.’

      ‘Oh, it’s only a coffee. It’s fine.’ Clara said this more to convince herself rather than for Eleanora’s sake.

      Less than an hour later, Clara found herself walking towards the café that Tom had eventually decided on. As she walked alongside the river in the sunshine, she wondered what they would talk about. She prepared a few topics in her head and told herself that a date wasn’t that much different to a sermon. After all, she needed to keep her audience captivated and not have any embarrassing moments like the time she found her cassock and surplice tucked into her knickers in front of a packed-out funeral.

      However, the problem with being a popular local reverend was that, much like being a celebrity, Clara rarely went unnoticed. As she was about to reach the River Café, Clara couldn’t believe her luck, or rather lack of it.

      ‘Julie Simpson, that’s all I need,’ she muttered to herself under her breath.

      ‘Good afternoon, Clara. Day off today?’

      ‘I don’t have to go in until later and I wanted to make the most of this glorious sunshine.’ Clara smiled, hoping that her meddling neighbour didn’t ask any further questions.

      ‘A bit too warm for me, if I’m honest. I’ll need to buy a fan if this weather continues,’ grumbled Julie.

      ‘Indeed, I heard Argos had already sold out.’

      Julie tutted. ‘I may have to search around the shops for one later. Time for a coffee first though. I was just looking at this place. Looks nice, I’m parched. New, is it?’

      She cringed as she watched Julie eye up the chalkboard advertising afternoon teas. Despite the nerves, Clara’s mouth was already watering at the thought of one.

      ‘I haven’t heard anything good about it yet. You know what it’s like when a new place opens. Probably still finding their feet I’d imagine.’ Clara felt awful for trying to put her off but she couldn’t let the local busybody see her having coffee with the part-time chorister! Heaven forbid.

      ‘Well, I’m not wasting good money on something if they haven’t got their act together yet. Maybe I’ll leave it for now.’

      Breathing a sigh of relief as Julie finally headed off, Clara saw Tom waiting inside. She was so grateful that she hadn’t imagined his invitation and that he hadn’t let her down after all. It wouldn’t have been the first time that had happened to her. It might have been fifteen years ago but she still remembered the disappointment, and the embarrassment of explaining to the waiter that she wouldn’t be needing the fancy bistro menu after all. She tried to remind herself that Tom was nothing like the no-show guy from the Christian dating site.<

      So, with Tom happily waiting for her, she quickly checked her reflection in the window. After brushing her fingers through her hair one final time, Clara braced herself. She was greeted with the smell of fresh coffee as the little bell on the door chimed, and Tom – who was patiently stood by the cake counter – looked over at her. She cursed her unsteady feet as they clomped along the reclaimed pine floor as she walked towards him. She felt as though every step was echoing around the whole of Oxford.

      ‘You came,’ he said with a big grin.

      ‘Of course. I wouldn’t let you down.’

      Clara wondered why Tom would even consider that she might not turn up and questioned whether he was perhaps feeling as nervous as she was. She had never thought that men could get nervous about dates; they always seemed so self-assured. Conversely, Tom seemed shy now that they were both stood there, and once again neither of them knew what to do next. Were they supposed to hug? Kiss on the cheek? What was the etiquette? For a moment, neither spoke. The awkward silence was only broken by a waitress asking where they wanted to sit.

      ‘Would you like to sit outside?’ asked Tom.

      ‘I think so, given this glorious weather. May as well make the most of it, Tom.’

      Clara had a habit of using people’s names when she spoke to them. She felt it made any interaction more intimate and personable. She didn’t always remember names though and would sometimes use word association. This was normally done quietly in the back of her mind, but she still cringed about the time she was introduced to someone called David and she said ‘David Beckham’ out loud. Like most things, she blamed the menopause for her slip-up. She wouldn’t forget Tom’s name in a hurry though; that she knew.

      The waitress managed to find Clara and Tom a little wooden table for two with a red-and-white checked tablecloth, which had only a rope separating them from the edge of the river. With the water lapping against the side, it was so perfect that Clara felt as though the angels were gazing down upon them.

      Ordering two lattes to begin with and being tempted by the cream tea, Clara spoke ten to the dozen, not even realising that she wasn’t making much sense.

      ‘Then I said to the congregation that I had a fabulous sermon planned for the following week but when I went home, I realised I didn’t have a clue what I was on about. I’d already forgotten what I had planned. Memory of a goldfish nowadays and so that’s why I write everything down . . . Even though I was so excited about today . . . Well, not excited, you know, just . . . I thought it would be nice to have some male company, but, yes, so I still wrote it all down in my planner. Wait, let me show you my planner . . .’

      Finally, she took a breath when she leaned into the large handbag that she carried everywhere for all the things she needed. She pulled out her childhood Bible and put it on the table as she hunted for her planner, even though she realised that Tom was probably not in the slightest bit interested in her furry zebra-print Filofax. However, the thought of an awkward silence was too much to risk.

      ‘This looks old,’ said Tom, picking up her Bible.

      ‘My parents bought it for me for my first birthday. Religion is in my blood. My dad was a vicar in a parish. I’ve always had a strong relationship with God.’

      Since Clara realised that all she had done was talk about herself, she stopped searching for her planner to calm down a little and let Tom take a turn.

      ‘How rude of me. I’ve spoken about myself for the past ten minutes. So, Tom. When did you find God? Have you always gone to church?’

      He took his time to respond, knowing that he would have to answer this carefully.

      ‘No. I’m a later-in-life Christian.’

      ‘Well, you know what they say, better late than never.’

      ‘Yes, exactly. Better late than never . . .’

      ‘So, what made you turn to religion? I’m always so interested in why people turn to God later in their lives.’

      ‘What made me turn to it?’ he repeated. Tom had understood the question quite clearly. He simply had to bide his time to think of an acceptable answer.

      ‘Yes, was there a defining moment?’

      ‘Oh, goodness. What an interesting question.’

      Tom rubbed at his chin, squirming in his seat as he wondered how he could steer the conversation in a different direction. Then he took a sip of his coffee as he tried to figure out how he could avoid digging himself into a giant black hole. He knew the less said on the subject the better. This was exactly why he hadn’t been on any dates since the divorce. People always wanted to know about your past. There were always questions.

      As a seagull landed on a nearby table and stole the leftovers of a baguette, Tom thanked his lucky stars for the digression.

      ‘Did you see that seagull? They’re cheeky things, aren’t they?’

      ‘Oh, no. I missed it.’

      ‘Ah, yes, you had your back to it. Oh, anyway, before I forget, I must thank you for agreeing to come today. I have to say that when you walked in here, I almost didn’t recognise you.’

      Clara was so taken back she forgot about her question. She had made such an effort and wasn’t sure how to take the remark.

      ‘Really, Tom?’

      ‘Oh, no. That came out wrong. I mean, what I’m trying to say is that you look even more beautiful today. You look lovely in your clergy wear – don’t get me wrong. But your dress shows your personality. It’s bright and lovely. Just like you. You look absolutely gorgeous . . . As you always do, of course.’

      Clara did her nervous snort, which made Tom laugh. If only he knew how long it had taken her to decide on what to wear today. Naturally, she didn’t want to dress for Tom, but she wanted to feel confident, and her long vibrant summer dress with the bright yellow sunflowers always gave her a boost of confidence. She watched his hazel eyes sparkle as he looked at her and she couldn’t help but feel an overwhelming urge to touch his hand from across the table. Of course, she was much more restrained than that, though, and instead she felt something stir inside her that hadn’t stirred in a very, very long time. Composing her thoughts, she drained her coffee cup and wondered whether they should order the afternoon tea that sounded so tempting. Although as much as she would like it, she
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