
[image: Ordinary Time by Cathy Rentzenbrink, the Sunday Times bestselling author. A photograph shows an empty window seat on a train with a view out to a sunny English beach, where two young children can be seen playing with buckets and spades. A quote from Nina Stibbe reads: 'Brilliant'. A quote from Philippa Perry: 'Wonderful', and from Meg Mason, author of Sorrow and Bliss: 'Funny and life-affirming'.]


Every heart has its own skeletons, as the English say.
Anna Karenina
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Last night I dreamt I was watching a woman on a train. She had a book in her lap but was looking out of the window towards the sea. There was tension in her shoulders, a tight grip in the hand that held the book. I willed her to turn around. I wanted to see her face. Did I need to help her? And then the air between us dissolved, and I realised the woman was me.

I might have looked like I was staring out of the window, but I wasn’t appreciating the blues of the sea and the sky, or watching the distant people on the beach. All I could think of was the moment when I’d arrive at the station and he’d be there waiting for me.

I’d breathe him in and get into his car, and we’d drive off together. And I needed time to slow down then, because I couldn’t bear that there would come a point when he would take me back to the station, and I would get on another train and return to a life I no longer wanted to inhabit.

‘How did you end up here?’ he asked, before I had crossed any lines, back when I still hoped that the quickening I felt when I saw him could be put down to an innocent pleasure in making a new friend. We were sitting on a bench outside the church, the shadow of the monkey puzzle tree falling across his face.

‘It’s a long story,’ I said.

He smiled down at me. ‘We’ve got plenty of time.’


Cornwall, June 2019


One

I rinse the last plate, put it on the draining board and look out of the window. There are two enormous seagulls strutting down the garden path and a magpie sitting in the tree staring at me. One for sorrow, I think, and am immediately annoyed because I remind myself of my mother and I hate it when that happens.

Tim comes in. He is wearing his dog collar.

‘Look,’ I say, pointing at the magpie. ‘All that black and white you’re wearing. You could be the magpie’s friend. Arrived in the nick of time.’

He looks confused.

‘One for sorrow,’ I say. ‘Magpies are bad luck on their own. You need two for joy.’

‘Oh,’ Tim says, ‘superstition.’

I wonder if I should try to explain that it was a joke but can’t be bothered. The closer Tim gets to God, the less he has a sense of humour.

‘I’ve got to get over to the hospital,’ he says. ‘Lillian Holt collapsed this morning. They think she’s fractured her skull.’

‘Poor Mrs Holt,’ I say. ‘Where was she?’

‘In the garden. With her daughter. One minute she was talking about her salvias and the next she was on the ground. She’s asking for me. Her daughter says she’s got something on her mind.’ He looks at his watch. ‘Can I have some water?’

I turn on the tap, fill a glass. He takes it, and I see the movement in his throat as he swallows. His mind is already at the hospital with Mrs Holt. Tim likes a crisis. And who could turn down being spiritually necessary in the face of death? He hands me the empty glass.

‘Will you be back for school pick-up?’

He looks at his watch again. ‘Hard to leave a deathbed.’

‘I can do it,’ I say, ‘don’t worry.’

Not that Tim is worrying. It was his idea to collect Sam on Wednesdays so they could have some quality time together, but it rarely happens. Too many situations are hard to leave, and Tim’s well-meant intention to spend time with his family collapses under the weight of the demands of his congregation. I need to get a job, really, as that is the only way he will respect my time, but if I mention it, he purses his lips and I can see he still thinks it is too soon. He doesn’t want to lose access to my tap-turning-on abilities until he is more settled into this new parish.

He leaves without saying goodbye. I rinse the glass under the tap and put it on the draining board. Then I pick it up again and replay the moment when Tim asked for water and I gave it to him. What was the point of me in that interaction? A moving part, but less essential than either the tap or the glass. I could be replaced by a robot. Or Tim could just do it himself.

This is my life. All day, every day. Filling cups and plates, and then cleaning them so they are ready for when Tim and Sam need to be replenished. I look out of the window. The seagulls have gone. The magpie is still in the tree. How strange that the whole of the human race cannot tolerate its single status and wants it to couple up. Don’t do it, I whisper. Stay free. It stares back at me. Then, almost a wink, or a grin, and there is a flash of iridescent blue as it flies off.




Two

Sometimes I think I could write an instruction manual on how to be a vicar’s wife. Or a survival guide, because I couldn’t tell you how to do it well, but I could share what I’ve learnt about how to keep just on the right side of the line between adequate and disappointing.

I was given some advice on my wedding day from Janet, the wife of the vicar who married us. She was a kindly woman whose father had also been a vicar. ‘You could say I was born to it,’ she said, and then, when I confessed to being a little apprehensive about how I would shape up: ‘All you really need to do is be yourself.’

I had a go at that but I can’t say it went well, and over time I constructed a more suitable persona. Now I couldn’t be myself if I tried, because I no longer have much of an idea of who I am.

I often think of her, Janet. Born to it. Perhaps we could go as far as to say it was her destiny to exchange a father for a husband and continue on her path of service. Not like me. I am an accidental vicar’s wife.

It all started on a cold but sunny January afternoon, the day after my thirtieth birthday. I had been running the book club at the homeless centre. Usually my friend and colleague Sarah came with me, but she cried off at the last minute. She was lying on the sofa in the staffroom at the library, with a tea towel pressed against her head. ‘I’m fit for nothing today but alphabetising the romance section. Go on your own. You might get off with the sexy vicar.’

We’d seen Tim a few times. He was tall and good-looking in an earnest way. He was always being helpful, carrying boxes or moving furniture or dishing out soup. Sarah liked to tease that he had a crush on me. She’d poke me in the ribs and whisper, ‘Palpable sexual chemistry,’ when he walked by.

She was just having fun, I thought, but when I almost bumped into him as I was leaving, I did think there was a warmth in his manner.

‘On your own?’ he asked.

‘Sarah’s a bit hungover,’ I said. ‘She was enthusiastically celebrating my birthday last night.’

‘Many happy returns.’

‘I should give up trying to mark it,’ I said. ‘No one ever wants to go out in January.’

‘I’ve never been much of a drinker,’ he said.

‘I suppose that’s good. Keeps you off the communion wine. I went to a Catholic school and the altar boys were always squiffy.’

I was aware I was babbling.

‘You’re a Catholic?’ he asked.

‘No, it was just the nearest school. My dad was, but very lapsed. He hated religion, said that confession was an excuse for the priest to know everyone’s business.’ It occurred to me that might not be tactful. ‘You’re not Catholic, are you?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t take confession. For any motive.’

‘I’m afraid I’m not anything, religion-wise. Do you get that a lot? Is it a professional hazard? People apologising to you personally because they don’t have a faith?’

‘If people are talking to me, it’s often because they are a bit more interested than they think they are.’

‘A subconscious yearning?’ I said, thinking this was all a bit much.

‘Maybe. Do you ever go to church?’

‘I don’t.’ I remember that precisely. Can picture him standing there in the gateway in his dog collar, wearing a multi-coloured striped scarf that looked like it had been knitted by hand, but not very well. The sun was in my eyes as I squinted up at him. ‘I did sometimes envy them, the Anglican girls in their christening bracelets and the Catholics with their confirmation dresses. And I was always jealous of my friend Kitty, who’d miss most of double maths when the priest came to hear confession.’

Tim took a card and a pencil from the inside pocket of his jacket and wrote on the back. ‘Ten thirty,’ he said, ‘this Sunday. Why don’t you give me a try?’

As he walked off, leaving me there holding the card, I wondered if I’d misheard him. Did he really say, ‘give me a try’ and not, ‘give it a try’? Was I imagining the – not exactly flirtatious, that was to overstate it – but the undercurrent of attraction. Just a bat squeak, nothing inappropriate, but something?

I went back to work. I didn’t tell Sarah. Perhaps he invited everyone he ever met to come to church. That was what they were supposed to do, wasn’t it, vicars? They were supposed to grow their flocks.

It was ridiculous to even think about it, but he had all his own hair and teeth and was obviously committed to doing good in the world. That was what I kept saying I wanted; a respectable boyfriend who might turn into the father of my children. I had started to despair of meeting anyone. Attractive single men didn’t come into the library, and I knew it wasn’t a good idea to encourage the over-familiar dad who made eyes at me when he brought his little boy to Rhyme Time. I’d tried internet dating, but the best that could be said was that it provided material for anecdotes. Whether in real life or online, I attracted what my brother Stephen referred to as ‘ageing crooks’. Which was a bit harsh but not hugely inaccurate. Stephen gave them all nicknames to his own template. TFC was That Flash Cunt. TMC was That Married Cunt. Because yes, to my great shame, I’d allowed myself to be what my mother would have called ‘a bit on the side’ to a man I occasionally met in a hotel room and who didn’t turn the TV off when we had sex.

So, I needed a radical change. Sarah had been reading a self-help book that suggested we should do something new every day, and all I’d managed so far was to once get an almond rather than a chocolate croissant on my way to work. I decided to go for it. I paid some attention to my appearance. I washed my hair and put on make-up, just powder and blusher and a flick of mascara and a swoosh of tinted lip salve. And I thought how my mother would say, ‘It’s not a fashion parade,’ as I chose a white blouse under a blue pinafore. Green beret, red scarf, black gloves. I nodded at myself in the mirror as I left.

On the bus to the church, I looked at his card, at the neat yet confident handwriting. Next to the time he had added ‘Do come!’ and there was something about the exclamation mark that I found endearing. I was too early and walked up and down outside to the sound of church bells, questioning why I was there at all. I nearly ran away, but when other people started to arrive I sneaked in and sat at the back, because I didn’t know when to stand and when to sit so would have to copy everyone else.

I liked the atmosphere, the smell, and the hush sitting beneath the bells. And Tim looked different. I was used to the dog collar but surprised by his robes. Did he look silly? A little, but I admired his presence and liked the way he scanned the church and almost jumped when he saw me. And when it was time for communion, he explained – as though it were for me – that you had to be confirmed to take communion, but that you could come forward for a blessing; ‘just keep your hands down’.

I didn’t move. I stayed at the back as all the other people shuffled out of the pews and went to the front to kneel by the rail. Tim walked along giving them the body of Christ, and I watched his face, and their faces as they walked back, and there was something beautiful about it, happening in the glow of the light coming in through the stained-glass windows throwing patterns onto the stone floor. I regretted the mascara, but how could I have guessed that I would cry? And at the end, when he told us all to go in peace to love and serve the Lord, and I walked out of the huge church doors, he said, ‘I’m glad you came,’ and, ‘Do you have to rush off?’

We went to a cafe around the corner. He’d swapped the robes for a jacket and was wearing the stripy scarf. We took our large cups of tea to a table in the corner with a red-and-white checked cloth.

‘Nice scarf,’ I said, as he hung it over the edge of his chair.

‘A present,’ he said, proudly. ‘One of my recently widowed parishioners has taken up knitting to help her pass the time. This was the first thing she made.’

I waited for him to add that he knew it was a bit peculiar, but he didn’t. He just looked pleased that this woman had given him the first fruits of her grief-knitting.

‘Tell me about yourself,’ he said.

I struck a pose, as if I was on a dating show. ‘My name is Ann Barry. I’m thirty and I’m a librarian.’

Tim didn’t laugh or reply in kind, just asked me to tell him more about what I did at the homeless shelter. ‘You run a book club?’

‘We’re trying to go out into the community more. Not just wait behind the counter for readers to come to us.’

He nodded enthusiastically. ‘A sense of mission.’

‘It’s a reverse book club. Rather than discuss something everyone has read, we talk about a book, and then they can go off and read it if they like.’

He was really listening to me. Such a change from all those men who glazed over whenever I said anything about myself. I explained how a conventional book club could be more challenging for people who might not have a lot of stability in their lives, and how satisfying I found it to empower reluctant readers to the point where they felt they belonged in the world of books. Yes, I had always loved reading, was the sort of kid whose favourite treat was a trip to the library.

Tim asked about my family.

‘I’ve got a brother called Stephen,’ I said. ‘A year younger than me. Our mother lives in Somerset.’ And then I hesitated. I traced the checks on the tablecloth with my finger. I’d never found a way to talk about my father that didn’t make me want to throw up. I didn’t find it easy with anyone, but it was especially horrible in any kind of dating situation. I loathed the way I couldn’t help but pay attention to the reaction I’d get, the possibility that I might be pouring my heart out to someone who looked bored or like they were thinking I was a bit much. I didn’t want Dad to become a story I had to tell in an appealing way, so I’d developed a strategy of dodging my way past any enquiries, trusting that the right person would forgive me if the relationship lasted long enough for us to get to the truth. I looked across at Tim’s open face, glanced down at his dog collar. I didn’t want to tell even a white lie.

‘My father died when I was fifteen,’ I said.

‘I’m sorry.’

I did feel sick, but I ploughed on. ‘He was walking home from the pub. There was this bridge over the railway line. He ended up on the track.’ I could feel the tears spilling down my face. I shouldn’t have tried to say it. I’d never been able to say it without losing control. ‘Sorry. I still miss him.’

Tim reached over the table, put his hand on mine.

‘You’re not running away,’ I said.

‘Why would I run away?’

‘People do,’ I said. ‘Men do. Men don’t like an unhappy woman.’

‘I don’t mind you crying,’ he said, and patted my hand some more.

Later, as we walked along the canal watching duffle-coated children feeding the swans, Tim told me he’d been on a course where they said that bereavement by suicide could feel like grief with the volume turned up. I nodded and said that over the years I hadn’t in any way ‘got over it’ but that it had settled into a background hum; always there, sometimes faint, often loud. After reading an article about fathers who had just disappeared – one had gone out for a pack of cigarettes and never come back – I’d tried to be grateful that we did at least know Dad was dead. I might have screwed my life up even more if I’d been hoping that he might walk through the door. And I’d chosen to try to believe it was an accident, though Stephen thought he’d done it on purpose because he’d lost his money and couldn’t cope with the shame.

‘Another thing I learnt,’ Tim said, kindly, ‘is that it isn’t always helpful to try to put a reason to the action. Only the person who died could know why they found it impossible to live.’

‘I should pass that on to Stephen,’ I said. ‘Not that we talk about it. We are close, but when it comes to Dad or our childhood, it’s like we’re tiptoeing over a battlefield full of mines and traps.’

We walked in silence for a while and then crossed over a bridge. Tim stopped in the middle and leant against the railing, looking down at the canal. He said he was an only child, that he’d never been close to his parents, who had sent him away to school when he was eight. He’d been fifteen, too, when his mother died of cancer. ‘My father remarried and moved to France. He’s an atheist. He didn’t come to my ordination. I haven’t seen him for years.’

I hardly knew what to respond to first from the bleak list of facts. Tim was still looking down. I considered putting my hand on his arm, but that wasn’t quite right.

‘Look,’ I said, and I pointed below to our reflections. ‘There we are. See how the colours of your scarf wobble in the water.’

‘There we are,’ he repeated, with a note of surprise in his voice.

When it started to get dark, he said he must be getting back to take Evensong. As he walked me to the bus stop, he said, ‘We carry the gifts and burdens of our upbringing. We must believe that we will do better when it is our turn.’ I felt something unfamiliar and wondered if it might be hope.

The next day, at work, I did a keyword search on vicars and then spent my lunchtime reading Joanna Trollope. There was another book called Married to the Ministry. I flicked through; it was full of women complaining about their husbands not being at home enough.

On Friday, Sarah popped her head around the staffroom door. ‘Your vicar is here.’

‘He’s not my vicar.’

‘It’s sweet. He’s pretending to browse, but he’s obviously looking for you. Go and put him out of his misery.’

‘Should I?’

‘What’s the worst that can happen?’

Over the next few weeks, I remade myself in the image of the woman I thought Tim wanted. I stopped smoking, cut right down on drinking, stopped bothering with make-up. I went to church on Sundays, learning when to sit and stand. At work, I no longer walked straight by the religion section but would stop, pull a book off the shelf randomly, and open it, looking for guidance. One day I read Martin Luther’s opinion that there is no more lovely, friendly or charming relationship than a good marriage.

‘Are you sure about all this?’ Sarah asked, after I refused a drink because I was going to bible study group. ‘You’re changing a lot about yourself. Is it a good idea?’

‘I’ve been trying life another way,’ I said. ‘I never want to be a bit on the side again.’

The next time Stephen phoned, I told him I’d met someone.

‘Not married, is he? Tell me he’s rich. Or at least useful. Can he climb a ladder and hold a drill?’

‘He’s a vicar.’

‘What am I going to call him. TVC? I’m not sure it really works.’

‘Don’t give him a nickname,’ I said.

‘It’s like that, is it?’

‘Yes, it is.’

It was a relief not to be hanging around with someone who was easy fodder for Stephen’s ridicule, and the more Tim talked about his sense of purpose and his desire to be in service to others, the more I liked him. What a contrast, I thought, from feeling like a man was using me to tick things off a sexual to-do list, only biding his time before suggesting a threesome. How magnificent that I would no longer end up doing things I didn’t want, or pretending to be a good sport to retain the interest of men I didn’t even like. Wholesome is how it was, how I thought it would be in the future. That was what I wanted.

‘So, do you believe in God now?’ Sarah asked one day, as we were processing the reservations.

‘I’m not sure,’ I said. ‘Tim says that’s fine. Doubt is part of faith.’

‘And have you actually shagged him?’

‘Don’t be vulgar.’ I lifted a stack of large print Georgette Heyers out of the crate.

‘So you haven’t.’

‘He doesn’t believe in sex before marriage.’

‘Bloody hell.’

‘Nor did Georgette,’ I said. ‘None of these heroines were putting out before the wedding bells.’

On Easter Sunday, I sat near the front as Tim preached about the resurrection. He talked about how just when all seemed lost, hope could burst into the world, that whatever hurt or pain we’d been through, there was always the chance of starting again. ‘With God,’ he said, ‘we can begin afresh, with a clean slate.’

Tim was radiant that day. The vocabulary was still unfamiliar – I didn’t feel comfortable using words like ‘God’ or ‘blessing’ – but it did feel that Tim had come into my life to change it, and that everything was somehow meant to be.

That evening he took a green box from his pocket. ‘These belonged to my mother,’ he said. ‘I’d like for you to have them.’

I fumbled with the clasp, and when I finally got it open I saw two rings sitting side by side.

I waited for Tim to say more.

‘See if they fit.’

I hesitated over which finger. Was this a proposal? I didn’t want to assume.

‘Your left hand,’ he said, but not romantically, just like I might not know the form.

They slid on easily.

‘Keep that one,’ Tim said, when I went to take them off.

Our fingers touched as I gave him back the wedding band.

‘I’ll write to the bishop,’ Tim said, slipping the box into his pocket.

Back at the library the next week, I held my left hand out to Sarah. She admired the twinkle of the sapphire surrounded by all the little diamonds. ‘Very pretty. You’ll be the first woman to have not had sex with her bridegroom since Princess Diana.’

‘Bit quick, isn’t it?’ Stephen said, when I called him to say we were getting married.

‘Tim doesn’t want to live in sin.’

‘Does that mean you haven’t had sex with him?’

‘None of your business.’

‘He doesn’t think you’re a virgin, does he?’

‘Fuck off.’

‘You’ll have to mind your language once you’re a vicar’s wife. I can’t believe you’re marrying someone I haven’t met. What’s he like?’

‘Believes in God. Doesn’t drink, smoke, swear. Good at maths. He was an accountant before he became a vicar, but his heart wasn’t in it.’

‘Bet he earned more. Don’t make much, vicars, do they?’

‘Money isn’t everything,’ I said.

‘Whatever,’ Stephen said. ‘What am I going to talk to him about? Does he like football? Cars?’

‘Don’t think so. You’ll have to extend your conversational repertoire. Will you give me away? We’re short on relatives generally. Tim’s mother is dead and his father won’t set foot in a church.’

‘Bit extreme.’

‘He thinks believing in God is evidence of an inferior intellect. He gave Tim his mother’s rings for me, but that’s as far as he’ll go. All we’ve got between us is Mum and you.’

‘I’ll step up to the plate,’ Stephen said. ‘And I won’t swear or tell any “as the actress said to the bishop” jokes. Can I pay for something? I just got a bonus and I’m flush.’

I was glad we were on the phone then, so he couldn’t see my eyes fill up. That was how Dad would give us money. ‘I’m flush,’ he’d say, keen to share his good fortune.

‘We’re not having a fancy wedding,’ I said, ‘just a church service. I don’t know what we’ll do afterwards.’

‘Let me host a meal, then. They call it a wedding breakfast, don’t they? You tell me what time and how many guests, and I’ll do everything else.’

There was a moment, at the church door, when I hesitated, but I thought it was more about missing Dad than not feeling sure. Stephen winked and gave me his arm, and we walked up the aisle together. I said my vows and meant every word, though it did strike me that ‘until death us do part’ might mean a very long time.

Stephen had booked an Italian restaurant. He was charming with all the church people and made a sweet and appropriately funny speech. Tim did a good job, too, though there was a hefty whiff of the pulpit and he gave star billing to God. I saw Stephen and Sarah exchange a look. Then I ate my tiramisu, chatting to Janet, who said she was a bit giggly as she’d allowed Stephen to tempt her into a second glass of Prosecco. It was then that she told me all I ever had to do as the wife of a vicar was be myself. I looked at her kind face, rosy-cheeked, and hoped all would be well.

‘Do you feel like Madonna?’ Stephen whispered as we said goodbye, and, when I didn’t answer: ‘Shiny and new? Touched for the very first time?’ And I punched him on the arm, and he shoved me and we both laughed, and everyone said how nice it was that we got on so well. Then Tim and I left them all there in the restaurant and went off to the hotel.

I wasn’t wearing a big white wedding dress but a cream silk shift. Tim lifted it over my head, folded it, and put it on the armchair next to the bed. Then he fumbled with my bra. ‘I can’t do this,’ he said, crossly, which I chose to find endearing. He was still wearing his dog collar. I put my hand up to it, but he caught it in his. Then, somehow, we were undressing separately and scrambling into the bed. We lay there a bit, both on our backs. At least he hadn’t turned the TV on. I wished I’d had more to drink. This would be the soberest I’d ever been for first-time sex. I considered telling that to Tim and then decided against it. He might not see the funny side.

Stephen phoned me the week after my wedding. ‘Wotcha, Sis. I liked Sarah. Do you mind if I ask her out? Does it matter she’s your colleague?’

‘Not at all,’ I said. ‘She wants to leave anyway. She only really likes self-help books.’

‘She knows about us, doesn’t she?’

‘What do you mean?’

‘Dad. Us being mental.’

‘I’ve told her a few things over the years.’

‘Excellent. I should have thought of going out with your friends years ago. They’re prepped.’

And that is how I got married, and my two favourite people fell in love with each other. Sarah is now Stephen’s wife before she is my friend, though she is still that and I am grateful, because I have no others from my former life. They were all freaked out by Tim or didn’t like the sober version of me. There is little point in being sad about it, so I try not to dwell on my friend Sally, who came for dinner but left early after Tim spent the evening lecturing her about the evils of her job in advertising. I walked her to the bus stop. ‘He’s a bit intense, but he really is concerned about people getting into debt buying stuff they don’t need.’

‘He’s entitled to his opinion,’ Sally said, ‘and I don’t much care about that. What I can’t stand is the way he sits around as you serve him like some kind of handmaiden. He’s not even that nice to you.’

‘He’s a good person,’ I said, ‘he’s just got his mind on higher things.’

‘That stops him saying thank you for his lasagne, does it?’

‘He says Grace.’

‘He thanks God for his bounty but doesn’t bother with you. That doesn’t feel right to me.’

And she gave me a short fierce hug and never came around again.




Three

Do I have to tell it all? Track my disillusionment step by sorry step? I’m not sure I could. Sometimes I lie awake in the night listening to Tim snore, trying to figure out what went wrong. Where did he go, that kind man wearing the silly scarf? It’s a mystery I can’t fully solve.

Now I think it wasn’t a first date, that day in the cafe, but a job interview. Tim wanted a junior disciple rather than a wife. He’d seen me looking cheerful among the needy at the homeless centre and thought I’d fit the bill. But we were at cross purposes from the start, because I’m not a particularly good person and not at all self-sacrificing. I just genuinely loved doing the book club and was always moved and humbled by the people who came to it. Tim thought this would apply to all church activity, that I would bring my shining eyes wherever people needed support, so was confused and disappointed when I turned out to be a reluctant helpmate who would always rather read in the bath than tag along on his current mission of mercy. He wanted a selfless do-gooder and ended up with an eccentric bookworm. And I wanted to be loved for myself but got a man who gives most of his heart to God. There are three of us in this marriage, and I am definitely the least important.

I’d find it all easier with a bit of laughter and chat, but Tim is almost always in a bad mood. To be fair to him, it is hard being a vicar. There’s a lot to do and not enough time to do it in. And it’s not just about looking after souls. Vicars are also property managers, health and safety officers, and feel under pressure to do marketing, fundraising and social media, trying to grow the congregation while keeping the current lot happy. Tim wants to minister to those who are most in need, not stroke the egos of people who don’t have enough real problems to worry about. He’s grumpy about weddings. He bans photos during the vows and still says, ‘We don’t want to be distracted by clicks,’ even though everyone uses a silent smartphone now. He used to prefer funerals and would come home full of pride that he’d delivered a meaningful send-off, but now he is more likely to be aggravated by the increased use of technology and the resulting glitches; slideshows that won’t load, malfunctioning speakers, playlists that get interrupted by adverts. He doesn’t have much of a sense of humour – his one joke is to say, ‘Let’s not throw the baby out with the baptism water.’ He’s not tactful and lacks the ability to smooth things over, so gets bogged down in all the squabbling among the volunteers. And there are always quarrels over the flower-arranging rota, or how often to allow visiting bell ringers, or whether the various suppers should be hot or cold, or who is making the sausage rolls for the endless fundraising teas.

My biggest mistake was to assume that someone doing so much for their fellow man must be full of love for humanity. But Tim isn’t. He wants to save souls and improve lives, but he finds actual flesh-and-blood people a bit challenging. He only really loves God.

Assumption, as Stephen likes to say, is the mother of all fuck-ups. You might be wondering why I stayed. I do too. I don’t especially believe in marriage, even. All through my childhood, my mother was threatening to leave my father – it got to the point where I wished she’d get on with it. My best friend, Kitty, also had parents who looked as if they would be better off apart. But there is a peculiar power to a marriage. In the early days, I felt like I’d gone all in, put all my money on the black of Tim’s cassock. I didn’t want to admit that I’d made a mistake, didn’t want to cope with Stephen or Sarah being kind but smug. I could imagine Stephen saying he knew it was too soon, could hear Sarah quoting from some book about why women do foolish things in the name of love. And I dreaded being on the receiving end of my mother’s opinions, which were already loud and clear in my ears: Well, I knew it wouldn’t last … You never stick at anything … You’ll have to get a move on finding another man if you want to have a baby.

I did want a baby. A family. And Tim meant well. Was it fair to him to chuck it in because he wasn’t a laugh a minute? Perhaps it was my expectations that were too high. I still thought he would be a good father. I could imagine us with two little boys, walking down the street in our family unit of four. And I wanted that, those tiny hands in mine. So I decided it didn’t matter very much that being with Tim didn’t feel a lot like love. Maybe it would all work out. And I would have my boys. He would give me my boys.

I would love them equally, I knew that. I wouldn’t be like my mother. It was never much of a secret, her preference for Stephen. Even my name felt like she couldn’t be bothered to make much of an effort. Ann with no ‘e’, and no middle name. So sparse! I did once ask her why Stephen had a middle name and I didn’t. She gave me a look and said, ‘Least said, soonest mended,’ which was one of her favourite expressions. ‘That’s not for little ears,’ was another, and, ‘What you don’t know won’t hurt you.’

Then we heard her admit it one day: to Mrs Kelly, another English woman who had married an Irishman and regretted it. ‘Ann is difficult,’ she said, ‘always has been. Stephen, though. I love the bones of him.’ And I felt Stephen clutch me, his breath against my cheek. My face was burning. By the time Mrs Kelly had gone, I had decided to pretend not to care. We ran into the garden and I tried not to catch Stephen’s eye.

Later that night, he sneaked into my room after lights out. He often did this, as we liked to tell each other stories and we knew he’d get off more lightly than I would if Mum caught us out of bed.

‘You’re not difficult,’ Stephen whispered through the darkness. ‘I love you best. I love the bones of you.’

Stephen. My little brother. Eleven months younger than me. Irish twins. We looked after each other through the turbulent years of our parents’ marriage, as our mother ricocheted between trying to change Dad and accepting him as he was. They were a mystery to us, our parents. How could they ever have liked each other? We knew the facts. A pub in Liverpool. Dad just paid off and with money in his pocket; Mum the day before she turned twenty. Their eyes met. She liked to tell the story to all these women who’d come around and sit in our kitchen. We’d crouch on the other side of the serving hatch, eavesdropping. ‘Love at first sight, more fool me,’ Mum would say. She’d wail, ‘I was too young.’ Or, ‘He’d not kissed the Blarney Stone so much as eaten it.’

There was a photo from their wedding day on the mantelpiece in the sitting room. They looked happy enough. Mum was pregnant with me. ‘If I’d not fallen,’ we’d hear her say; or, ‘If I’d not caught on.’ Dad was off getting drunk when I was born. We heard that a lot. That she was ill, had needed a blood transfusion, and he was nowhere to be found. He turned up two days later, smelling of booze.

The Irish ladies were more likely to advocate tolerance: ‘Sure, he’s a good provider. And he loves the children.’ The English ones would say his behaviour was unacceptable and that she shouldn’t put up with it. Though if Dad came home while they were there, they’d perk right up and laugh at all his jokes while fiddling with their hair and looking at him from under their eyelashes. ‘He could charm the birds from the trees,’ they’d say to Mum. She’d reply, ‘If he was less charming, I wouldn’t be in this mess.’

I didn’t want to be like her. My marriage might not be perfect, but I was not going to complain to anyone who would listen. I would make the best of it.

But I knew nothing of the reality of having a child. Now, if I could travel through time, I would visit my younger self and say, ‘Do not even think about having a baby with someone you don’t fully love.’

We’d moved to Doncaster by the time I got pregnant, and I was surprised by how vulnerable I felt, how much my idea of myself as a modern woman, as a capable person, fell away. I had no friends outside the church. At first I enjoyed the borrowers in the library taking an interest in the pregnancy, but by the time I went on maternity leave I’d had enough of people touching my bump without asking, and opining on everything from epidurals to breastfeeding. As I got larger and more ponderous, all I really wanted to do was stay at home, but Tim was still keen for me to do errands with him and I usually agreed. If I’d been able to refuse, say that I just wanted to lie on the sofa and daydream, then what I came to think of as the car park incident would never have happened.

I was enormous by then, and it was a baking hot day. Tim parked right at the edge of the car park and strode off towards the supermarket. I was summoning up the energy to waddle after him when a man approached me. I could see straight away he was what Tim called ‘disorganised’ and what my mother would have described as ‘a sandwich short of a picnic’. He held his hands out towards my bump: ‘Baby.’

‘That’s right,’ I said, in what I hoped was a calm tone. I could see Tim disappearing into the distance. Not in earshot, probably, unless I shouted.

‘Baby.’

He was coming closer. He was grubby, with bloodshot eyes and a gap where his front teeth should have been. Some more robust, not-pregnant version of me would have been able to defuse the situation. I doubted he meant me any harm. But all I knew was that I didn’t want him to touch me. I started to back away. I couldn’t see Tim at all. I got behind a car. The man was making a horrible noise, a kind of throaty chuckle. ‘I’ll catch you,’ he said, feigning a movement in one direction and laughing when I went the other way. ‘You won’t escape.’

Ten years later, I can still feel the fear in my body. My mouth was dry. All I could hear was the thud of my heart.

Then a large black car pulled into the space opposite.

A man got out and narrowed his eyes.

‘Need some help?’

I nodded and it’s all a blur, what happened next, but the man with no teeth didn’t like being told to leave me alone. My rescuer opened his passenger door and helped me to sit down, then stood calmly in front of me as the man shouted at him. Tim heard the commotion and came back. He gave me a quick glance but seemed to be more concerned about the shouting man.

‘He was about to attack this lady,’ said the rescuer.

‘That’s my wife,’ Tim said.

‘You should take care of her, then.’

Tim tried to minister to the shouting man, who stopped shouting and ran away. The rescuer helped me stand.

‘Thank you,’ I said, ‘I’m so grateful.’

‘Good luck.’ He let go of my hand. As he walked past Tim towards the supermarket, I heard him say, ‘You should have a think about your priorities, my friend.’

I asked Tim to unlock our car. ‘I need to sit down,’ I said.

‘What do you want to do?’ Tim asked.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Shall we still go shopping?’

I shook my head.

‘Shall I go?’

‘I’d rather not be left alone here. Can you drive me back first?’

All the way home I cradled my bump, hoped the baby had not been distressed by my racing heart, and thought what a sad situation it was that I would rather be driving off with my rescuer than with my husband.

Stephen came to stay, bearing a bright-yellow travel system that was a pram, a pushchair and a car seat all in one. He assembled it and showed me how it worked.

‘Everyone will see you coming. You won’t get run over. Look, it’s even got a holder for a cappuccino.’ It stuck out among all my other things, which had been donated by church people and looked like I’d gone into a charity shop and swept everything from the baby shelf into a bin liner. Stephen didn’t like that the cot was second-hand, questioned whether it was hygienic to have hand-me-down clothes, and tried to take me to Mothercare in the shopping centre for a last-minute spree.

‘I’m fine,’ I protested. ‘I don’t need more stuff. All babies really need is love.’

My mother offered to come for the birth, but I put her off. ‘At least Tim won’t be out getting drunk when you’re in labour,’ she said. ‘Not like your father.’ I held my phone away from my ear as she told me all about her suffering and Dad’s failings, for what felt like the thousandth time.

Tim wasn’t drunk, of course, but he was distracted. My contractions started on the same day that the fixed pews were due to be removed from the church, and it was all going wrong. This was Tim’s big project. He’d thrown himself into the fundraising and the planning. The new seating would be more comfortable, flexible and democratic, Tim explained to the midwife, when he reappeared after taking yet another phone call. I tried to concentrate on my breathing as he said words like ‘skip’, ‘council’, ‘permit’, ‘incompetence’, ‘unhelpful’. I felt like saying, The miracle of childbirth that you so often preach about is happening right before your eyes. Would it not be an idea to pay attention to it?

I loved Sam immediately. What a simple sentence that is: both all that needs to be said and nowhere near enough. Our eyes met across a crowded maternity ward and that was it. I always felt like we were on the same side. His gaze was steady and I loved to watch him encountering the world. It felt private and sacred, the bond between us. Our organist and next-door neighbour Tess once said, ‘He only has eyes for his mummy, doesn’t he?’ and I felt an urge to describe it, this rush of love and connection.

‘I love him so much,’ I said, ‘I would die for him. Cheerfully. I’d be crucified for him.’

She laughed. Not unkindly, but I didn’t like it. ‘Enjoy it while it lasts. Soon he’ll be a teenager and you’ll never see him.’ I tried to smile and she lowered her voice. ‘Sometimes I wish I could be crucified for my children rather than have to put up with their boring father.’ Then she guffawed as though she’d cracked an excellent joke, but her husband, Nigel – a golfer who had great tufts of hair growing out of his nose and ears – was deeply dull, and I found the whole exchange unsettling.

I felt under pressure, not only to go to church
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