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Here it is: the Heart …

‘The Soldier’, Gerard Manley Hopkins




 

1992

‘We can’t use that quote, Joel,’ said Maurice, trying not to lose his temper. He took a deep breath and wondered if he could eat a ginger snap without anyone noticing.

Maurice Nyemaka had finally given in and agreed to host a meeting for their newly formed (but already turbulent) evangelical group in his flat, which was a fifteen-minute cycle from the centre of Cambridge. It was 1992 – two years since he had graduated from university – and he saw fewer and fewer familiar faces with every passing day. When Maurice first joined the group, he had thought it might be a good way to meet new people. The only drawback, he realised, was that he did not like the new people he had met.

This was the third day of the third meeting, and it was threatening dangerously to spill over into a fourth. He welcomed the Bible study group into his poky flat, which he had refused to clean beforehand in case it made them feel like they were welcome to stay beyond the parameters of the study group – parameters which he had now decided were strictly, even ascetically, ecclesiastical. He distributed own-brand digestives and thin squash. He hid the good biscuits under the sink.

‘Why can’t we use it?’ said Joel. ‘I think it’s beautiful.’

‘Yes,’ said Maurice, ‘but—’

‘But what?’

Joel Eberhardt, whose voice had begun to take on a somewhat confrontational tone, was a Cambridge Economics graduate who was rumoured to have turned down a six-figure starting salary to care for his ailing mother. Both salary and sciatica remained unverified, but he cultivated a trying air of martyrdom which had made more than one person at St Jude’s think about breaking him on the wheel. And he chewed his biscuits with his mouth open.

‘Listen,’ he said, generously.


‘For he is hated by the hypocrite and miser.

For the former is afraid of detection.

For the latter refuses the charge.

For he camels his back to bear the first notion of business.

For he is good to think on, if a man would express himself neatly.

For he made a great figure in Egypt for his signal services …



‘Can’t you see how beautiful it is?’ he said.

‘Well,’ said Maurice, trying to be reasonable, ‘it’s very beautiful, but that isn’t from the Bible, is it? It’s from Jubilate Agno by Christopher Smart.’ (Why did people always assume he didn’t read? Was it because he was an engineer? Or because he was Nigerian? Or both?) ‘It’s a nice poem, Joel, but he’s talking about his cat.’

‘And what’s wrong with that?’ Joel huffed.

‘Well, there’s nothing wrong with it, but this is supposed to be an extension of the Bible study group. The whole point of this was to get to know the Bible better by sharing it with others. To explore how we can spread the Good News in a real-world setting.’

This setting was to be Bertie’s, a small, independent café on Huntingdon Road, the route northwards out of the city. It was noticeably more popular with the locals than with your average Cambridge student, liable to blanch at the prospect of a fifteen-minute walk in a city where everything was a stone’s throw away. For Maurice and the young men who accompanied him in baggy T-shirts and contrite expressions, the café was ideal because the clientele mostly consisted of working professionals who were usually too busy to respond to their evangelism with lengthy arguments about the Big Bang and natural selection, which academics brandished with such glee. These people were much easier: they simply frowned, accepted the postcards with Biblical extracts written on them (‘For God so loved the world that he gave his only son’ said the picture of King’s College Chapel; ‘in all your ways acknowledge him, and he will make your paths straight’ said the River Cam) and went back to their godless lives, perhaps somewhat inspired, perhaps not. While lawyers and estate agents and consultants spread thick-cut marmalade on their toast, Maurice and his friends spread the Word of God.

Maurice, however, thought they might be laying it on a bit thick.

Maurice came from a devout family: prayers at home each morning before school and two church services on Sundays. There was nothing in the Bible Maurice hadn’t already seen and heard many times. But surely even English people – even fair-weather, sit-at-the-back English Anglicans – should have found it easy to pick a few quotations? Surely everyone knew the kind of thing that was called for: ‘God is love’, ‘I am the way, the truth, and the life’, ‘No one comes to the Father except through blah blah blah’.

But when, one Sunday morning in their meeting after the service, Maurice had first suggested these words, Joel had spoken up and complained in his plaintive, weedy voice: these quotations had been done to death; the public was hungry for something fresher; Maurice’s selections from the Book of Jeremiah simply weren’t current. To Maurice’s horror, the idea of a public starved of fresh Biblical exegesis caught the imagination of the study group like a Pentecostal fire. They raised their eyes heavenward and dreamed about atheists walking aimlessly around the city, crying out for obscure passages from Deuteronomy and Habakkuk. Maurice tried to point out that the Bible had been around for thousands of years – that the God of Abraham and of Isaac was not in the habit of leaking anything ‘never-before-seen’ – that the Word of God was old, and that it was the evangelist’s job to make His message seem new. In Maurice’s view, their job was almost like that of a magician, or a messiah: to reveal the wondrous in the ordinary; to spin gold out of flax; even, he ventured, to turn water into wine.

But nobody listened. Joel talked on; eyes sparkled, murmurs of assent spread through the room; and Maurice was overruled by a crushing margin.

But not today. Not today.

‘Besides, Joel, it isn’t very punchy. We want something that gets people’s attention right away, something that delivers God’s message with a bit more … oomph. We almost want slogans, really. Sound bites, if you like.’

The other members of the group appeared much more susceptible to logic when faced with the looming possibility of public humiliation (and, worse, poetry), and they nodded and hummed their assent to Maurice’s sensible words. Joel huffed and munched on a digestive with a long-suffering expression on his face.

‘Well then,’ said Jonathan Tucker, a Maths graduate whose strategy in meetings consisted of staying silent for the first twenty minutes, then calmly and evenly saying something deeply stupid. ‘If we’re after something attention-grabbing, why don’t we go with something a bit more Sturm und Drang? A little fire and brimstone never hurt anyone. What about … ’ he feigned uncertainty. ‘What about … oh, I don’t know … Leviticus 18:22?’

Maurice quoted without hesitation: ‘“You shall not lie with a male as with a woman; it is an abomination”?’

‘Yes.’

Maurice sighed. He liked Jonathan. Truth be told, he was the most earnest one of the group; more so even than Maurice, perhaps, who was passionate but unsure. Jonathan’s fervour was different: it burned off him constantly, like sulphur, and there were days when you could smell it on him from across the room. To Jonathan, they weren’t merely students of the Bible, or Christians, or even evangelicals. They were the latest in a long line of prophets, like Jeremiah, called to teach the way of the Lord to an uninterested world. Unfortunately, Maurice often got the sense that Jonathan actually liked the world to be as uninterested as possible.

He spoke gently.

‘We’re going to cafés, Jonathan. Cafés. And I’m not being funny, but at the end of the day, we are in Cambridge.’

‘What are you saying?’

‘I’m saying I think we have to be realistic about the kind of people we’re likely to come across.’

‘I think we ought to lay our beliefs on the line. “You shall not lie with a male as with a woman,”’ he said again, for emphasis. ‘Call me old-fashioned, but our beliefs—’

‘They’re not all of our beliefs. I mean, they’re mine – sort of – maybe. But—’

‘I agree with Maurice,’ said Alastair, a calm and muscular carpenter, who had come to the meetings with the hope of lying with Jonathan as he had never lain with anyone else. He found Jonathan’s broodiness irresistible, and Jonathan’s oddly tight button-down shirts (no tie; top button done up) transported Alastair’s mind to somewhere south of Eden. That Jonathan was a raging homophobe was apparently no concern of his.

‘Besides,’ said Joel, still smarting, ‘shouldn’t we open with something slightly less confrontational? And everyone likes ca—’

‘Absolutely,’ said Alastair. ‘And I’m with Maurice about the likely audience thing, too. We can believe what we believe, but aren’t we here to spread the Good News? If someone’s sitting there enjoying a latte, you can’t just march up to them and tell them they’re going to burn in hell for being a woofter.’

‘Not everyone who likes frothy coffee is gay, Alastair,’ said Jonathan, glancing nervously at his latte. He put on a gruff voice that made Alastair cross his legs, hum and fold his hands in his lap. Jonathan, conspicuous for bringing the newly fashionable takeaway cups of café latte to every meeting, huffed again.

‘What are you looking at?’ he said.

‘You’ve got foam on your lip,’ breathed Alastair, gesturing oh-so-delicately at Jonathan’s mouth. Jonathan blushed and quickly wiped it away.

‘Right,’ said Maurice, firmly. ‘So, we aren’t going to use Leviticus 18:22. And we can’t use the poem, I’m afraid. No, Joel – don’t look at me like that. We can’t, I’m sorry. So. Let’s keep thinking.’

They went back to work, flicking through passages familiar and unfamiliar; Joel glancing resentfully at Jonathan, Alastair glancing longingly at Jonathan, Maurice pretending to read but too resentful and frustrated at all the glancing to see any of the words.

Eventually, Alastair spoke up, his finger on a verse in his Bible. He was excited but cautious, like an archaeologist unearthing a delicate find that still might crumble before it saw the light.

‘I think … I think I’ve found something,’ he said.

‘What have you got, Alastair?’ said Maurice, hardly daring to hope. He was almost coming round to the idea of Christopher Smart, when Alastair began to read from his Bible, a much older translation.

He had been reading Job. Of course. How had Maurice forgotten Job, to whom God had spoken directly in his suffering?


‘Canst thou lift up thy voice to the clouds

that abundance of waters may cover thee?




Who hath put wisdom in the inward parts

or who hath given understanding to the heart?’



What could be better? Job was the one whom God, on a whim, had stripped bare of all his luck, of all the contentment that supposedly makes belief easy. Job was the one God had made naked before him. And in return, God had bared himself to the man, as much as he was ever going to bare himself to anyone. He had answered Job with typical indirectness: not with answers, but more questions.

Maurice was relieved. Finally, they had found a new way to deliver the old message. It felt precisely right. (For comic relief, Joel had wanted to include the verse in which God told Job to ‘Gird up thy loins now like a man: I will demand of thee, and declare thou unto me’, but the others decided against this, unsure if most people would appreciate the humour, and afraid that it might send the wrong message about what they were trying to achieve.)

Maurice beamed at Alastair and shook his hand.

‘You think it’ll work?’ said Alastair.

‘I think it will,’ said Maurice.

In those days, Joanie was an ordinary girl, minding her own ordinary business, figuring out her ordinary undergraduate life at Cambridge and glumly revising an uninspiring translation of an Ancient Greek account of the Peloponnesian War.

In fact, Joanie Maloney (Joan, to her supervisors and lecturers) was looking forward to graduating next year, and ready to start again in the Real World. Most people would say that she was too young to need a fresh start, but Joanie Maloney wasn’t most people: she had been moved ahead one year at school, successfully applied to Cambridge a year early, and was having a thoroughly miserable time.

Having succeeded at school almost entirely as a result of incessant parental pressure and total lack of a social life, she had opted for a change of pace when she got to university. She put in only a nominal amount of effort at Cambridge and focused her energies on the things that would carry her far in her post-university life: enlarging her already-impressive collection of linen scarves; being seen wearing oversized sunglasses in attractive locations; and perpetrating a series of extravagant romantic mistakes with men her mother would hate.

To wit: second year, Michaelmas Term, Roderick Cleaves (alias ‘Hotrod’, ‘Cleavage’, ‘Smelly Roderick’), the beagle-loving Classicist who didn’t own a toothbrush and who dumped her via his best friend after three weeks of pretending not to see her in the faculty library. Years later he was the head of an internet security firm.

To wit: Cliff Harper, the mathematician she slept with after a starchy formal dinner. They both had trapped wind and Cliff (ever the generous lover) gave her two STIs.

Rebelling turned out to be a little trickier than she’d realised. Too late, Joanie began to see that frequent trips to the pharmacist and an inability to cross her legs were not conducive to the hours of serious study that her contemporaries seemed to be putting in. Not for the last time, it occurred to her that she wasn’t a serious enough person.

And, worse than the itching, there was the shame. She couldn’t work through it. She couldn’t think through it. In the years that followed, she would eventually come to appreciate the irony of the situation (her conjugation with Cliff had made her forget her verb tables) and chuckle about it – but she wasn’t laughing now. She was one of the first women ever to be admitted to her college, and she had the feeling she was supposed to fly the flag for academic women everywhere; instead she was failing. Miserably. And publicly: only this afternoon, she had been asked to leave a seminar, after half an hour of mumbled incorrect answers. The professor had calmly, but very audibly, explained to her that she had misread the reading list, that she had read the wrong texts, that she was unlikely to benefit from the seminar or, by implication, the university. And she was starting to think that he was right.

So, when four Christians walked into a certain café on Huntingdon Road, Joanie was already at her lowest ebb, wondering where it had all gone wrong.

When the men walked in, they fanned out immediately, apart from Alastair, who tried (unsuccessfully) to stay inconspicuously close to Jonathan. Joanie had seen them before, but she had never been this close, and she watched them now with a keen but wary fascination.

It wasn’t Maurice but Jonathan who first caught her eye, as he nervously tried to pretend he was an ordinary patron of the café. He had a theory that it put people at ease to see them ordering coffees, cakes and biscuits as though they had no agenda and their evangelism was entirely spontaneous. The others in the group disagreed: they all said it made them look and feel as if the agendas which they certainly did have were somehow unsavoury, as if they needed to be hidden. And it was true that, nine times out of ten, when Jonathan approached a stranger over biscotti and began steering the conversation, inexorably, towards a certain passage in Leviticus, people tended to feel not only bored and confused, but also that they had been cruelly deceived by this nervous-looking man who only a moment ago had been contentedly sipping his frothy coffee and minding his own sodding business.

It was Jonathan’s discontent that Joanie noticed. Although she didn’t know about Alastair’s passing comment regarding the relationship between homosexuality and frothy coffee, she could see that Jonathan was deeply uncomfortable. It hung off him like a heavy coat in summer.

From her seat in the corner, Joanie watched him sip from the huge, unwieldy bowl of a cup. She watched him gingerly turn it around in its saucer as though it were a new and hostile territory whose perimeters he must examine. She watched him sniff suspiciously at the cinnamon shaker before guiltily tipping some over his drink. She watched him paw fastidiously at his upper lip, wiping away a phantom foam moustache every few minutes.

It was like a pantomime, each expression magnified to the point of parody. He looked around feverishly as though he were being secretly filmed – as though the whole thing were a honeytrap, and a net might descend on him at any moment, hoisting him up, red-handed, for all the respectable, heteronormative coffee-drinkers to see.

As soon as he finished his latte (his face said), he would hunt down the nancy responsible for this unmanly act of deliciousness and give them a piece of his mind.

As soon as he finished his latte.

Joanie didn’t know whether to laugh or cry. Men! They put so much time and energy into this kind of performance, but then they did everything they could to make the effort seem natural and easy. They were like swans above water, or Michael Flatley above the waist.

It seemed to her that men – most men, certainly not the man at the table next to Jonathan’s, who had quite happily asked for a shot of caramel on top of his coffee and could they give him a napkin and did they have some sprinkles behind the counter? – it seemed as if most men spent their entire lives guarding and grooming their masculinity, the way a princess in a fairy tale might brush her hair a thousand times before bed. What kind of life was that, to be constantly guarding something so fragile? How could you live life while you were hunched over a chrysalis? She could never do that, she mused, as she took another swig of her mint tea. She wanted to stand up! She wanted to walk around …

She wanted to duck under the table and hide.

Three students came in with the lunchtime rush, the ends of their college scarves flying heroically in the wind. She only knew the first two men by sight, but the third was unmistakable.

It was none other than Cliff Harper: he of the trapped wind. He of the gonorrhoea – he of the chlamydia – he of the allergy to latex. And polyisoprene. And hands.

From her vantage point in the corner, Joanie scowled silently. The men and their scarves loitered smugly by the door, chuckling to themselves about something, she couldn’t hear what. They were probably laughing at Maths, she thought. Or telling each other riddles in Elvish.

Once again, Joanie found herself wondering why she had ever got involved with a man who could process neither carbohydrates nor social cues. Was she being punished? Was there no other café in the city? The mere memory of that benighted evening was bad enough, but now he and his friends and their scarves were here, in her café, waiting for a free seat. It was only a matter of time before one of them spotted her.

Why were they even here? She couldn’t leave without bumping into Cliff, but if she stayed she would be thrown mercilessly to the Christians … What to do?

She didn’t have time to make up her mind. Before she could move, a man was walking purposefully towards her. Not a mathematician, though … Even without the cross around his neck, she would have known he was one of them. Even before she read the back of the postcard, she could tell what was on it, from the way he gave it to her. As though he were handing it to her in spite of some unspoken protest.

‘Excuse me – can I give you this?’

On one side, there was a faded photograph of King’s College Chapel taken from the rear, the River Cam running calmly behind it and a swallow, frozen in flight, a single sign of summer and happier times to come. On the back was a quote in polite, careful handwriting:


Canst thou bind the sweet influences of the
Pleiades, or loose the bands of Orion?



‘Excuse me?’ he repeated.

‘I said, I’ve seen this,’ said Joanie.

‘Yes, it’s from the Bible,’ he said.

‘Yes, I know. That’s where I’ve seen it,’ she said.

Bible-bashers. They always assumed that because she didn’t carry visible evidence of a belief in God, she must be stupid or depraved. One fortnight, last summer, she had read Genesis, Leviticus, Deuteronomy, and Job. Her mother had accused her of trying to avoid tidying her room; but it was really nothing quite so wilful. It was more like scepticism, with a dash of curiosity. She’d seen God written about, heard Him spoken about and spoken for; she had heard Him praised, scorned, rejected, interrogated … but she’d never seen Him for herself. That summer, in very small, densely printed text, she had wanted simply to see God. And she had seen Him, the way He usually is seen: through slightly narrowed eyes.

While she was thinking this – it all passed in a few seconds – the man’s handsomeness crept up on her, like a sly salesman. He was tall, had perfectly smooth skin, and the build of a swimmer. True, he had a certain severity in the natural set of his features which made him seem rather forbidding at first. But when Joanie told him that she had read the quotation before, he smiled so warmly that something made her want to talk to him more; to explore him.

And he, her: the smell of her hair; the dents in her fingers from writing essays, which he hadn’t had to do since school; her soft, full lips when she spoke …

Out of the corner of her eye, Joanie saw Cliff and his friends resign themselves to sitting down, reluctantly, on the same table as the man with the phantom latte-moustache. This was an interesting development, she realised. She decided that, since Cliff was squarely in her line of sight, she might as well enjoy herself.

‘I’ve read this before,’ she said, quickly, afraid that the handsome man might take the postcard back and move on to someone else. But he seemed more interested in her than before.

‘Are you already a churchgoer?’ he said. It was an oddly specific question. He had done this before. If he had asked her whether she was a Christian, she could have said ‘no’, daring him to ask the source of her mysterious Biblical knowledge. She could have relished the secret of her literary curiosity like a hidden superpower; instead he had asked her whether she went to church. He had raised the bar and dared her to leap it.

‘No,’ she said.

‘Lapsed?’

‘I wasn’t raised as a Christian or anything.’

Maurice cocked his head and smiled.

‘I’m rather curious, I suppose,’ she said.

‘Yes … Yes, you are.’

Presumptuous. But with such a lovely smile, perhaps his presumption was correct.

And how much had Cliff seen? Joanie’s eyes flicked involuntarily back to him. He was still there, still chuckling with his friends. But whereas before they had been ignoring the man at the table, now they were laughing at him. At first, she couldn’t quite hear what was being said, but then she heard the word ‘woofter’ and she knew something was wrong.

Maurice followed her eyes to where Jonathan sat. He was besieged by mathematicians. Maurice could see that trouble was brewing, but … Well, Jonathan had probably earned it.

‘“You shall not lie with a male”?’ drawled an incredulous, militantly atheist and now very loud Cliff. The words themselves were barely audible above the nasal whine of his boarding-school vowels. ‘Why are you telling me that?’

‘It’s the Word of God,’ said Jonathan, flicking at his upper lip again, suddenly conscious of the fact that the cinnamon from his coffee might be sitting, accusatorially, beneath his nose, mixed with the foam. And that the mixture was brown.

‘Yes,’ said Cliff, ‘but didn’t He say anything else? Do you people have to keep banging the bum-drum?’

‘I just think that—’

‘And why do you keep fussing with your upper lip? Have you got some kind of twitch? Are you a pervert?’

‘I am not a pervert—’

‘Bloody Christians!’ drawled Cliff’s friend, Artie, in a confident, plush tenor. Artie knew the story of Cliff and Joanie: how Joanie had tricked Cliff into bed before ravishing him for hours, draining him of at least two bodily fluids and giving him three STIs. How he loathed her. How he hated her. How he wanted to tie her to his bedpost with one of her stupid linen scarves and … and …

Cliff nodded sharply. He had noticed Maurice when they came in – had noticed him talking to Joanie now, and the way she looked at him – and was eyeballing the two of them as he spoke. ‘Why do you always have to make everything about sex? And bumming! Perverts, the lot of you! Bloody put me off my hash browns.’

‘How come?’ asked the other friend. ‘Fancy a sausage, now, do you?’

‘Shut up, Beefy,’ said the first friend to the second.

‘Oh, come on, Artie, you know you like it up the arse of a Tuesday afternoon. Cheer up! Maybe Latte Boy can sort you out. Just give him a minute to wipe off his last poo-moustache.’

Jonathan, mortified, was powerless as the three of them descended into guffaws, nudging each other and grinning and saying some very unkind things about ‘hot milk’. He desperately wanted to wipe his mouth and walk away, but if they saw him leave it would be tantamount to an admission of guilt. He was trapped.

‘Shouldn’t you do something?’ said Joanie. She wasn’t particularly fond of either Christians or mathematicians, but she was inclined to think that at least most of the Christians had met a few women before deciding they were worthless.

‘I think he needs to learn,’ said Maurice.

‘Learn what?’

At exactly that moment, Joanie saw another of the Christians, a tall man with large arms and a determined expression, step into the fray. It was the man from the next table, the one who’d asked for sprinkles.

‘I think you ought to leave him alone,’ said Alastair.

‘Who are you?’ said Cliff, hurling the challenge at him. ‘His boyfriend?’

Having made a dramatic entrance, Alastair paused to review the situation into which he had entered, and to consider his options:


•He could pretend to be Jonathan’s boyfriend. But that was probably a dead end, as Jonathan would never corroborate the story.

•He could suggest that he would like to be Jonathan’s boyfriend, thus shifting the focus from Cliff and hopefully giving Jonathan time to regroup … but that, too, was problematic on many levels.

•He could opt to ignore Cliff’s question, and defend Jonathan dispassionately, on moral grounds. This was probably the most pragmatic course of action but defending Jonathan Tucker on moral grounds was a task, he knew, of Herculean proportions.

•Still …



Alastair folded his considerable arms across his chest. ‘Yes.’

Jonathan, down but not quite out, hung his mouth open in horror as Alastair took the situation into his own rough, muscular hands.

‘And I don’t like the way you’re talking to him,’ said Alastair.

‘Oh,’ said Beefy. ‘We know what you like.’

Beefy looked at Alastair.

Alastair looked at Beefy.

Now it was personal. Now it wasn’t only about Jonathan, who, in this moment, was just a stuck-up closet-case with a peachy arse. Now it was about Alastair standing his ground.

Joanie’s heart went out to him, the brave man who’d asked for sprinkles. She wanted to shame Cliff, to stand up and denounce him as the wilful disseminator of lies and venereal diseases that she knew him to be.

Alastair planted his feet and placed his hand firmly on the back of Jonathan’s chair.

‘You like him, don’t you?’ sneered Cliff. He had the air of a little boy who’d found a newt in the school pond and brought it into the playground to dangle in front of the girls. It wasn’t his own disgust he was interested in: he wanted Alastair’s. He wanted to shame him publicly for wanting this man.

But Alastair would not be shamed.

It was like the showdown-scene in a Western: time stood still, all eyes turned to the two men and a wave of anticipation rolled out across the room. A woman froze while feeding the soup of the day to her infant son and, perhaps sensing the onset of a rather fruity monologue, she covered his ears. A newly trained barista hovered close by, holding a ginseng-and-vanilla infusion that quivered noisily in its saucer. Joel sat back smugly in his seat, thinking that none of this would have happened if they’d used that poem about the cat.

(Meanwhile, in the corner: Joanie and Maurice, trapped; innocent by disassociation; God and desire naked before them.)

‘He’s all right,’ said Alastair.

‘“He’s all right”?’ asked Cliff, sarcastically gesturing towards Jonathan with both hands.

‘What does that mean?’ Beefy snorted, but Alastair was still trying to decide and Jonathan was looking at Alastair desperately – what?! – when Alastair kissed him.

It was only for a moment, but for Jonathan it was long enough for everything about him, everything he had built up, to unravel. He had never kissed anyone before, never even dared to admit to himself that he’d wanted to, or to admit that he’d wanted to kiss Alastair since the first time they’d met in the Bible study group when Alastair had walked in and seated himself, casually, heavily, next to him, and smiled. He’d used every ounce of his strength to suppress it and, in a moment, his strength was entirely laid waste.

Jonathan knew what Alastair was like; he could tell Alastair only wanted to sleep with him, and he was well aware that this might be a pretext. But in the long moment of being kissed for the first time, it didn’t matter to him. It was like a summons, as though he was being called upon to act. Was this the call? Did the prophet Jeremiah feel his whole body seize up and relax when God called him? Did Jonah? Did they fear that the voice calling to them in the darkness was an evil spirit, leading them to harm? Or worse, that it might really be Him after all, a God as irresistible as love?

Distantly, he heard Cliff speak. ‘Come on,’ he said, ‘we’re going to choir practice.’ It was with the discomfort of someone who has found more than he set out to find that Cliff stood up.

‘What?’ said Art.

‘Let’s go! Before the whole bloody gay mafia gets here.’ After a moment, Beefy followed with Art in tow, frowning at the anti-climax. Cliff scowled at Joanie before he left.

Time unfroze. The lady with the soup of the day allowed herself to exhale. Her baby son clapped uproariously, the vanilla-ginseng infusion landed safely on the table and Alastair handed Jonathan a napkin.

‘What the hell is wrong with you?’ said Jonathan, shaking his head.

‘The same thing that’s wrong with you, I suppose,’ said Alastair. Jonathan looked at him so hungrily it made him start.

‘Would you like to have coffee?’ said Maurice.

‘Somewhere else?’ asked Joanie.

‘Yes.’

‘Yes.’


PART I

2009


Chapter 1


Iron sharpens iron; and one person
sharpens another.

Proverbs 27:17



‘An outdoor wedding,’ said Joanie in the car to her daughter, Nnenna, as she drove down the tiny country lanes through Cheshire. Her tone was somewhere between plaintive and incredulous, as though being asked to attend the wedding of an old (and annoyingly successful) friend was bad enough, but being asked to attend a wedding outside was a bridge too far.

‘What’s wrong with that?’ said Nnenna, from deep within a book. It was a copy of Their Eyes Were Watching God, given to her by her Aunty Mary a few weeks ago. She was halfway through and not paying much attention to her mother.

‘Nothing, I suppose. I never quite feel ready for spring, that’s all.’

‘What do you mean?’ Nnenna said, distantly. ‘Mum, you look gorgeous.’ Joanie glanced at Nnenna and smiled at this typically generous comment that had flown somewhat wide. It wasn’t (or wasn’t just) that she didn’t feel she looked the part; it was spring itself. You waited and waited for it for such a long time … and then, there the blossoms were, laughing to you from the trees and you were standing under them, without any similar transformation of your own. The same old Joanie.

They were on their way to the wedding of one of Joanie’s classmates from university, Ophelia Frall.

‘Ophelia!’ Nnenna had scoffed at this choice of name, despite Joanie observing that it was nearly forty years too late for anything to be done about it. ‘Of course she’d have to be called Ophelia,’ Nnenna had said, rolling her eyes. As far as she was concerned, it was yet another confirmation of the sort of people with whom her mother had consorted at Cambridge. Unfortunately, the names of Joanie’s other friends (Cressida Featherstone and Juliet Morley-Hinchfield) did little to challenge Nnenna’s opinion.

‘Don’t be mean, Nnenna. Ophelia and I have been friends for a very long time.’

Nnenna put her book aside, frowning. ‘But you never see her. You never mention her.’

‘Well … we’re very different people. And sometimes, when you go through certain things, it changes some of your relationships. It doesn’t mean that you hate the person or … Sometimes you just need some space.’

Nnenna wasn’t sure she understood this idea, but she heard the note of finality in her mother’s voice and let it go. Ophelia, an eminent journalist at a worthy broadsheet in London, was getting married to Hugh Todd, an equally eminent but staggeringly unworthy investment banker from Cardiff. Hugh had solemnly undertaken to pay for the entire wedding himself, and just as solemnly undertaken to resent every penny he spent.

The couple had met years after graduating from Cambridge, at a drinking society reunion dinner where the men had all dressed up in women’s clothes. It had soon become apparent that Hugh and Ophelia were wearing the same dress. Hugh had walked over boldly and introduced himself; ‘and the rest’, Ophelia had smiled at the engagement party, ‘is history’.

‘History,’ however, covers a multitude of sins. Like many men, Hugh had ensured that history took his favoured course by careful, military-style planning: upon discovering that his office was across the road from hers, he had watched Ophelia from afar for a week or two, culminating in a choice sighting of her in a sleek, dark blue dress.

That dress worked its magic on Hugh and, within the hour, he’d asked Juliet, Ophelia’s flatmate at the time, to find out where she’d got it, buy him the same one, and convince Ophelia to wear hers to the party. Ophelia, completely unaware at the time, had slipped duly into her blue dress, and dully into Hugh’s arms, where she remained for the better part of the evening. A few months later, he proposed; she accepted.

That was history.

Ophelia was very careful to whom she told this story: Joanie was not the only person to notice that it had the propensity to cast Hugh in a rather nefarious, stalkerish light. But Joanie saw what the story was told for, what it implied about Ophelia: that she, unlike Joanie, was the type of woman whom men – albeit investment bankers – pursued relentlessly. Ophelia, unlike Joanie, was the type of woman for whom a man with far more hair than was natural at that age set aside his bespoke tailored suit and squeezed himself into a size 16 dress from Marks and Spencer. Joanie drew some consolation from the sure knowledge that Hugh had not done anything so carefully since.

The ceremony itself took place in an old, ruined monastery in deepest Cheshire: the roof had vanished centuries ago (along with about a quarter of the walls), but on a beautiful spring day like this one, it was perfect.

Nnenna had only ever heard her mother speak about Ophelia as the brilliant Economics student who breezed her way through three years of cripplingly difficult exams. But it was Ophelia’s ability to keep smiling through the entire ninety-minute service that astounded Nnenna. Smiling constantly is no mean feat under ordinary circumstances, and Ophelia had gone to great lengths to ensure that these circumstances were anything but ordinary. A team of photographers had been employed to circulate like butterflies in a Disney film. No matter how stealthily the cameras advanced, Ophelia seemed to be ready; even towards the end of the ceremony when she must have been tired, even when she had been eating. The mere thought of it exhausted Nnenna, but Ophelia never tired. Perhaps, mused Nnenna, Ophelia did exercises to strengthen her smiling muscles. Hugh, slightly less wealthy than when he proposed but every bit as resentful, only frowned handsomely at the camera.

‘Do I have to sit at the children’s table?’ said Nnenna afterwards, as they filed into the monastery’s gardens.

‘Sweetheart, we were given a seating plan in advance. With clear instructions to commit it to memory. I don’t think they’ll budge, now. They’ll have planned it out like a game of chess.’

‘But I want to sit with you, Mum. And I’ll be seventeen, soon.’ Joanie smiled, despite herself, at this juxtaposition. ‘And I don’t even like children.’

Joanie resisted the urge to point out that Nnenna was still a child herself, but then Nnenna was not like other children. She was simply better, as objectively as Joanie could possibly see it. Besides, Joanie forgot so often that Nnenna was not an adult.

‘Well, maybe just sit with the kids for the meal and then sneak over to my table for dessert. Hopefully,’ she said, as she saw two ushers greeting guests and guiding them unsmilingly to their places, ‘the bride and groom will be too busy to care by then.’

‘All right,’ sighed Nnenna. ‘And who are you sitting with?’

‘Oh,’ said Joanie. ‘An old friend, I think.’

To the left of her seat was an old editor of Ophelia’s. To the right, was Jonathan Tucker.

*

‘I see. And your father?’ said an usher to Nnenna as he seated her, visibly looking around for someone else brown.

‘Oh, he won’t be able to make it,’ said Nnenna, smoothly, easily and finally. Hearing the words leave her mouth once more, she knew that they would sound as though her mother had dictated them to her, asked her to regurgitate them at functions; but she had not. Like everyone whose family is not quite what those on the outside world might expect, Nnenna had had plenty of opportunities to practise and hone her excuses, each time giving a slightly less hesitant narrative. There were times when it felt unfair or like a lot of hard work for someone who would never appreciate it, but most of the time she did not mind; she was getting good at it now.

The facts of Nnenna’s life were difficult, but simple: she had never met her father; she did not know exactly why, except that he was not dead, because on the few occasions her mother spoke about him, she did so in the present tense. It pained her mother to be asked about him; she loved her mother and did not like to pain her.

And so Nnenna, almost seventeen, took her seat at the table. She thanked the usher and looked around at her companions for the next hour or so: not even one of them seemed to be over the age of thirteen, and already, most of them were industriously embedding butter into their waistcoats and dresses. Nnenna resigned herself to an evening of having to summon some non-existent maternal instinct until she could get away: an hour of listening to inane, endless and literally pointless stories about grandparents; an hour of trying to keep her dress and the children’s food separate.

Someone tapped her on the shoulder. ‘Yes?’ she said. She found herself addressing a white boy of about twelve, with greasy hair and a greasier smile. Undeterred by the knob of butter on his collar, he was perhaps emboldened by what looked ominously like contraband red wine in his glass. He cleared his throat and slowly looked her up and down, approvingly.

‘Hey, babe.’

It is not difficult to make conversation with strangers at a wedding breakfast but, Joanie found, it is often difficult to make good conversation. This is due partly to the nature of the event, which necessarily involves giving over at least 40 per cent of your time to people who have nothing interesting to say beyond the intensely boring minutiae of their lives, but an awful lot to say about those minutiae (‘Oh! Why yes, I would like to see more photos of your new home gym. How … darling!’). Sadly, Joanie’s friendships with many of her Cambridge classmates had become strained not long before graduation. Also sadly, guests at wedding breakfasts are usually seated in circles so that, even if you are sitting next to someone you want to talk to, the home-gymmers of the world tend to muscle their way into the conversation.

Cornered by a man who was in the throes of divulging to her the vast depths of the knowledge he had acquired twenty years ago from his Latin GCSE, Joanie cast a longing look over her shoulder at Jonathan: he was being similarly detained by a couple who were taking advantage of the strides made in technology by showing him what looked like eighteen physical photo albums’ worth of photographs in the happily condensed form of a mobile phone’s image gallery.

Then again, a part of Joanie was glad that she was trapped; being free to talk to Jonathan Tucker meant confronting what a terrible friend she’d been to him. She’d barely kept in touch at all since graduation, and she knew he’d needed her. Her more than most. His church friends had melted away when he’d got out of hospital. But things had got so scary, so quickly. She’d been too ashamed to speak to him for years afterwards.

‘I suppose you’ll know “Caecilius est in horto”, won’t you?’ said Max, a (presumably single) television producer. Joanie wasn’t sure, but he seemed to be hoping that a woman who’d studied Classics at Cambridge might be delighted by the Latin equivalent of ‘the cat sat on the mat’.

‘Err, yes,’ said Joanie. ‘Rings a bell. I mean, I did my undergraduate dissertation on—’

‘I loved my Latin GCSE. Such a rich subject, isn’t it? And so diverse.’

‘Yes, absolutely. At university, we studied a lot of different—’

‘Everyone should study Classics. I have so many happy school memories. We had the most marvellous teacher, easily my favourite; had the most exciting lessons. Mr … Mr … Mr … ’

As Max laboured to recall the name of his beloved school teacher, Joanie took the opportunity to take a swig from her glass of wine.

‘Quick,’ Jonathan said to her, in an urgent whisper.

‘What?’

‘Just look like you’re saying something to me.’

‘ … I am saying something to you.’

‘Something important.’

‘Why?’

‘Because if I have to look at another holiday photo, I’ll ask the bride to cut me instead of the cake.’

‘Ah.’

‘You as well?’

‘The charming gentleman to my left has spent the last two courses bringing me up to scratch on Latin grammar.’

Despite her thirty-eight years, Joanie still found the boldness of people’s stupidity surprising – men patronising her at social events, people making casually racist remarks about her daughter in public, people referring incessantly to refugees as ‘immigrants’. Even though she knew full well that it happened every day, she somehow always forgot that it could happen (and did happen) to her. It was a bit like realising that the creature you used to think was hiding under your bed at night – the one you’d told yourself was imaginary – was real, all along. And that he spoke rudimentary Latin.

‘Ah,’ said Jonathan.

‘Yes. I think I might be able to construct whole sentences by the time they clear away dessert. Good thing I spent three years at university preparing for this dinner, or I’d be stumped.’

‘Didn’t you get a first in the end?’

Joanie smiled. ‘In the end, yes.’

‘And what are you doing these days?’

‘I write crosswords, mostly. I do the odd bit of journalism to make ends meet, but I’ve never been able to find anything steady, unfortunately. What about you?’

‘Financial auditor.’

‘Oh. How … darling.’

Jonathan cut his eyes at Joanie playfully and then looked over at their neighbours; they were fully occupied with their new victims. Max appeared to be busy informing an A&E doctor about his A* in GCSE Biology.

‘Joanie, I—’

‘Jonathan, I want you to know … I’m so sorry I never kept in touch.’

Jonathan didn’t say anything. For a moment, Joanie looked down at her hands in silence; she’d only blurted it out because a part of her had hoped that Max would interrupt her too quickly for Jonathan to reply. How many times had they found themselves in the same room at weddings, birthdays, anniversary parties? How many times had she wished that she was courageous enough to confront what she had done to him, and apologise? How many more times would she hide from what she had done?

Maybe one more, at least in part. She was sorry, and she wanted Jonathan to know that she was sorry. But she couldn’t bear to know what he must think of her.

Eventually, Jonathan said, ‘I know why you didn’t. I understand.’

Joanie looked at him sharply and nodded. That was Jonathan for you. A less honest person might have said, ‘It’s okay.’ But of course, it wasn’t okay. What she had done to him could never be okay.

‘I’m so sorry, Jonathan. For everything. Everything.’

Jonathan said, ‘Joanie … ’ But then he fell silent. He didn’t look as though he was thinking of something to say. He just wanted her to stop. Sometimes, Joanie thought, people can hurt you so badly that the apology is almost as bad as the act itself.

‘Okay,’ she nodded. She realised suddenly that she was crying and dried her eyes.

‘Don’t cry, Joanie,’ said Jonathan, putting his hand on her knee. He always was such a warm person. How could he comfort her now? After everything?

He gave her a mischievous smile. ‘Dry your eyes. We’re at a wedding.’

She laughed.

‘And,’ he said, as he saw Juliet and Cressida approaching, ‘we’re in marvellous company.’

‘So, what do you think?’

Nnenna had to take a moment. Jason (she didn’t catch his surname, but she suspected there were a few of them, connected by one or two hyphens and several centuries of careful inbreeding) had just spent the past few minutes outlining the vast fortune at his family’s disposal. True, he had at first experienced that deep and gnawing discomfort with which enormously wealthy people discuss their enormous wealth. But he had soldiered on and, with the help of a glass of ‘peeno greedge’, he was soon drunkenly laying out his inheritance like a baboon showing off its arse at the zoo. Tantalisingly (and yet persistently), he had given Nnenna to believe
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