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THE SHRINE [02-05-4.9]

By: James Herbert
Synopsis:

COME WORSHIP AT THE SHRINE
If you are lustful, your most carnal desires will
be fulfilled.
If you are greedy, wealth will be yours for the
taking.
If you are holy, you will learn of a force greater
than all your dreams of the divine.
If you are a disbeliever, you will be converted or
you will be destroyed.
Bow before the shrine and little Alice, the angelic
child who stands before it and casts her light over
the world ...
... as the flames of hell leap up to conquer

heaven
itself. . .
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Red blood out and block blood in,

My Dannie says 1"m a child of sin.

How did I choose me my witchcraft Kin?

Know 1 as soon as dark"s dreams begin

Snared is my heart in a nightmares tfin;

Never from terror 1 out may win;

So dawn and dusk I Dine, peak, thin,

Scarcely knowing t"other from which-

My threat grandma-She was a Witch.

was The Little Creature," Walter de la .mare

Alice! a childish story take,

Andwitha childish hand

Lay it where Childhood®"s dreams are twined

In memory®"s mystic band,

Like pilgrim®s wither “d wreath of flowers

Plucked in a far-off land.

Alice"s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis
Carroll
ONE

Down with the lambs, L"f) with the lark,
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Run to bed children

Before it gets dark. Old Nursery Rhyme

the SMALL MOUNDS OF DARK earth scattered
around the

graveyard looked as though the dead were pushing their
way

back into the living world. The girl smiled
nervously at

the thought as she hurried from grave to grave. They
were

molehills. Moles were difficult to get rid
of; poison one,

another moved into its lodgings. She had often
watched

the molecatcher, a round man with a pointed face,
and

thought he looked like a mole. He grinned as he
delicately

dipped stubby fingers into his baked-beans tin and
plucked

out a strychnine-coated worm from its wriggling friends

and relatives. He always grinned when she
watched. And

chuckled when he held it toward her and she jumped
away

with a silent shriek. His lips, ever wet, like his
dosed

worms, moved, but she heard nothing. She hadn"t
for as

long as she remembered. A shudder as the
molecatcher

mimed eating the writhing pink meat, but she always

stayed to watch him push his metal rod into the earth
then

poke the worm into the hole he had created. She
imagined

the mole down there, snuffling its way through solid

darkness, hunting food, searching for its own death.
Digging

its own grave. She giggled and couldn®t hear her

giggle.

Alice stopped and took withered flowers from a
mud-soiled

vase. The headstone against which the flowers had

rested was fairly new, its inscription not yet
filled with

dirt nor blurred by weather. She had known the
old

lady--was she just bones now?--and had found the
living

corpse more frightening than the dead one. Could you be

alive at ninety-two? You could move, but could you
live?

1 he time span was incomprehensible to Alice,
who was

just eleven years old. It was hard to imagine your
own

flesh dried and wrinkled, your brain shrunken
by years of

use so that instead of becoming wise and all-knowing you

became a baby. A hunched, brittle-stick
baby.

She dumped the dead flowers into the red plastic
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bucket

she carried and moved on, her eyes scanning the
untidy

rows of headstones for more. It was a weekly task
for her:

whille her mother scrubbed, dusted, and polished the
church,

Alice removed the drooping tributes left
by relatives who

thought those they had lost would appreciate the
gesture.

The Flowers would be emptied into the groundsman®s
tip

of rotting branches and leaves, there to be ritually
burned

once a month. When this chore was completed,
Alice

woulld hurry back into the church and join her mother.

Inside, she would find fresh flowers ready
to adorn the

altar for the following day"s Sunday services, and
while her

mother scrubbed, she would arrange the glass vases.

Afterward, she would dust down the benches, skimming

along each row, down one, up the next, holding
her breath,

seeing how far she could get before her lungs
exploded.

Alice enjoyed the work if she could make it a
game.

Once this was accomplished, and provided her mother

had no other tasks for her, she would head for her
favorite

spot: the end of the front pew at the right-hand
side of the

altar.

Beneath the statue. Her statue.

More fading colors caught her eye and she
skipped

across a low mound--this one body-fength and not
mole-built--to

gather up the dying flowers. Tiny puffs of steam

escaped her'™ mouth and she told herself they were the

ghosts of words that lay dead inside her, words that
had

never themselves escaped.

It was cold, although it was sunny. The trees were

mostly bare, their naked branches seen for the
twisted and

tortured things they really were. Sheep, their
bellies swollen

with slow-stirring fetuses, grazed in the fields
jJust beyond

the stone wall surrounding the churchyard. Across the

fields were heavy woods, somber and greeny
brown,

uninviting; and behind the woods were low-lying hills,

hills that were lost completely on misty days.
Alice stared

into the field, watching the sheep. She frowned, then

turned away.

More flowers to collect before she could go inside where

the air was not quite as biting. Cold--the church was
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always cold--but winter®s teeth were less sharp
inside the
old building. She wandered through the graveyard, the
tilted headstones no bother to her, the decomposed
corpses
hidden beneath her feet causing no concern.
The sodden leaves and branches were piled high,
higher
than her, and the girl had to swoop the plastic
bucket back
and swiftly forward for its wasted contents to reach the
top. She reached for stems that fell back down and
tossed
them once more, satisfied only when they settled
on the
heap®s summit. Alice smacked her hands together
to dislodge
the grime on her palms, feeling the sting, but not
hearing the sound. She could once, but that was long
ago.
When she listened intently and there were no
distractions,
she thought she could hear the wind, but then Alice
thought
that even when no breeze brushed her cheeks or
ruffled
her yellow hair.
The small, thin girl turned and began to walk
toward
the ancient church, the empty bucket swinging
easily by
her side. Back, forward, back, forward,
gleaming red in
the cold sunlight. Back, forward, back--and
she looked
behind her.
The plastic bucket slipped from her fingers and
clattered
to the ground, rolling in a tight semicircle
until it came to
rest against a stained green headstone. Alice
cocked her
head to one side as though listening. There was a
puzzlement
in her eyes and she half-smiled.
She stood still for several seconds before allowing her
body to rurn fully, staying in that frozen
position for
several more long seconds. Her half-smile
faded and her
face became anxious. She moved slowly at
Ffirst, making
for the rough stone wall at the rear of the churchyard,
then
broke into a run.
Something tripped her--probably the corner of a
flattened
gravestone--and she tumbled forward, her knees
smearing green and brown from the soft earth. She
cried
out, but there was no sound, and quickly regained her
feet, eager to reach the wall and not knowing why. She
kept to the narrow path leading through the
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cluttered

graveyard and stopped only when she had reached the

wall_. Alice peered over, the highest stone on
a level with

her chest. The pregnant sheep were no longer
munching

grass; all heads were raised and looking in the
same direction.

They did not move even when Alice clambered
over the

wall and ran among them.

Her footsteps slowed, her shoes and socks
soaked by the

long grass. She seemed confused and swiveled
her head

from left to right. Her small hands were clenched
tight.

She looked directly ahead once more and the
half-smile

returned, gradually broadening until her face
showed only

rapturous wonder.

A solitary tree stood in the center of the
field, an oak,

centuries old, its body thick and
gnarled, its stout lower

branches sweeping outward, their furthest points
striving

to touch the ground again. Alice walked toward the
tree,

her steps slow but not hesitant, and fell to her
knees when

she was ten yards away .

Her mouth opened wide and her eyes narrowed, the

pupils squeezing down to tiny apertures. She
raised a hand

to protect them from the blinding white light that
shimmered

from the base of the tree.

Then her smile returned as the light dazzled
into a

brilliant sun, an unblemished whiteness. A
holy radiance.
TWO

Another Maiden like herself, Translucent,
lovely, shining clear,

Threefold each in the other closed-- O ,
What a pleasant trembling fear! "The Crystal
Cabinet," William Blake

the WHITK VAN SLID TO AN
abrupt halt and the driver"s

head came uncomfortably close to the
windshield. Cursing,

he pushed himself back off the steering wheel and
smacked

the hardened plastic as though it were the hand of an

errant child.

The van®s headlights lit up the trees on the
other side of

the T-junction and the driver peered left and right,
grumbling

to himself as he tried to penetrate the surrounding

darkness.
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"Should be right, got to be right."
There was no one else in the van to hear, but that
didn"t
bother him: he was used to talking to himself. "Right it
is.”
He shoved the gear lever into first and winced at the
grinding sound. The van lurched forward and he
swung
the wheel to the right. Gerry Fenn was tired,
angry, and a
little drunk. The public meeting he had attended
earlier
that evening had been dull to say the least, dreary
to say
the most. Who gave a shit whether or not the more
remote
houses in the area went on to main drainage? Not
the
occupiers, that was for sure; a linkup with the sewage
system meant higher rates for them. Nearly two
hours to
decide nobody wanted drains. They preferred
their cesspools.
As usual, Rent-a-Left had prolonged
proceedings. A totalitarian
sewer network was good for the cause, Fenn
supposed.
He hadn®t intended to stay that long, hadn®"t even
needed
to. The fact was, he had fallen asleep at
the back of the
hall and only the noisy conclusion to the meeting had
aroused him. "1"he agitators were angry that the
motion for
had been defeated--good headline in that: local
sewer
MOTION defeated. Too pithy for the
Courier, though.
Pithy. That wasn®"t bad either. He nodded his
head in
appreciation of his own wit.
Gerry Fenn had been with the Brighton Evening
Courier for more than five years now--man and boy,
he told
himself--and was still waiting for the big one, the story
that would make world headlines, the scoop that would
transport him from the seaside town"s local
rag to the heart
of the journalistic world: Fleet Street!
Kermit applause for
Fleet Street! Yeeaaay! Three years"
indenture at Feaastboume,
five on the Courier. Next step: leader of the
Insight team on
the Sunday Times. Failing that. News of the World
would do.
Plenty of* human interest there. Dig up the
dirt, dole out
the trash. File the writs.
He had phoned the newsdesk after the meeting,
telling
the night news editor (who hadn®t been
amused by Fenn®s
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instruction to ""Hold the front page!') that the
meeting had

ended in near riot and he had barely escaped with
his

vitals intact, let alone his notebook. When
the news editor

had informed him that the office junior had just
resigned

because of an emotional crisis in his
sixteen-year-old life,

so the vacancy was available, Fenn had modified
his story,

explaining that the meeting really had been lively and

maybe he should have left sooner but when the
wi ld-eyed

Leftie had rushed the platform and tried to stuff
a turd (it

looked like a dog"s, obviously just used for
effect) into the

nostrils of a surprised lady councillor, he

figured. . . _fenn
held the phone away, almost seeing the spit
spluttering

from the earpiece. Excited pips brought the
tirade to an

end, and a fresh coin renewed the connection. The
news

editor had gained control by then, but only just.
Since

Fenn enjoyed the country route so much, there were a

couple of little items he could cover in that area.
Fenn

groaned, the news editor went on. A trip
to the local cop

shop: find out if the Bov Scout
impersonators (bob-a-job,

once inside, pension books, loose money,
small valuables,

gone) were still impersonating Bov Scouts. Pop
into the Focal flea-pit: were feminists still daubing the
sexy posters outside with antirape graffiti and
chucking runny tomatoes

at the screen inside? On the way back,
visit the trailer

camp at Partridge (ireen: see if they"ve
got their power yet

(the Courier had run a small campaign for the
residents

encouraging Seeboard to connect the site
to the grid--so

far it had taken six months). Fenn asked if
the news editor

knew what the bloody time was and was assured of
course

he bloody did and was Fenn aware that all his
night shift

had produced for tomorrow"s editions was one RTA
(road

Traffic Accident) and one diabetic poodle
who went for

checkups in a bloody Rolls-Royce? And the
R"FA wasn"t

even fatal.
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Fenn got mad and advised the news editor of his
agitated
state and informed him that when he returned to the
office he would show the news editor just how mad
he
really was by shoving his copy spike right up his tiny
arse,
wooden end First, and by stuffing the nearest typewriter
into the fat mouth which was always full of shit but never
kind shit, then brain-drain the Courier totally
by handing
in his resignation. He told the news editor
good, but made
sure the receiver was resting on its cradle before he
did so.
His next call was to Sue to tell her to expect
him when
he got there, but there was no reply from his flat.
Then
none from hers. He wished for Chrissakes she would
move
in with him permanently; it was a pain never knowing
where she was likely to be.
Thoroughly morose, he did what he was paid for.
The
Boy Scout impersonators were now
impersonating jumble-sale
collectors (one old lady had even lost her
false teeth--
she"d left them on the kitchen table--but was
understandably
reluctant to talk about it). The flea-pit had
been running Bambi for the past fortnight (expected
trouble next week when Teenage Goddesses of
Love and Sex in the Swamps were
playing). He drove to Pat-ridge
Green and saw only candlelight
through the trailer windows (he knocked on one
door
and was toToday to piss off so didn"t bother with any
more) .
He scraped in to the nearest pub just five
minutes before
closing time and fortunately the landlord wasn®t
adverse to
afs once the main crowd--two domino players
and a
woman with a cat in a wooden cage--was
cleared. Fenn let
it slip that he was from the Brighton Evening Courier,
an
admission that could have got him shown the door
pretty
promptly, or engaged in an informative
after-hours drink.
Landlords generally sought the good will of the local press
(even the most drab were contenders for the Pub of the
Year Award) unless they had some private
reason for
feeling bitter toward journalists (exposed
marital upsets,
too many voluptuous barmaids in the business,
or reported
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unhygienic kitchens was usually the cause for their
distrust).
This one was okay; he even allowed Fenn to buy
him a
rum and pep, a gesture that had the reporter
mentally
scratching his head--shouldn®t the landlord be cozying up
to him, not the other way around? He wasn"t in
to investigative
Jjournalism tonight--Fleet Street and the world”"s
wire services would have to wait until he was in the
mood--so why the hell was he treating the landlord?
Oh,
yeah, so he could drink after time, that was it. Fenn was
tired.
Three pints and forty minutes of unexciting
conversation
later, Fenn found himself outside in the cold

night air,

bolts snapping behind telling him the drawbridge
was up,

the public house was no longer a refuge but a
stronghold,

built to resist the strongest invaders. He
kicked the side of

the white van before throwing himself into the driver™s

seat.

The vehicle was an embarrassment. It carried his

newspaper®s name, white lettering in a brilliant
red flash,

on both sides. Very discreet. Very undercover. The
Courier had fallen out with their usual fleet hire
company and now the journalists had either to use their own
cars, for which

there was no gas allowance, or the one and only
spare

delivery van. Great for tailing suspected
arsonists or dope

peddlers. Great for keeping an eye on illicit
rendezvous

between well-knowns who should well-know better.
Ideal

for secret meetings with your favorite grass.
Would Woodward

and Bernstein have met Deep Throat in a fucking

white van with Washington Post emblazoned on
its sides?

The headlights barely pierced the darkness
ahead and

Fenn shook his head in further disgust. Bloody
things

were never cleaned. Christ, what a night. Sometimes
the

late shift could be good. A nice rape or
mugging. The

occasional murder. Brighton was full of weirdos
nowadays.

And Arabs. And antique dealers. Funny things
happend

when they all got together. Trouble was, many of the
best

stories never got into print. Or if they did,
they were
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toned down. It wasn"t the Courier®s policy
to denigrate the

seaside town"s image. Bad for business.
Great for family

trade, Brighton. Mustn®"t scare off the
punters. Unfortunately

his earlier calls had produced nothing of interest.

He always made the standard calls when he came
on duty:

police, hospitals, undertakers, and
fire stations were all on

his regular list. Even the clergy merited a
bell. Nothing

much doing with any of them. The newspaper-s
Diary, listing events of the day (and night) which had
to be

covered, offered little to excite. If it had, he
could have

probably ducked out of tonight®s council meeting;
as it

was, there wasn"t much else to do.

Lights ahead. What town was that? Must be
Banfield.

He*d passed it on the way out. Not a bad little
place. Two

pubs on the High Street. What more could anyone
ask? IFf

the weather was nice on Sunday he might bring
Sue out

for a drink. She liked country pubs. More
atmosphere.

Real ale. Usually a fair selection of gum
boots, polo necks,

and tweeds. With the odd diddicoi thrown in to lower the

tone.

He squinted his eyes. Bend ahead. So
bloody dark.

Whoops. Brake. Downhill.

The van leveled out at the bottom of the hill and
Fenn

eased his foot off the pedal. Sure these brakes
are going, he

told himself. Sometimes he suspected the delivery
men

sabotaged the vehicle as a mild protest against
it being used

by journalists. One day, someone was-- Christ,
what

was that?

He jammed his foot down and pulled the wheel to the

left. The van skidded, turning almost a full
circle, front

end coming to rest on the grass verge by the side of

the road.

Fenn pushed the gear into neutral and briefly
rested

against the steering wheel. A sharp, quavering sigh
later,

his head jerked up and he swiftly wound down the
window.

He poked his head out into the cold night air.

“"What the bloody hell was it?" he asked himself
aloud.
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Something had run out from the darkness straight across
his path. Something white. Small, but too big
to be an
animal. He"d almost hit it. Missed by a
couple of inches.
His hands were trembling.
He saw movement, a grayish blur.
"Hey!" he shouted.
The blur dissolved.
Fenn pushed the car door open and stepped out onto
the
damp grass. "Hold up!"™ he called out.
Scuffling sounds came his way. Feet on
gravel.
He ran across the road and was confronted by a low
gate, one side open wide. His eyes were
swiftly adapting
to the poor light, and the half-moon emerging from
slow-moving
clouds helped his vision even more. He saw the
tiny figure again.
It was running away from him along a path
that was
lined with trees. He could just make out some kind of
building at the end of the path. He shivered. The
whole
thing was spooky.
It had to be a kid. Or a midget. Fenn
tried not to think
of Du Maurier®s dwarf in Don"t Look
Now. He wanted to
get back into the van. His jJiggling sphincter
muscle could lead to an embarrassment. But if it was
a kid, what was it doing out at this hour? It would
freeze to death in this
weather.
""Hey, come on, stop! 1 want to talk to you."
No reply, just slapping feet.
Fenn stepped inside the gate, called out once
more, then
began to run after the diminishing shape. As he
pounded
down the path and the building ahead grew larger and
more visible, he realized he was in the grounds of a
church.
What was a kid running into a church for at this time

night?
But the figure, still just in sight, wasn®"t going to the
church. It veered off to the left just as it reached the
big
cavern doors and disappeared around the corner of the
building. Fenn followed, his breath becoming
labored. He
almost slipped, for the path was mu.v now, and narrower.
He recovered and kept going until he reached the
back of
the church. There he came to an abrupt halt and
wished
he*d stayed iIn the van.
A dark playground of silent, still, grayish
shapes spread
out before him. Oh, Jesus, a graveyard!
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The blur was skipping among them, the only moving
thing.
The moon decided it had had enough. It pulled a
cloud
over its eyes like a blanket.
Fenn leaned against the side of the church, its flint
brickwork rough against his moist hands. He was
following
a bloody ghost. 1t would roll into a
grave at any
moment. His instinct was to tiptoe quietly back
to the van
and go on his uninquisitive way, but his nose,
which, after
all, was a newspaperman®s nose, persuaded
otherwise. There
are no such things as ghosts, only good ghost
stories. Walk
away from this and you"ll always wonder what you missed.
Tell your friends (not to mention your pal the editor)
you
Fflunked out and they*ll never buy you another drink.
Go
to it. Ace. His nose told him, not his brain,
nor his heart.
"Hey!" The shout cracked in the middle and the H
was
overpronounced.
He pushed himself away from the wall and strode
boldly
in among the gray sentinels. He blinked hard
when he saw
the conical-shaped mounds of dark earth at his feet.
They“re
making a break for it!
He forced the explanation from himself. They“re
molehills,
you silly bastard. His weak smile of
self-contempt was
perfunctory. Fenn caught sight of the wispy
figure flitting
through the gravestones once more. It appeared to be
making its way toward the back of the churchyard where
large squarish shapes seemed to be lurking.
Oh, my God,
they"re tombs! Its a vampire, a midget
vampire, going
home to bed! Fenn didn"t find himself too
amusing.
He crouched, suddenly afraid to be seen. The
moon was
no friend; it came out for another peep.
Fenn ducked behind a tilting headstone and
cautiously
peered over the top. The figure was clambering
over a low
wall. Then it was gone.
Cold night air touched his face and he imagined
lonely
souls were trying to gain his attention. He didn"t
want to
move, and he didn"t want to stay. He
didn"t want to look
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over that wall either. But he knew he was going to.
The reporter crept forward, his knee joints

already stiff
from the cold. Dodging around the graves, doing his
best
not to disturb the "not-dead-but-resting,”™ he made for the
back of the churchyard, toward the tombs standing like
ancient, cracked supermarket freezers, their
contents allowed
to putrefy. He noticed the lid of one was
askew and
tried not to see the imaginary hand clawing its way
out,
skin green with age, nails scraped away,
bones glistening
through corrupt flesh. Cut it out, Fenn!
He reached the wall and knelt there, not overly
anxious
to see what lay beyond. He was shivering, out of breath
(kept forgetting to breathe in), and scared stiff.
But he was
also curious. Fenn raised himself so that his shoulders
were level with the top of the wall, head projecting like
a
coconut waiting to be shied.
There was a field, slate gray and flat in the
timid
moonlight, and near the middle, some distance away,
stood
a contorted black specter. Its multitudinous
twisted arms
reached skyward while the thicker lower limbs were
bent
in an effort to reach the ground from which it had sprung.
The isolated tree provided a demonic
relief In an otherwise
dull landscape. Fenn"s eyes narrowed as he
searched for
the little figure. Something was moving. Yes, there it
was.
Walking directly toward the tree. It stopped.
Then walked
on. Then--oh, Christ, it was sinking into the ground!
No,
it was on its knees. It didn"t move. Nor
did the tree.
Feen waited and grew impatient. The beer he
had consumed
pressed against his bladder. He continued to wait.
At last he decided if he didn®t make
something happen,
nothing would happen. He climbed over the wall and
waited.
Nothing happened.
He walked toward the figure.
As he drew near, he saw that it wasn"t a
midget.
A little qgirl.
And she was staring at the tree.
And she was smiling.
And when he touched her shoulder, she said, ''She"s
SO
beautiful."
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Then her eyes rolled upward and she toppled
forward.
And didn"t move again.
THREE
"Who are you?" he said at last in a
half-hearted whisper.
"Are you a ghost?"
“"No, I am not,” Mary answered, her
own whisper half-frightened.
"“"Are you one?"
The Secret Garden, Frances Hodgson
Burnett
FATHER HAGAN LAY THERE IN the darkness,
forcing his
senses to break away from sleep®s gooey
embrace. His eyes
flickered, then snapped open. He could just make
out the
thin glimmer of night through the almost-closed
curtains.
What had disturbed him?
The priest reached for the lamp on the bedside table
and
rumbled for the switch. His pupils stung with the sudden
light and it was several seconds before he could open
his
lids again. He looked at the small clock, his
eyes narrowing
to a shortsighted squint, and saw it was past
midnight.
Had he heard something outside? Or inside the
house? Or
had his own dream disturbed him? He lay
back and stared
at the ceiling.
F=ather Andrew Hagan was forty-six years old
and had
been part of the Church for nearly nineteen of those
years.
The turning point for him had been two days after his
twenty-seventh birthday when a mild heart
attack had left
him dazed, frightened, and exhausted. He had been
losing God, allowing the materialism of a chaotic
world to con24
fine his spiritual self, to subdue it to a point where
only he
was aware that it existed. Four years teaching
history and
divinity in a Catholic grammar school in
London, then
three years in a madhouse comprehensive in the
suburbs
had slowly corroded the outer core of his faith and
was
chewing on the innermost part, the very center of his
belief which had no answers but merely knew. He
had to
retrieve himself the closeness of death was like a
prodding
mother who would not allow her offspring to stay
under the bedclothes for one moment longer.
He no longer taught divinity in the
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comprehensive school,

just history, and occasionally he took an English
class;

religion in that particular school was almost
defunct. Humanity

had replaced the subject and the young teacher of

humanity had been sacked in his second term for
blacking

the headmaster®s eye. English had soon become
Hagan®s

second subject. No longer able to discuss his
faith every

day with curious, albeit often bored, young minds,
his

thoughts of God had become more and more introverted,

restrained by shackles of self-consciousness. The
heart attack,

mild though it was, had halted the gradual but
seemingly

irrevocable slide. Suddenly he was
aware of what he had

been losing. He wanted to be among others who
believed

as he, for their belief would strengthen his, their
faith

would enhance his own. Within a year he was in Rome

studying for the priesthood. And now he wondered if
the

earlier corrosion had not left a seeping
residue.

A noise. Outside. Movement. Father Hagan
sat upright.

He jumped when someone pounded on the door below.

The priest reached for his spectacles lying on the
bedside

table and leaped from the bed; he went to the window.

He drew the curtains apart, but hesitated before
opening

the window. More banging encouraged him to do so.

"Who"s there?' Cold air settled around his
shoulders and

made him shudder.

"Just us spooks!'" came the reply. "Will you get
down

here and open up!"

Hagan leaned out the window and tried to see into the

porch below. A figure stepped into view, but was
indistinct.

"lI"ve got a problem--you"ve got a problem--
herel" the

voice said. The man appeared to be carrying something

in

his arms.

The priest withdrew and quickly pulled on a
dressing

gown over his pajamas. He forgot about slippers
and padded

downstairs in cold, bare feet. Switching on
the hall light, he stood behind the front door for a
few moments,
reluctant to open it. Although the village was
close, his
church and presbytery were isolated. Fields and
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woods

surrounded him on three sides, the main road
at the front

being the link with his parishioners. Father Hagan was not

a timorous man, but living over a graveyard
had to have

some effect. A fist thumping against wood
aroused him

once more.

He switched on the outside porch light before
opening

the door.

The man who stood there looked frightened, although

he was making an attempt to grin. His face was
drawn,

white. "F"ound this wandering around outside,™ the
man

explained.

He moved the bundle in his arms toward the
priest,

indicating with a nod of his head at the same time.
Hagan

recognized the frail little body in the
nightdress without

seeing her face.

"Bring her in quickly,”™ he said, making way.

He closed the front door and told the man
to follow

him. He turned on the sitting-room light and
made for the

electric heater, switching it on.

"Put her on the settee,” he said.
“1*11 fetch a blanket.

She must be frozen."

The man grunted as he placed the girl on the
soft

cushions. He knelt beside her and brushed her
long yellow

hair away from her face. The priest returned
and carefully

wrapped a blanket around the still form. Father
Hagan

studied the girl*"s peaceful face for several
moments before

turning back to the man who had brought her to his
house.

"Tell me what happened,' he said.

The man shrugged. He was in his late twenties
or early

thirties, needed a shave, and wore a heavy
thigh-length

corduroy jacket, its collar turned up against
the cold, over

dark blue trousers or jeans. His light-brown
hair was a

tangled mess, but not too long. *"'She ran across
my path--1

just braked in time. Thought 1 was going to hit her.”
He

paused to look down at the girl. "Is she
asleep?"

The priest lifted one of her eyelids. The
pupil gazed
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back at him without flinching. "1 don"t think so.
She seems
to be ..." He left the sentence unfinished.
"She didn"t stop when I called out to her, so
1 followed
her,"™ the man went on. "She ran straight up
to the church,
then round the back. Into the graveyard out there. It
scared the bloody hell out of me." He shook
his head and
shrugged again as if to relieve tension. "Any
idea who she
is?"
"Her name is Alice,"” the priest said
quietly.
“"Why did she run in here? Where"s she from?"
Father Hagan ignored his questions. "Did she . .

. did

she climb over the wall at the back of the
churchyard?"

The man nodded. "Uh huh. She ran into the
field. How

did you know?"

“"Tell me exactly what happened."™

The man looked around. "'D"vou mind if I sit
down for a

minute--my legs are kind of shaky."

“I"m sorry. You must have had a nasty shock,
her running

out at you like that.”

"It was the bloody graveyard that shook me up."
He

sank gratefully into an armchair and let out a
long sigh.

Then his face became alert again. "Look,
hadn®"t you better

get a doctor? The kid looks done in."

"Yes, I*11 call one soon. First tell me
what happened

when she went into the field."

The man looked puzzled. "Are you her father?" he

asked, keen blue eyes looking directly into the
priest”s.

“I*"m a father, but not hers. The church is
Catholic, I™m

its priest. Father Hagan.'

The man opened his mouth, then nodded in understanding.

"Of course,”™ he said, managing a brief grin.
"1

should"ve known."

"And you"re Mister . . . ?"

"Gerry Fenn." He decided not to tell the
priest that he

was from the Courier for the moment. "You live here

alone?"

"1 have a housekeeper who comes in during the day.

Otherwise, yes, | live here alone."

"Creepy."

"You were going to tell me ..."

"Oh, yeah. The field. Well, that was weird.
1 followed

her in and found her just kneeling in the grass. She
wasn"t
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even shivering, just staring ahead, smiling."
“Smiling?"

"Yeah, she had a big beam on her face. Like
she was

watching something, you know? Something that was pleasing

her. But all she was looking at was a big
old tree."

"The oak."

"Hmm? Yeah, 1 think so. It was too dark
to see."

"The oak is the only tree in that field."

“"Then 1 guess i1t was the oak."

"What happened?"

“"Then came the strange part. Well, it was all
bloody--

sorry. Father--it was all strange, but this was the
ringer. |

thought she might have been sleepwalking--or
sleep-running

to be more precise--so | touched her shoulder. Just
gentle,

you know? 1 didn"t want to frighten her. She just
went on

smiling and said, "She"s so beautiful,
could see

something there by the tree.”

The priest had stiffened and was looking at Fenn so

intently that the reporter stopped speaking. He
raised his

eyebrows. "'Something I said?"" he asked.

"You said the girl spoke, Alice
spoke to you?"

Fenn was puzzled by the priests attitude. He
shuffled

uncomfortably in the seat. 'She didn"t
actually speak to

me. More like to herself. Is there something wrong, Father?"

The priest looked down at the girl and gently
brushed

her cheek with the palm of his hand. "Alice is a
deaf-mute,

Mr. Fenn. She cannot speak and she cannot hear."

Fenn"s gaze turned from the priest®"s face to the
girl~s.

She lay there pale, unmoving, a rumpled
frail figure, small

and so very vulnerable.
FOUR

"But 1 don"t want to go among mad people,"
Alice remarked. "Oh, you can"t help that,” said the
Cat: "We"re all mad here. 1"m mad.
You"re mad."

Alice"s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis

like she

Carroll

A 11AND LIGHTLY CUFFKD FENN*®S
shoulder.

"Hi, Gerry. Thought you had the graveyard shift
this

week."

He glanced up to see Morris, one of the
Courier®s thirteen
sub-editors, moving past him, his body
half-turned in
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Fenn"s direction but his stride hardly broken as
he made
for his desk.
“"What? Yeah, you don"t know the truth of it,”
Fenn
answered without elaborating. He turned his
attention
back to the typewriter, quickly reading through the last
line he had just two-finger-typed. He grunted in
satisfaction
and his index fingers rapidly stabbed at the machine
once more. He ignored the apparent chaos around
him: the
clatter of other overused and badly kept
typewriters,
the occasional curse or even less occasional
burst of raucous
laughter, the hum of voices, machines,
and odors.
The hubbub would grow steadily through the day, building
to a restrained frenzy which broke without fuss when
the evening edition was finally put to bed at 3:45
P.m.
Every trainee reporter soon learned the art of
closing out
the din, their thoughts, hands, and black type on
paper
spinning their own frail cocoon of insularity.
Fenn"s right index finger punched a last period and
he
ripped the paper with its three carbon copies from
the
machine. He read through it quickly, his smile
turning
into a broad grin. Shit-hot. Figure
appearing like a white
banshee in the night. Running out in front of the
van.
Chasing the apparition. Through the graveyard (could be
a
little bit more creepy, but let"s not overkill).
The girl
kneeling in the field, staring at the tree.
She*"s small, dressed
in white nightgown. Alone. She speaks. Our
intrepid reporter
later finds out that she is--or was--a
deaf-mute.
Terrific!
Fenn marched between crammed desks, his gleaming
eyes on the news editor. He stood over the
hunched figure
and resisted the urge to tap a finger on the enticing
bald
dome before him.
"Leave it there, 1711 get to it,” the news
editor growled.
"1 think you ought to read it, Frank.™
Frank Aitken looked up. "I thought you were on
the
midnight shift, Hemmingway."
"Yeah, I am. Just a little special for you.™
Fenn jiggled
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the copy in his hand.

"Show 1t to the sub.™ The bald man returned
to his

penciling out.

"Uh, just look through it, Frank. 1
think you™ll like the

story."

Aitken wearily laid the pencil down and studied
Fenn"s

smiling face for several moments. ""Tucker
tells me you

didn"t produce last night."” Tucker was the
night newsdesk

editor.

"1 came in with a couple of things, Frank, but not
much

happened last night. Except for this."

The copy was snatched from him.

Fenn stuck his hands into his pockets and waited
impatiently

while Aitken skimmed through the story. He
whistled

an almost soundless, self-satisfied tune.
Aitken didn*t

look up until he read every word, and when he
did, there

was a look of disbelief on his face.

"What is this shit?" he said.

The grin disappeared from Fenn"s face. "Hey,
did you

like it or not?"

"You®ve got to be kidding."

Fenn leaned on the news editor®"s desk, his
face anxious,

his voice beginning to rise. "It"s all true,
Frank.™ He

stabbed at the paper. "That actually happened to me
last

night!*

"So what?" Aitken tossed the typed sheet across
the

desk. "What"s it prove? The kid had a
nightmare, went

sleepwalking. So what? It"s no big deal.”

"But she was deaf and dumb and she spoke to me."

"Did she say anything to anyone else? 1
mean, after,

when you took her into the priest"s house?"

"No, but--"

"When the doctor got there? Did she say
anything to

him?"

"NO——"*

""Her parents?"'

Fenn stood up straight. "The quack
brought her round

to examine her while the priest fetched her
parents. By the

time they got there, the kid was asleep again. The
doctor

told them there was nothing wrong with her--slight

temperature, that was all.”

The news editor leaned his elbows on the desk and
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said

with belabored patience, "Okay, so she spoke
to you.

Three words wasn"t 1t? were those words normal
or

slurred?”

"What d"you mean?"
"I mean iIf the kid was a deaf-mute, she
wouldn®t know
how to pronounce words too well. They"d be
distorted, if
not incomprehensible, because she would never have heard
them spoken before."
“"They were perfect. But she hadn®"t always been a
deaf-mute.
The priest told me she"d only been that way
since
she was four years old."
"And she®s what now?" Aitken looked at the
typed
copy. "Eleven? Seven years'" is a long
time, Gerry."
"But 1 know what 1 heard," Fenn insisted.
"It was pretty late, you™d had a shock.™ The
news editor
looked at him suspiciously. "And probably
a drink or
two."
"Not enough to make me hear things."
"Yeah, yeah, so you say."
"1t"s gospel!™
"So what d"you want me to do with it?" He held
up the
copy -
Fenn looked surprised. "Print it."”
"Get outa here.™ Aitken screwed the sheet of
paper into
a ball and dropped it into a bin by his feet.
The reporter opened his mouth to protest, but
Aitken
raised a hand.
“Listen, Gerry. There®s no story.
You"re big and ugly
enough to understand that. All we have is your say-so that
the girl, after seven years of being deaf and dumb,
spoke.
Three words, kiddo, three fucking words, and
nobody else
heard them. Only you. Our star reporter,
well-known for
his vivid imagination, renowned for his satire on
local
council meetings ...
"Ah, Frank, that was just a joke.™
"A joke? Oh, yeah, there®s been a few little
Jjokes in the
past. The hang-glider who loved to jump off the
Downs
and float around stark-naked."
"1 didn®"t know he was wearing a skin-tight pink
outfit.
It looked pretty realistic to--"
"Yeah, so did the photograph. The police
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weren"t too
happy when they tore around the countryside waiting
for
him to land the next time he was spotted.™
"It was an easy mistake to make."
"Sure. Like the poltergeists of Kemptown?"
"Christ, I didn"t know that old lady had a
neurotic cat."
""Because you didn"t bother to check, Gerry, that"s
why .
The clairvoyant we hired sold his story to the
Argus. And
you can"t blame them for going to town on the joke--
they"re our biggest bloody rivals.™
Certain reporters in the near vicinity had grins
on their
faces, although none looked up from their
typewriters.
"There®"s more, but I don"t have time to go through the
list.” Aitken picked up his pencil and pointed
it in the
general direction of the office windows. "Now will you
get
out there and come back when your shift begins.” He
hunched down to his penciling and his shiny bald
pate
defied Fenn to argue.
“"Can 1 follow it up?”
"Not on the Couriers time,
brusque reply.
For the benefit of his eavesdropping colleagues,
Fenn
waggled his tongue in the air and tweaked his ears at
the
preoccupied editor, then turned and walked back
scowling
to his desk. Jesus, Aitken wouldn"t
recognize a good story
if it walked up to him and spat in his eye. The
girl had
spoken. After five years of silence, she"d said
three words!
He slumped into his seat. Three words. But
what had she
meant? Who was beautiful? He chewed his lip and
stared
unseeinglv at his typewriter.
After a while he shrugged his shoulders and reached for
his phone. He dialed the local radio station®s
number and
asked for Sue Crates.
“"Where the hell were you last night?" he said as
soon as
she came on.
"Get off it, Gerry. We"ve got no fixed
arrangement."
"Okay, but you could have let me know."
He heard the long sigh. "Okay, okay,'™ he
said quickly.
"Can you make lunch?"
"OFf course. Where?"
“Your place.”
"Uh uh.™ Negative. "1"ve got work to do
Page 23

came the



James Herbert - The Shrine
this afternoon.
It"11 have to be a short lunch.™
"The Stag, then. In ten minutes?"
“"Make it twenty."
"Deal. See you there."
He rang off, thought for a few moments, and went
to
the office telephone directory. He flicked
through the pages,
then ran a finger down a list of names, stopping when
he
found the number he was looking for. He soundlessly
repeated it as he hurried back to his desk,
where he dialed.
No reply. He tried again. No reply. The
priest must be
out on his rounds or whatever priests did during the
day.
Housekeeper wasn®t there either. St. Joseph®s
seemed like
a lonely place.
Fenn stood and pulled his jacket from the back of
his
chair, glancing toward the windows, which ran along
the
whole length of the large office. It was a sunny
day of a
mild winter. He made for the door and almost
bumped
into the sports editor coming in.
"How goes 1t. Ace?" the editor said cheerily,
and was
surprised at the low-growled response.
Sue Gates was late, but he had to admit, she
was worth
waiting for. At thirty-three, four years older
than Fenn,
she still had the trim figure of a girl In her
twenties. Her
dark hair was long, fluffed away from her face in
loose
curls, and her deep brown eyes could gain a
man®s attention
across any crowded room on any enchanted evening.
She was wearing tight jeans, loose sweater, and a
short
navy-blue seaman®s topcoat. She waved when
she saw him
and pushed her way through the crowded bar. He stood
and kissed her when she reached him, relishing her
lips"
moist softness.
"Hi, kid," he said lightly, enjoying the
spreading glow
which swiftly ran through him and came to rest around
the region of his groin.
"Hi, yourself," she said, squeezing into the seat
next to
him. He pushed the already ordered lager in front
of her
and she reached for it gratefully, raking a long
appreciative
swallow.
Page 24



James Herbert - The Shrine
"You eating today?' F"enn asked her. Sue often
went a
couple of days without touching a scrap of
food.
She shook her head. "I1"11 catch something tonight."
"Going fishing?"
"Idiot."
He popped the last of his cheese and pickle
into his mouth
and grinned through bulging cheeks.
Placing a hand over his she said, "Sorry 1
missed you
last night."
F"enn had to gulp down the food before he could
reply.
“1"m sorry 1 was ratty on the phone,'™ he
counterapologized.
“"Forget it. | did ring the Courier, by the way,
just to let
you know I wouldn®t be there. They told me you were out
on an assignment."
"1 rang your place, too."
"1 was out ..."
"1 know."
""Reg took me to dinner."
"Oh, yeah.™ His voice was casual. ""Good
old Reg."
"Hey, come on. Reg is my boss--you
know there®s
nothing in it."”
was '"'Course | know. Does Reg?"
Sue laughed. "He"s as thin as a drainpipe,
wears glasses
that look like the ends of milk bottles, is losing
his hair,
and has a disgusting habit of picking his nose with his
little
finger."
"It"s the last bit that makes him irresistible."
"On top of that he"s married with three Kkids.™
"1 told you he was irresistible." F"enn
drained his glass.
1711 get you another while 1"m up there."
"No, let me get you one,”™ she insisted. "You
can reflect
on what a wimp you®"re being while I"m at the
bar.' She
reached for his glass. "Another bitter?"
"Bloody Mary," he said smugly.
He watched her weave through the crowd to the bar and
told himself how much he admired her independence--
he*d told himself, and her, many times--and wished he
was convinced of his own admiration. Sue had
been married
and divorced before she was twenty-six, her ex being
an advertising man in London--high-powered,
high-living,
hi, girls!--something on the creative side of the
business.
After just one-too-many iIndiscretions on his part,
Sue had
sought a divorce. She"d had a good position with a
film
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E reduction company--she and her husband had
met when
er company was hired to make a TV commercial for
his
agency--but after her divorce came through, she
decided
she had had enough of advertising people, enough of
London, and enough of men.
The big problem was that the marriage had produced
a
child, a son named Ben. He had been the reason for
moving down to the south coast. Her parents lived in
Have , which was the other half (some said the better half)
of Brighton, and they had agreed to become
semipermanent
baby sitters. Ben stayed with his grandparents most
of the time, but Sue made sure they got together
nearly
every day and he moved in with her on most weekends.
Fenn knew that she missed having the boy around
all of
the time, but she had to make a living (her fierce
independence
meant refusal of any maintenance, even for Ben,
from the errant husband; half the money from the sale
of
their Islington house was all she had demanded).
She
managed to get herself a job with Radio Brighton
and had
soon become a producer. But it took up a
lot of her time
and she was seeing less and less of Ben, which
worried
her. And she was seeing too much of Fenn, which
worried
her almost as much. She hadn®"t wanted to become
entangled
with another man; casual acquaintanceships were
all she
would allow, necessary only for those odd times when a
weak body needed something more than a pillow to cling
to. Those odd times had become more frequent
since she had met Fenn.
He had urged her to give up her flat, to move
in with
him. 1t was ridiculous that they should feel so
close and
live so far apart (three blocks away, to be
precise). But she
had resisted, and still did; Sue had vowed never
to become
totally dependent on one single person again.
Ever.
Sometimes, and secretly, it was a relief
to Fenn, for it gave
him his own independence. Guilt hit him
occasionally (the
bargain seemed to be too much in his favor), but
when
voiced, she always assured him that the boot was on
the
other foot and it was she who was getting the better
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deal .
A man to lean on when the going got rough,
a body to

comfort her when the nights were lonely, and a friend to

have fun with when things were going right. A shoulder to

cry on, a lover to spy on, and a wallet
to rely on. And

solitude when it was needed most. What more could
any

woman ask for? Plenty, Fenn thought, but he
wasn"t going

to prompt her.

She was back, handing him the thick red cocktail
with

an expression of mild disapproval on her
face. He sipped

the Bloody Marv and winced: Sue had told the
barman to

go heavy on the Tabasco. He noticed she was
trying hard

not to smirk.

"What are you doing here today, W caret
oodstein?" she asked.

"1 thought you"d still be tucked up in bed after your
late

shift."

"I ran into a good story last night.
Well, it kind of ran

into me. 1 thought it might make the late edition
but the

Avatollah had other ideas."

"Aitken didnTt like it?"

Fenn shook his head. "Like 1t? He didn"t even
believe

()

“Try me. 1 know you only lie when it"s to your

advantage."

He briefly told her what had happened the
previous

night, and she smiled at the excitement that
gradually

began to blaze in his eyes as the story went on.
At one

point, when he was describing how he*d found the
little

girl kneeling in the field, cold fingers had
touched her

spine, making her shiver. Fenn went on to tell
her about

the priest, the doctor, then the arrival of the
distraught

parents.

"How old was the girl?" Sue asked.

“"The priest said eleven. She looked younger
to me."

"And she was just staring at the tree?"

""'She was just staring towards it. 1 got the
impression she

was looking at something else."

"Something else?”

"Yeah, it"s kind of hard to explain. She was
smiling, you

know, like something was making her very happy.
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Rapturous,
almost. It was as if she were seeing a vision.”
"Oh, Gerry ..."

"No, that"s it! That"s just what it was like. The kid
was
seeing a vision."
""She was having a dream, Gerry. Don"t
exaggerate the
whole thing."
"How d"you explain her talking to me, then?"
""Maybe you were dreaming too."
“Ah, Sue . . . come on, I"m being
serious."
She laughed and linked his arm. "I™m
sorry, lover, but
you get so hot up when you think you®"re sniffing out a
good story."
He grunted. "Maybe you"re right. Maybe I
did imagine
that part of it. The strange thing was, | got the
impression
it wasn"t the first time. When the girl®s parents
arrived, |
heard the mother mumble something about Alice--that"s
the kid"s name--going to the same place before. The

priest

nodded, but his eves seemed to be warning her not
to say

too much in front of me. It was all kinda
cagey."

"Did he know you were a reporter."

Fenn shook his head. "He didn"t ask, so I
didn"t tell

him." He sipped his drink thoughtfully. "He
wanted me

out of the way, though. Couldn®t wait to get rid of
me

once the mother and father got there. | pretended to be

more shaken up than 1| really was, so he
let me rest awhile.

Then, just before the parents took Alice away, he
went

through some ritual with her. Mumbled something or

other and made the sign of the cross."

"He blessed her?"

He looked at Sue quizzically. "IT you
say so."

“"No. That"s what you"re saying. He must have
blessed

her."

"Why would he do that?"

“A priest will bless a house, a holy medal, a
statue.

Even your car if you ask him nicely. Why not a
child?"”

"Yeah, why not? Hey, how do you know all that?"

"1"m a Catholic--at least I used to be.
I*m not sure if 1

still am; the Catholic Church doesn®t actually
approve of

divorce."

"You never told me."

"1t was never important. | don"t go to church
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anymore,
only at Christmas, and that"s mainly for Ben"s
sake. He
likes the ceremony.™
Fenn nodded knowingly. "So that®"s why you"re so
wild
in bed."
"Creep."
"Uh huh. That"s why you"re into flagellation!"
“"Will you stop. The day 1 let you beat me--"
"Yeah, that"s why I have to undress in the dark
She groaned and pinched his thigh under the table.
Fenn yelped, almost spilling his drink. "Okay,
okay, 1
lied, you"re normal. It"s a pity, but it"s the
truth.”
“Just you remember it."
He squeezed her thigh in return, but his touch was
gentle as well as higher and further in. “You"re
saying,
then, that it would have been standard practice for him to
bless the girl?"
"Oh, no, It sounds unusual to me under those
circumstances.
But not especially so. It may have been
to reassure
the parents more than anything else.™
"Yeah, could be."
Sue studied his profile, and was aware that she
loved
him some days more than others. Today was a more day.
She remembered when they had first met, over three
years
ago. It was at a party given by the radio station for
one of
their announcers, who was leaving to join the mother ship,
Great Auntie BBC, in London. Some of the
friendlier
press had been invited; Gerry Fenn was
considered aggressive
but friendly enough.
"You look familiar," she had told him when he
skillfully
got around to introducing himself She had caught him
looking her way several times before he edged his way
around the room so that he could deliberately bump
into
her.
"Yeah?" he had said, eyebrows raised.
"Yes, you remind me of an actor . .
"Right. Who?'" he was grinning broadly.
"Oh, what"s his name. Richard ..."
"F caret astwood. Richard Eastwood?"
"No, no. He was iIn that space thing ...
"Richard Redford?"
“"No, silly."
"Richard Newman?"
"Dreyfuss, that®"s who. Richard Dreyfuss.™
His smile disappeared and his lips formed an O.
"Oh, yeah. Him." He beamed again. *'Yeah,
he"s okay."
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They had talked, and he had made her laugh with his
swift changes of mood, his sudden intensity
broken by a
wicked grin that would leave her wondering if he were
not
joking when he looked so serious. That was three
years
ago and she was still never sure.
He turned to face her, that same wicked grin
on his
face. "You busy this weekend?"
"Not especially. 1711 be seeing Ben, of
course."
"Could you keep Sunday morning free?"
"Sure. Any particular reason?"
His grin broadened.
"How would you like to go to Mass with me on Sunday?"
FIVE
"Well, 1 don"t," said the mother. "I"ve got
forebodings like
there was going to be an almighty thunderstorm."
“"The Juniper Tree,”™ The Brothers Grimm
molly PAGETT LISTENED FROM "1 HE
bottom of the stairs.
It was a small, red-brick house, identical
to all the others
on Banfield"s public housing, and movement in
any of its
rooms could be clearly heard from the bottom of the
stairs.
The familiar bip hip of Alice"s Galaxy
Invader came to her
ears; her daughter spent hours playing the
battery-operated
game, shooting down the descending green aliens with
an unerring skill that both baffled and iImpressed
Molly. She went into the kitchen and Ffilled the
kettle.
At least Alice had put away her crayons
for a while.
Molly sat at the fold-away table, her
face, already thin,
even more gaunt because of the increased anxieties of the
past two weeks. Alice had been a constant
source of concern
for Molly Pagett since the usual children®s
illness at
four years of age had left her daughter its
unusual legacy;
the effects of mumps had turned Alice into a
deaf-mute.
Molly drummed her fingers on the table and
resisted the
urge to light a cigarette. Five-a-day was her
maximum:
one, First thing in the morning; one, halfway through the
morning; one, just before Len, her husband, arrived
back
from work; and two, later in the evening while watching
telly. Five-a-day was the most she could afford,
but sometimes
she smoked ten. Other times she smoked twenty.
It
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depended on Len. He could be such a bastard.
Molly quickly crossed herself, an appeasement
to God
for the profanity, but not for the thought: that was
wel l-founded.
Her frown increased when she remembered the night
before. The priest had frightened her and Len, knocking
on their door in the middle of the night, then standing
their hallway, his face white and anxious, a
black-garbed
messenger of bad tidings. Nonsense, she®d
told him when
he said Alice was up at the presbytery, a
doctor taking
care of her. Alice is safe in bed, Molly
had insisted. She"s
been there since seven. Wanted to go Up early
because she
was feeling tired.
Father Hagan had just shaken his head and urged them
to get dressed and come with him, but Molly had run
into
Alice"s room, knowing the priest wouldn"t lie,
just sure he
was making a mistake. Her bed had been
empty, covers
thrown back, her doll hanging halfway out of the
bed
staring lifelessly at the floor. Len and the priest
had followed
and it was Father Hagan, not her husband, who
tried to calm her. Alice was all right as far as
the doctor
could tell. She had probably been
sleepwalking, that was
all.
All the way to the bloody church? Len had
asked, not
caring that he was talking to a priest.
Father Hagan had told them to find warm clothing for
their daughter; she was only wearing a thin nightie.
By the
time they had both hurriedly dressed, Len"s
mood had
turned into one of anger for, being an atheist, he
kept clear
of churches (although he enjoyed the occasional
funeral,
which he regarded as a social event) and to be
dragged out
to one in the middle of the night--and a bloody cold
night,
too!--was not much to his liking.
Alice had looked so pale when they arrived there.
Even
Len stopped his sullen muttering. Yet she
looked so peaceful.
The doctor told them he had found nothing wrong
with
her, but to keep her home for a day or two, make
sure she
got plenty of rest. If she acted strangely,
or appeared not
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to be her usual self, give him a ring and he
would come
around. He was sure there was nothing to worry about,
though. Young children often went for midnight jaunts,
whether asleep or otherwise; Alice had just
Jaunted a little
farther than most.
Molly was still frightened. Why had Alice gone to the
tree again? She had been frantic when her
daughter had
been missing two weeks before. She had searched the
church and its grounds, twice running down
to the road to
make sure Alice wasn®t out there. In a
panic she had run to
Father Hagan®s house and he had helped search the
grounds
again. It was the priest who spotted her daughter in
the
field kneeling before the tree. Alice had been
smiling when
they went to her, a smile that had vanished when she
became aware of their approach. Then she had
become
confused, disoriented. They had led her back, and in
sign
language Molly has asked her why she had
gone into the
field. Alice had merely looked puzzled, as
if she didn"t
understand. She had seemed fine after that (perhaps a little
distant, but that wasn®"t too unusual for
Alice; It was easy
to get lost in a world of silence), and Molly had
tried to
forget the iIncident.
Now, because of the previous night, the
anxiety was
back with a vengeance. And the fear was mixed with
something else. What was 1t? Apprehension? M.

Something
more. The faint glimmer of hope. . . . No, it
was

impossible. The man had been mistaken. He
had seemed

so certain, though.

She couldn®"t remember his name, the young man who

had nearly run down Alice. He had been
sitting in an

armchair looking a little worse for wear when she and
Len

had arrived. The familiar stink of booze
permeated the air

around him (Ffamiliar to her because that same
unpleasant

odor was so much a part of her husband), although he

didn"t appear to be drunk. He said Alice
had spoken to

him.

The kettle changed its hissing tone and steam
billowed

out across the kitchen. Molly switched the
gas jet off and
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dropped a tea bag into an empty cup on the
draining
board. She poured undiluted lemon squash
into another
cup for Alice and filled both with boiling water.
Mol ly
stood looking down at the swirling yellow-green
liquid,
thinking of her daughter, her only child, thinking that
miracles never happened. Not to the Molly and
Alice
Pagetts of the world, anyway.
She put the cup and two biscuits into a saucer
and made
her way from the kitchen. As she mounted the stairs,
her
mind ran through a quick, silent prayer, but she dare
not
let herself hope. Alice would soon be back at
the special
school for the deaf in Have, and Molly, herself, would be
back at her part-time job as a home-help, and
Len would
be his usual disagreeable self, and everything
would be
normal again in the Pagett household. She
prayed it would
be so, yet she prayed also for something better.
Alice did not look up when Molly entered the
bedroom.
Even though she couldn®t hear, her daughter could
always
sense when someone had entered a room, but this time she
was intent on her drawing. The Galaxy Invader now
lay
on the floor beside the bed and her crayons were near
at
hand in a box on the bedside cabinet. Molly
stood over her
with the hot lemon drink and still Alice did not
look up
from the sketchbook.
Molly frowned when she saw the picture. It was
the
same one. The same one she had drawn day after
day for
two weeks. Molly had shown them to P"ather
Hagan, who
had dropped in earlier that morning and he,
too, had made
no sense of them.
Molly placed the cup and saucer beside the
crayons and
sat on the edge of the bed. Alice looked
surprised when
the yellow crayon was removed from her hand. For an
instant, it was as though she did not recognhize her
mother .
Then she smiled.
The rain was like tiny ice pellets striking at
Father Hagan®s
face. He stood at the wall, looking into the
field, watching
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the tree; the sky, after a bright start to the day, was
now

dark overhead, a thin haze of silver between the
distant

horizon and the brooding clouds.

Nothing happened. Nor did he expect it to.
The tree

was just a tree. A tired old oak. A silent
witness to passing

time. He could see the sheep grazing in a far
corner of the

field, their bodies yellow-gray and bloated,
concerned only

for the next mouthful of grass and the growing heaviness

in their pregnant bellies.

The priest shivered and pulled the collar of his
dark-blue

raincoat tight around his neck. His black hair
was

damp, his glasses speckled; he had been standing
there for

five minutes, paving no heed to the freezing
rain. There

was a feeling inside him that he could not grasp, a
sense of

unease that he could not define. He had not sfept
well the

night before, after the doctor had left with the
Pagerts and

Alice, and the man called Fenn had gone. A
peculiar

loneliness had descended afterward, leaving him feeling

vulnerable, isolated. In his years as a priest,
loneliness had

become an acquaintance, and rarely an enemy.
But last

night, the solitude was total, his room a
cell surrounded by

impenetrable blackness, devoid of life, a
deathly vacuity

separating him from the rest of humanity. He had the

terrifying feeling that if he left his bedroom and
walked

out iInto that darkness he would never reach its edge, that

he would walk and walk and become lost in it, never
to

find even his room again. The sensation was suffocating

and he was afraid.

He had prayed and prayer slowly forced back the
contracting

walls of fear. His sleep had been restless, more

exhausting than if he had staved awake, and the
barest

glimmer of morning had been welcomed with Immense

gratitude. He had shivered alone in his church,
his early-morning

devotions fervent, intense, and later, at morning

Mass shared with four of his flock, he had begun
to shake

off the nagging unrest. But not completely; it still
lingered

through the day like an elusive tormentor, refusing
to be

Page 34



James Herbert - The Shrine
identified, content to stab, then hide.

The tree was withered; the years had made it a
twisted

thing. It dominated that part of the field, a
gargantuan

guardian, innumerable arms thrown outward to warn
off

intruders. A grotesque shape disrobed of
summer leaves,

intimidating in its ugliness. Yet, he told
himself, it was

just a centuries-old oak, its lower branches
bowed, bark

scarred and dry, its vitality patiently stolen
by time. But

why did the girl kneel before it?

The Pagetts had always lived in the parish,

Mol ly Pagett

a staunch, i1f quiet, member of the Catholic
community.

She was paid for the work she did keeping the church
clean, but the wages were minimal; she would have
probably

worked for nothing it Father Hagan had asked her to.

He had not met Leonard Pagett often, and he
had reluctantly

to admit that he cared little for the man. Pagett"s

atheism and ill-disguised dislike of the Church and
churchmen

had nothing to do with his feelings toward him, for

the priest knew and respected many such people. No,

there was something, well, not good about the man. On
the rare occasions when Father Hagan had called at
their

home, Pagett had always appeared sullen,
uncomfortable

in the presence of the priest. And in turn, the
priest felt

uncomfortable In the presence of Pagett. He was
glad

Alice"s father had been absent when he called in
to see her

that morning.

Alice. A good child, a curious child. Her
disability had

made her a solitary one. She was frail, yet
seemed to carry

an inner strength within that small body.

She was happy

at the church, helpful to her mother, respectful of
her

surroundings. Alice didn"t appear to have many
friends,

but of course, her silence was frustrating to other children

who had little pity for such things. She appeared to be
as

intelligent as any other child of her age despite
the cruel

affliction, although she was often lost in her own world,
in

her own dreams, an obvious result of her
disability. That

morning she had seemed almost completely lost in that
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private domain, absorbed in her confused
scribblings.

It was the memory of Alice"s drawings that
turned him

back toward the church.

He walked through the bleak graveyard, his shoulders

hunched against the stinging rain, his footsteps
hurried.

Molly Pagett had shown him more pictures
drawn by the

child over the past two weeks, and they had all
looked

similar to each other, mostly in yellow and gray,
some

with added touches of blue. Strangely, only one
was

different, although not in style; the color had
changed. 1t

was in red and black. All had looked vaguely
familiar.

Alice was no artist, but her illustrations
endeavored to

portray a figure, a person dressed in
white, the blue used

infrequently, red just once. The figure was
surrounded by

yellow and it had no face. It appeared to be a
woman,

though the overall shape was not clear.

He entered the church porch, relieved to he out of the

rain. He fumbled for the key to open the big oak
doors, for

the church was always kept locked nowadays because of

increasing vandalism and theft. The holy sanctuary

available to those in need only at appointed times.
The
long key clicked in the lock and he swung one
side of the
double doors open, stepping inside and closing it
again.
The thud echoed around the walls of the gloomy church
and his footsteps were unusually loud as he walked
to a
side aisle after genuflecting and blessing himself.
He paused before beginning the journey to the front of
the church, gazing at the distant frozen figure

against a
wall to one side of the altar. Could it be? Father
Hagan

became more certain as he approached the statue: the

outstretched arms, the head slightly bowed to gaze
at

whoever knelt, sat, or stood before it. The
drawings made

more sense when the image they represented was
viewed.

Alice often sat here. Curiously, it came as
no relief to

identify the object of her obsessive
drawings. Instead, it was a mildly unsettling
sensation.

The priest stared up at the compassionate but stone
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face

ij of the Blessed Virgin and wondered at the acute
sense of

despair he suddenly felt.
SIX

"1 say, how do you do it?" asked John, rubbing
his knee. He was quite a practical buy.

"You just think lovely wonderful toughts,™ Peter
explained,

“and they lift you up in the air.”

Peter Pan, J. M. Barrie

sunday. .morning. SUNNY. BUT COLD.

Fenn pulled his Mini in behind a long line of
cars, most

of which were settled halfway on the grass verge
beside

the road.

"It"s gone nine-thirty, Gerry. We"re going
to be late."

Sue sat In the passenger seat, making no
attempt to get out

of the car.

Fenn grinned. "They don"t make you wear
sackcloth

anymore, do they?" He turned off the engine.

“I*m not sure I want to do this." Sue®s
teeth chewed

anxiously on her lower lip. "I mean, it"s a
bit hypocritical,

isn"t it?"

"Why?'" Fenn looked surprised, although his eyes
were

still smiling. "Prodigals always get a good
reception.™

"Cut it out, it"s not funny."

Fenn changed his tone. "Ah, come on. Sue, you
don"t

have to become a born-again Catholic. 1°d feel
a bit lost if 1

went in there alone; 1 wouldn®t know what the hell
to do."

“"Admit it: you"re bloody scared.
W"""hat do you think

Catholics do to agnostics? Bum them at the
stake? And

what makes you think you®d be noticed anyway?"

Fenn squirmed uncomfortably. "I
guess | do feel like a

trespasser.”

"A spy, don"t you mean? And how do you think
1"m

going to feel?"

He leaned forward and put a hand around her neck,

Jently tugging her toward him. "I need you with
me,

disue."

She looked into his face, about to rebuke him for
his

blatant small-boy expression; instead she
groaned and pushed

her way out of the car, slamming the door behind her.

Fenn winced but couldn®t repress the chuckle.
He locked
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the car and hurried after Sue, who was stamping along
the
tree-lined path leading to the church entrance. A
few other
late arrivals hurried along with them, the sound of
organ
music speeding their footsteps.
“"The things | do for you, Fenn,™ Sue muttered from
the corner of her mouth as they entered the
porch.
"Yeah, but they"re not all bad," he whispered
back, a
sharp elbow making his grin disappear.
The church was full and F"enn was surprised; he
thought
clerics were complaining about the fast-diminishing number
of churchgoers. There were plenty here. Too many, in
fact; he and the other latecomers would have to stand at
the back. He watched as Sue dipped her hand
into the font
at the top of the center aisle and admired her
legs as she
quickly genuflected. Remember where you are,
P“enn, he
told himself. He decided he would feel too
self-conscious
to follow her act and discovered he felt
self-conscious not
following it. Shuffling to one side, trying to look
as unobtrusive
as possible, he glanced around the church interior.
The congregation ranged over all ages and all
shapes and
sixes. Plenty of kids, some with
adults, others just with
brothers and sisters or disfriends; plenty of women,
mostly
middle-aged or older, a few teenage girls
here and there;
and a good sprinkling of men, most of them family
types,
one or two groups of teenage boys among them.
A hymn
was being sung and mouths opened and closed, many not
forming words--just opening and closing. The tune
wasn"t
bad, though, and the overall effect of all the
voices banded
together by the rich strains of the wheezing organ was not
unpleasant. Fenn hummed along with them.
The hymn finished and there was the rustle of closing
books and shifting bodies, a muffled sound like a
wave
soaking the shore. | he congregation knelt and he
wondered
what to do--the stone floor looked unreasonably
hard. He snatched a look at Sue for
guidance and was
relieved to see her merely bow her head
slightly. He did
the same, but his eyes looked upward, roaming
over the
heads of the people in front.
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The priest s monotone litany drew his
attention toward
the altar and he barely recognized the man in his
dazzling
uniform of office, a white cassock and bright
green and
yellow vestment. Father Hagan had changed
identity; he
bore little resemblance in both character and appearance
to
the confused and anxious man in dressing gown and
bare
feet of a few nights ago. The transition was as
dramatic as
dark Kent changing into Superman. Or Popeye
after
spinach. He wore his robe like a suit of holy
armor and it
afforded him a calm strength. Fenn was just a little
impressed, but cynically reminded himself that fancy
dress
was the most camouflaging disguise of all.
Father Hagan"s face was expressionless, his eyes
cast
down, almost shut, as he quickly went through the opening
prayers. The congregation responded to his
solemn
supplications in an almost-incoherent drone. Then
both
priest and worshipers prayed as one; and as they
did so,
Fenn noticed the priest”"s eyes were fully
open, his head no
longer bowed. He kept glancing to his left as
though
watching someone kneeling on that side of the church.
F*enn followed his gaze but could only see rows
of bowed
heads. He shifted his position to get a clear
view down the
side aisle; still he saw nothing unusual. He
turned his
attention back to the Mass, interested in the
service, but
deriving no sense of well-being from it, no spiritual
uplift.
Soon he became aware of a growing frustration, a
slight
resentment.
Maybe he just didn®"t like being part of the gathering,
part of a crowd that seemed--to him--to be mindlessfy
repeating words as though they were a magic formula, a
collective petition of adoration. It began
to unnerve him.
Fenn neither believed nor disbelieved in the
existence of
God: either way, it meant little to him. F"ind your
own
morality, your own code, then stick with it. So
long as
nobody else got hurt (too badly), you were
doing okay. If
there was a God, He was big enough to understand that.
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It was man, mortal bloody man, who created
the myths.
What Supreme Being could encourage, let alone
appreciate,
this dogmatic repetitive ritual? What
Almighty Power would
encourage His own creation (whom, so the rumor
went,
He had created in His own image) to toady up
to Him so
they could have a slice of the heavenly action when their
number was called? It didn"t make sense.
Fenn glared defiantly toward the altar. There were
lots
of other things to toss in for debate. Like
idolatry, theological
misinterpretation, and naive symbolism. Like

birth

control, confession and penance and absolution. Like
bigotry

(who says you have to be a Catholic to get a
foot 1in

the gate?), ceremony, solemnization, and
in-bloody-fallibility.

Original Sin, for Christ"s sake! And not
to mention the

Church"s view on fornication.

He began to smile at his own indignation. Nothing
like

a good church service to stir the emotions, for or
agin.

As Father Hagan read from the Gospel, Fenn
looked at

Sue and surreptitiously reached for her hand,
squeezing it

softly; she ignored him, intent on the priest”s
words. He

let his hand drop away, surprised.

The sermon began and Fenn paid scant attention,
although

he studied Hagan with interest. It was strange:
the

priest didn"t look so invincible now. His face
looked strained

and he still glanced toward the side, at someone
sitting iIn

the front pew. Once again, the reporter tried
to see for

himself, and this time he could just make out the back of a

woman®s head between the shoulders of a man and woman

sitting in the second row.

She was wearing a bright-pink scarf. Maybe the
priest

didn"t like pink.

Fenn shifted his feet, becoming restless. If he
were a

smoker, he*"d be dying for a cigarette. Was it
sacrilege to

chew gum in church? He decided it probably
was.

The priest®s words seemed hesitant, as though
even he

were not convinced. But as he spoke and developed his
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theme, his words became stronger and Fenn could almost
feel the sense of relief that passed through the
congregation;

they obviously preferred their sermons hard and
unrelenting.

Father Hagan®"s voice subtly rose in pitch,
at one moment

accusing and the next coaxing, then reassuring,
returning

to a more reproachful tone when things were getting too

cosy. Fenn enjoyed his technique.

The service went on (to Fenn, on and on . .
-) and he

regretted having arrived for the full Mass. His
idea was to

soak up the atmosphere of the Sunday service,
maybe chat

to some of the people afterward; but the prime purpose

was to get to the priest. He intended to have a long
talk

with him when Mass was over, wanting to find out how

the little girl was. Had she returned to the church?
Had

she spoken again? Now he wondered if he
wasn"t suffering

too much for the sake of his craft.

He sneaked another sideways peek at Sue,
feeling a

trifle embarrassed by her obvious reverence toward
the

surroundings. Once a Catholic, always a
Catholic. He

hoped it didn"t mean she was going to kick him out
of her

bed that night.

The church became particularly hushed. Father
Hagan

was doing something with a highly polished chalice,
breaking

what looked like a white wafer into it. The
Communion,

that was it. Drinking of wine, breaking of bread.
Christ"s

blood and body. What did they call 1t. . .
his The Eucharist.

All heads were bowed and the people standing around

him sank to their knees as a tinkling bell rang
out. He

looked down at Sue in alarm and she motioned with
her

eyes for him to get down beside her. The stone floor
hurt

his knees.

He kept his head low, afraid to offend anyone
-—particularly

He who sees all--until he heard movement
around

him. Looking up, he saw that people were stepping into
the aisles and forming a double-line queue leading up
to
the altar rail, where the priest waited with silver
cup and
Communion wafers. An older man wearing a
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white cassock
attended him at one side. The procession of people
shuffled forward and the organ wheezed into life once
again.
Several people were sitting now and a few of those at
the back of the church had risen to their feet, not
prepared
to suffer bruised knees any longer. Fenn
considered their
judgment to be sound and rose himself; Sue remained
kneeling.
Singing began and the congregation moved down and
around, approaching the altar from the center aisle,
returning
to their places by the side aisles. Fenn saw the
pink
scarf moving along the bench toward the center and
instantly
recognized its wearer as the woman who had come
with her husband to collect the little deaf and dumb
girl
from the priest"s house a few nights before. The
priest had
been looking toward Alice®"s mother throughout the
service.
The pink scarf joined the other bowed heads in the
slow-paced procession and disappeared completely from
view when the woman knelt to receive the host from the
priest.
It was then that a small figure rose from the spot
where
the woman had been sitting throughout the
Mass. She
stepped Into the side aisle and looked up at a
statue before
her; then she turned and walked toward the back of the
church. Fenn recognized Alice. Her yellow
hair was parted
in the middle, two long plaits resting over her
shoulders;
she wore a maroon raincoat, a size too
big for her, and
long white socks. Her hands were clasped together
tightly,
fingers intertwined, and her eyes looked straight
ahead and
at nothing in particular.
Fenn stared, aware that something was wrong. Her face
was pale, her knuckles white. He realized the
priest had
been watching her, not her mother.
And Father Hagan was watching her now.
The Communion wafer hovered tantalizingly above
a
gaping mouth, the receiver®s tongue, draped over a
lower
Hp, beginning to twitch. Alice"s mother,
kneeling beside
her fellow-communicant, was too lost in her
own devotional
prayers to notice the delay in proceedings.
The priest looked as though he was about to call out and
Fenn saw him visibly restrain himself. A few
Page 42



James Herbert - The Shrine
other heads
were turning to see what was provoking such riveted
attention
from their priest, but all they saw was little Alice
Pagett, the deaf-mute, walking toward the back
of the
church, presumably to join the queue for Holy
Communion.
Father Hagan realized he was delaying the Mass
and resumed
the ceremony, but his eyes worriedly followed the
girl®s progress,
Fenn was curious. He thought of stepping forward to
block her way but knew that would be stupid: she
might
just be feeling unwell and in need of fresh air.
Yet, although
she was pale, there was a look of happiness on her
face, a faraway joy in those vivid
blue eyes. She seemed
to see nothing, only what was beyond her physical
vision,
and the notion disturbed Fenn. Could she be in a
trance?
She bumped into no one, nor were her footsteps
slow or
dreamlike. He looked down at her as she
passed, and
half-smiled, not knowing why.
The organ played on and voices rose in
communal
worship, emotions high at this particular point in
the
Mass.
No one seemed to notice the other children leaving the
pews.
Fenn looked from left to right in surprise. The
kids--
some no more than six years old, others up
to twelve or
thirteen--were slipping away from their elders and
making
their way toward the church exit, the infant
exodus largely
unnoticed because of the throng of people in the center
aisle.
Unlike Alice, there was nothing trancelike about
these
children. They were excited, some giggling, as they
skipped
after the deaf and dumb girl.
A mother realized her offspring was trying to make an
escape (a common enough occurrence with this one), and
swiftly caught him. His howl of rage and
struggles to get
free shocked the mother. People around her, other parents,
began to realize what was happening. They were startled
at first, then confused. Then just a little angry. One
father
forgot himself and called out after his departing boy.
Father Hagan heard the shout and looked up. He
was
just in time to see the small girl in her maroon
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raincoat and
long plaits pull open the church door and
disappear into
the bright sunlight. Other children rushed after her.
The voices grew weaker as people became aware that
something was amiss. Soon only the
plump nun at the
organ, lost in her own raptuous praising of
God*"s benevolence
toward mankind, was singing.
Fenn suddenly became alert. Christ, he had
almost been
in a trance himself; it had taken an effort of will
to snap
out of it. He moved swiftly to the door and pushed
one
side open. The light stung his eves for several
moments,
but a few rapid blinks allowed him to see
clearly once
more.
The children were running through the graveyard toward
the low gray-stone wall at the back.
Fenn stepped from the porch and followed, his
footsteps
quickening when he saw Alice clamber over the
wall. The
other children began climbing over too, the smaller
ones
helped by their bigger companions.
A hand grabbed the reporter®s arm.
"Gerry, what"s going on?" Sue stared after the
children,
then at him as if he would know.
"No idea," he told her. "They"re chasing
after the little
deaf-and-dumb girl. And I think I know where
she®s going.™
He broke away, running now, anxious to get
to the wall.
Sue was too surprised to move. Voices from
behind
caused her to turn her head; bewildered parents were
emerging from the church, looking around anxiously for
their missing children. The priest pushed his way into the
crowd, saw Sue standing on the path leading through the
graveyard, then looked beyond at Fenn®s
retreating figure.
The reporter skipped over fresh molehills,
stumbling
once but managing to keep his feet. He
practically fell against the wall, his hands smacking
its rough top. There he stood, drawing sharp breaths
into his belabored lungs,
his eyes widening.
The girl, Alice, was kneeling before the
crooked oak,
just as she had on that dark chilly night less than
a week
ago. The other children were spread out behind her, some
kneeling as she was, others just staring. Several of the
younger ones were pointing at the tree, laughing,
Jumping
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little steps of delight.
Fenn®s eyes narrowed as he studied the object
of their
attention. There was nothing else there! Just an old
tree! It wasn"t even beautiful; in fact, it was
bloody awful. What was the fascination?
Someone bumped into him and he looked around to see
Sue had caughr up with him once more.
“"Gerry . . . ?" The question froze on her lips
as she saw
the children.
Hurried footsteps behind them, other bodies
brought to
a halt by the low wall. Fenn and Sue were jostled
as
parents pushed to see what had become of their
offspring.
A mild shock ran through the gathering
crowd. Then a
hushed silence. Even the organ had stopped
playing.
Fenn became aware that the priest was standing beside
him. They regarded each other for several moments and
the reporter thought he detected a touch of
hostility in
Hagan®s gaze, almost as if he suspected
Fenn of having
something to do with the phenomenon.
Fenn looked away, more interested in the children than
the priest. He reached into his pocket and drew
out a
cheap, pocket-size camera; he clicked off
four rapid shots,
then leaped over the wall.
Sue, irrationally, tried to call him back; for
some reason
she was afraid, or perhaps just shocked, and it was the
sense of fear that kept her quiet. The people around
her
grew restless when they saw him enter the field, and
they
seemed reluctant to follow. Scared, like her,
or perplexed.
Perhaps both.
He approached the first child, a boy of eleven or
twelve
in duffel coat and jeans. The boy was smiling, just
as Alice
had smiled that first night. He appeared to be
unaware of
Fenn, and the reporter waved a hand before the boy"s
eyes. A brief frown crossed the boy"s
features and he
jerked his head aside, trying to get a clear
view of the tree,
Fenn left him, went on to another child. A girl
this
time, squatting in the damp grass, a look of
bliss on her
face. He crouched beside her, touching her shoulder.
"What is 1t?" he asked softly. "What can you
see?"
The girl ignored him.
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He moved on and watched a five-year-old
clap his hands

together and sink to his haunches with glee; two
girls,

twins, holding hands, both smiling; a
boy of about thirteen,

on his knees, hands held together before his nose,
palms

flat against each other, lips moving in silent
prayer.

Another boy, this one in short trousers, his
knees smeared

with mud from where he had obviously fallen, stood
hugging

himself, shoulders hunched, a wide grin on his
face.

Fenn stood in front of him, deliberately
obscuring his

view. The boy stepped sideways, still grinning.

Fenn bent down so that his face was level with the
boy*"s. "Tell me what you see," he said.

One thing was sure: he didn"t see Fenn.
Nor did he hear

him.

The reporter straightened and shook his head in
frustration.

The little faces around him were all smiling. Some

wept, but they still smiled.

He noticed the priest was climbing over the
wall, others

following his example. Fenn fumed and walked
swiftly

toward the girl in the maroon coat, the
deaf-and-dumb

child, who knelt some yards before the other children,

close to the oak tree. He moved in front of
her, but to one

side so that he did not block her vision of the
tree. Crouching

slightly, he aimed the camera and shot two more

frames. Straightening, he photographed the
rest of the

children.

Then he turned and photographed the tree.

The parents and guardians were among the children,

claiming their charges, taking them up in their arms
or

hugging them close. A girl, not six yards
away from Fenn,

swayed, then fell into a heap on the soft ground
before her

distraught mother could reach her. Another younger girl

followed suit. Then a boy. The
five-vear-old who had

been clapping earlier broke
into hysterical tears as his mother and father approached him.
Many of the children

began to weep, worried voices dispelling the
uncanny silence

that had prevailed as the adults tried to comfort

them.

Fenn®s eyes shone with bemused wonder; he had a
story,
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a great story. He was witnessing the same kind of
hysteria
that had swept through a crowd of over three hundred
children in Mansfield a few years before; there had
been a
mass collapse at the Marching Bands
Festival. This wasn"t
on the same grand scale, but the events bore some
similarity.
These kids were being affected by whatever was going on
inside Alice Pagett"s mind. Somehow she was
transmitting her own hypnotic state to them, making
them behave in
the same way! Jesus, some kind of telepathy!
It was the
only explanation. But what had induced her
delirium—-if
delirium it be?
Father Hagan strode through the concerned families and
swooning children, making straight for Fenn.
The reporter was tempted to snap off a quick
picture,
but decided it wouldn®"t be the right moment; there was
something daunting about the priest, despite his
worried
manner. He slipped the camera back into his
pocket.
The clergyman disregarded Fenn and knelt beside
Alice
Pagett. He put an arm around her, his hand
covering one
shoulder completely. He spoke to her, knowing she
could
not hear, but hoping she would sense the kindness iIn his
words.
“"Everything®s all right, Alice,
mother is
coming, you“"re going to be fine."
"l don"t think you should move her. Father," Fenn
interrupted, crouching low again so he could look into
Alice"s eyes.
7 he priest looked at him in a
strange way. ''Weren"t you
the man who brought her to me the other night? Fenn,
isn"t it?"
The reporter noddedeast watching the girl.
"What"s your game, Mr. Fenn?" Hagan®"s
voice was
brusque. He rose, pulling Alice up with
him. “What have
you got to do with this business?"
F"enn looked up in surprise, then stood
himself. "Now
look . . dis8he began to say when another voice
spoke.
"She wants us to come again.'
Both men were shocked into silence. They stared down
at Alice.
She smiled and said, "The lady in white wants
us to
come again. She says she"s got a message,
Father. A message
for all of us."

he said. "Your
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Fenn and the priest were not aware that the crowd was

hushed again, that everyone had heard Alice"s
soft-spoken

words, even though it should have been
impossible over

the frantic hubbub of anxious voices.

The priest was the first to speak, his words hesitant.

"Who, Alice?" Could she hear him? She had
spoken, but

could she hear? "Who . . . who told you this?"
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Alice pointed toward the oak. ""The lady,

Father. The
lady in white told me."
"But there"s ... no one there, Alice."

The girl®s smile wavered for a moment, then
returned,

but was less strong. "No, she"s gone now.™

"Did she say who she was?" The priest still
spoke

slowly, keeping his voice low, gentle.

Alice nodded, then frowned in concentration, as though

trying to remember the exact words. ''She said she
was the.

Immaculate Conception."

The priest stiffened, blood draining from his
face.

It was at that moment that Alice®s mother, her
bright-pink

scarf hanging loose at the back of her head,
rushed

forward and threw herself on her knees, pulling
Alice to

her and hugging her tight. Molly Pagett"s
eyes were closed,
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but tears poured from them to dampen her daughter®s
face

and hair.

.s the mother took the little lad and chopped him up in
pieces, threw him in the pot and cooked him in the
stew. "1 he Juniper Tree,” | he
Brothers Grimm

hk CLOSED THK DOOR, NOT forgetting
to lock it. Then he

switched on the light. It took no longer than
two seconds

to cross the small room and slump onto the
narrow bed.

Kicking his shoes off, he laid his hands across his
chest

and stared at the ceiling.

"Fucking people," he said aloud. Treating me like
scum,

he added silently.

His job as busboy in a trendy Covent Garden
restaurant

had not gone too well that day. He had spilled
coffee,

returned to tables with wrong orders, rowed with the

barman--who was a fucking poof, anyway!--and
locked

himself in the staff toilet for twenty minutes,
refusing to come

out until he had finished weeping. The manager
had warned

him for the last time-- "any more scenes and you"re
out!"--

and the joint owners--two fucking ex-advertising men
not

that much older than himself!--had agreed.

Well, he wouldn®t go back! Let"s see how
they get on

without me tomorrow! Bastards.

He picked his nose and wiped his finger under the bed.

He tried to calm himself, repeating his mantra
over and

over in his mind, but it had little effect. Visions of
his

mother (as always, whenever he was angry) flashed into

his mind, rudely elbowing his chosen soothe word
aside. It

was because that cow had thrown him out that he"d had to

accept such menial labor. If he had still lived
at home, he

could have afforded to live on the dole like the other
three

million or so unemployed.

After a while he got up and went to a
white-painted

chest of drawers on the other side of the bed-sit.
Opening

the bottom drawer he took out a scrapbook and
carried it

back to the bed. He turned the pages, and although it
did

not relax him, a different mood descended. He
liked reading

about them. Even now, nobody really knew why they
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had done it. The fact was: they just bloody
well had!
He studied their newsprint faces, an
impatient hand
brushing away the thick lock of blond hair that
fell over
his eyes. He thought that one of them even looked like
him. He grinned, pleased.
All you needed was the right person, that was all. It
was
easy if you found the right one. Someone famous,
that"s all
it took.
He lay back on the hard, narrow bed, and as he
considered
the possibilities, his hand crept to his lap,
where it
fondled his own body.
SEVEN
How cheerfully he seems to yin,
How neatly spread his claws,
And welcome little fishes in
With gently smiling jaws!
Alice"s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis
Carroll
Monday, late afternoon
tlckf.r 1JSKDTO LOVF.EAMONDAY
stock-taking. Every empty
shelf meant money in the bank. Every empty
carton meant
his bills could be met. Every empty freezer meant
his
smile was a little broader. But shelves,
cartons, and freezers
were never so empty nowadays. Recession didn"t
stop
people eating and drinking--they just didn"t do it so
well;
the punters became careful with their money and
particular
in their choice, the profit margin on a can of
asparagus
was higher than on a can of peas, but the peasants were
more
interested in substantiality than taste. He
understood their
problem, for he was marking up new, higher prices
on
virtually every product each week, but it didn"t
mean he
sympathized. He had to eat, too, and when his
customers
ate less well, then so did he.
Maybe not yet, but eventually
he would have to.
However, there was still one small joy left
to Monday
stock-taking, and that was Paula. Paula of the
lovely bum
and thrusty rits. The face was a bit too
fleshy, but when
you poke the fire you don"t look at the
mantelpiece, he
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always told himself, the old adage a serious
consideration
to him, never an excuse or a witticism.
Rodney Tucker owned the one and only
supermarket in
Banfield"s High Street, a smallish
store compared to the
usual chain supermarket, but then Banfield was
a smallish
town. Or village, as they liked to call it.
He had moved
there from Croydon eleven years before, his grocery
shop
having been forced out of business by the big combine
superstores of the area. Not only had he
learned from the
experience, but the money he had made by selling the
premises had enabled him to join the competition.
Banfield
was ripe for exploitation just then: too small for the
big
chains, but just right for the big individual (he had
always
considered himself a big individual). The two
grocery stores
in the town had suffered in the way he had suffered,
although not as badly--only one had been forced
to close
down. Strangely enough, that particular shop had
been
turned into a laundromat, as had his own shop in
Croydon.
Recently, he had driven past his old
premises and had
noted that it had now become a porn video
center; would
that happen in Banfield now that washing machines were
as common as toasters? He doubted it, somehow; the
planning committees of such places were
notoriously hard
to impress with the changes in twentieth-century
retailing
requirements. Streuth, it had been hard enough
getting
planning permission for his supermarket eleven
years ago!
Such towns and villages had their own way of
carrying on.
Even having lived in the area all these years, he
was still
considered an outsider. He knew most of the
important
men of Banfield, having dined with them, played
golf with
them, flirted with their wives--no matter how
ugly--but
still he wasn"t accepted. You didn"t just have to be
born
and bred in the area to be considered one of them: your
father and his father had to be born there! It wouldn®t
matter one i1ota to him, except that he would like to have
been elected to the parish council. Oh, yes, that
would be
Page 51



James Herbert - The Shrine

nice. Lots of land going spare around
Banfield, and he had

many contacts in the building trade. They"d be very
grate

ful to any council member in favor of giving
certain plots

over to development. Very grateful.

One hand rubbed his bulging stomach as though his

thoughts were food set before him.

“"Running low on grapefruit segments, Mr.
Tucker!"

He winced at the shrillness of Paula“s
voice. Add fifteen

years and another four stone and Paula would be a
replica

of Marcia, his wife. It would have been nice
to imagine that his attraction toward Paula was because she
reminded him of his wife when she was younger, before years
of

marriage had exaggerated the weakness rather than
realized

the promise. Nice, but not true. Pat, thin,
buxom,

titless--it made no difference to I ucker.
Pretty (he should

be so lucky), plain, experienced, virginal
(he could never

be that lucky)--1 ucker would take them all.
Age? He drew the line at eighty-three.

Most of the bits he pursued had one thing In common

with Marcia, though. They were all fucking dumb.
It wasn"t a qualification he demanded, far from it;
it just

helped his bargaining position. He was realistic enough
to

know that physically he didn®"t have a lot to offer:
his girth was broadening by the month (despite lack of
sales), and his hair, it seemed, was thinning by the
minute (his parting was now just above his left ear, ginger
strands of hair, some nine inches long, swept over
and plastered down

onto his skull). But he had a quick mind, a quick
wit, and

the eyes of Paul Newman (a bloated Paul
Newman, granted).

Most of all, and an attraction he had
to admire himself, he

had a few bob. And it was an attraction he was
never

modest about. Expensive suits,
made-to-measure shirts,

Italian shoes, and a change disof
socks every day. Chunky

gold jewelry on his fingers and wrist, chunky
gold Ffillings

in his teeth. A flash bright yellow X-Js
Jag to drive, a

beautiful mock-Tudor house to live in. A
fifteen-year-old

daughter who won rosettes for horse riding and
certificates

for swimming, and a wife--well, forget the wife.
He had a
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bit of cash and it showed. He made sure it
showed.
Tucker knew how to give the women in his life a
good
time (forget the wife again), and because they were all
fucking dumb, that was all they wanted. He could
spot a
schemer a mile off and had sense enough to stay well
clear:
no way did he want his comfortable boat rocked.
The dummies were just right: give them a good time in
Brighton--a tasty meal, a spot of gambling in
a casino or
the dogs, disco afterwards--and round off the
evening 1in
his favorite motel on the Brighton road. If
they were
worth it, a trip up to London would be in
order, but they really did have to be worth it. Paula
merited two stays in the motel so far, but not a
trip up to town. Shame about
the face.
"Stacks of cannelloni!”
The voice didn"t help, either.
Tucker sauntered down the rows of shelves, the
smell of
cardboard and plastic bags strong in his
nostrils. Paula was
on a small stepladder, clipboard in one hand,
her other
hand reaching up to examine the contents of a carton.
The
fashionable split at the rear of her tight
skirt revealed the
backs of her knees, not always the most sensual of
sights,
but on a late, wet Monday afternoon, enough to tug a
nerve in tiie shadowy regions below the overhang
of his
belly.
Sidling up to her, he placed a chubby hand against
her
calf muscle. His fingers slid upward and she
stiffened,
annoyed because his heavy gold bracelet had
snagged her
tights.
"Rodney!"
He pulled the bracelet free and let his hand
travel upward
once more. He stopped where the panty hose joined
in the middle, forming, in collaboration with her
panties
underneath, an unbreakable seal, a nylon scab
over a
soft, permanently moist wound. The man who
invented
panty hose should have been strangled with his own
creation,
Tucker thought soberly. His fingers played with the
round
buttocks.
""Rod, someone might come in!" Paula pushed
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at his

hand beneath the skirt.

"They won"t, love. They know better than
to interrupt

whileeal "m stock-taking." His voice still held
faint strains of

a northern whine, hinting at his origins before
Banfield,

before Croydon, and before London.

"No, Rod, we can"t. Not here." Paula
began to descend the ladder, her lips pursed with
resolution.

"It"s never bothered you before.'" He snatched his hand

away lest his finger get crushed in the vice between
her

thighs.

"Well, it"s a bit tacky, isn"t it?" She
turned away from

him, clutching the clipboard to her breasts like a
cha/y

shield and looking thoughtfully at the shelves around
her

as though concentration, too, was a protective force
field.

"Tacky?" He looked at her in surprise.
"What"s that

bloody mean?"

"You know perfectly well.” She moved away,
ticking off

items on the clipboard.

Paula was Tucker®s
secretary-cumsupervisorcumeasy-lay

ever since the Christmas Eve after
the-store-closed party.

He"d taken her on three months before because she
could

type, add up without using her fingers, organize
staff (she

had worked one season for Butlin"s as assistant
to the

entertainments manager), and had thrusty tits and
looked

knockout against the three spotty-faced youti
comgreater-than and one

failed double-glazing representative who had
applied for

the position. Paula was twenty-eight, lived with
her

widowed, arthritic mother, had a few boyfriends but
no

steady, and wasn"t bad at her job.
Since the Christmas

Eve after-the-store-closed parry, their relationship
had

been highly pleasurable: drinks after work, a few
nights in Brighton, a couple in the motel, swift
titillating gropes whenever the occasion allowed. Like
Monday stocktaking.

What the fuck was the matter with her today?

"Paula, what the fuck is the matter with you
today?"

His words were whispered so that the cashiers in the shop

could not hear, but his exasperation raised the tone to a
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squeal .

“"There®"s no need for that kind of language, Mr.
Tucker,"

came the stiff reply.

“"Mr. Tucker?" He touched his chest pointing at
himself

in disbelief. "What"s all this Mr. Tucker?
What happened

to Rod?"
She whirled on him and the disdain in her eyes was
intimidating. "l think, Mr. Tucker, we should
keep our
relationship on a strictly business
basis."

Why, Paula? What"s happened? We®ve
naa run togerner, haven®t we?"
Her voice softened, but he noticed her eyes
didn"t.
"Yes, we"ve had a lot of fun together,
Rodney. But ... 1is
that enough?"
Alarm bells began to clang in his head. How
d"you
mean exactly?"” he asked cautiously.
"1 mean perhaps 1 think more of you than you do of me.
Perhaps I*m just a good screw to you.™
Oh, yes, he thought, here we go. She"s
building up to
something. "Of course you"re not, love. I mean,
you are,
but 1 think more of you than just that."
Do you? You never show mel™
He raised his hands, palms downward. '‘Keep
it quiet,
lovey. We don"t want the whole shop to know
our business,
do we?"
"You may not; I"m not particularly
bothered who knows.
I wouldn®t even care if your bloody wife found
out!"
Tucker sucked in his breath and felt his heart go
thump. Oh, no, he may have misjudged Paula.
Maybe she wasn®t
so dumb. "We could have a night up in London,
if you
like," he said.
She looked at him as though he had slapped her
face.
Then she threw the clipboard at him.
He was more concerned with the clatter as it bounced
off and then fell to the floor than any injury
to himself. He
bent to retrieve it, one hand flapping at her in
a keep-thenoise-down
gesture. A silent grope was one thing, a
hysterical
row that could be heard outside was another: it could
demean his position as ownerstmanager--and word could
also get back to Marcia.
He staggered against the shelves as Paula pushed
by.
"You can finish the bloody stock-taking
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yourself!" she told

him as she marched toward the door leading into the main

shopping are. She paused at the door as if
to adjust her

emotions before stepping through. As she looked back
at

him, he was sure there was calculation in those
tear-blurred

eyes, just behind the distress. "You"d better think

about our situation, Rodney. You"d better
decide what

you"re going to do about it."

She disappeared through the door, leaving it open
wide.

Tucker groaned inwardly as he straightened.

He*d misjudged

her. She wasn®"t so dumb. Her next ploy
would be

conciliation, get him panting again; then wham
right-brace --more

histrionics, only more so. Something to really frighten

him. Bitch! He knew the name of the game--he-"d
played

it once before--but not whether the blackmail would be

emotional or financial. He hoped it
wouldn®t be financial.

He emerged from the stockroom an hour later and his

mood was even blacker than before. He had already
known

the weekend take was bad, but the untouched cartons

piled high on the shelves always mocked him with the
fact.

Not much to reorder this week, and the way things were

going, there wouldn"t be much the following week, nor
the

one after that. Streuth, Monday, bloody
Monday!

The sight of his customerless shop and his three
cashiers

huddled together at one checkout increased his gloom.
His

shelf-loader was sitting In a corner reading a
comic, index

finger lost up to its first joint In his nose.

Tucker turned

away in disgust, too gloomy even to shout at the
boy. He

looked up at the office and saw through the long
plate-glass

window that it was empty; Paula had
obviously gone

for the day. Just as well. He was in no mood.

""Come on, ladies," he said loudly, forcing himself
to walk briskly toward the cashiers. '"Back to our
tills, get

ready for the rush.”

The three women in their green overalls looked
up with

a start. Hubble bubble, toil and trouble, he thought
as he

approached them. God, there were some ugly women in
this village!

"Ten minutes to closing time, ladies. Word
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might get

around there"s threepence off the double-pack Kleenex
this

week, so be prepared for the stampede.™

They giggled self-consciously at his oft-repeated
Jjoke--he

changed the product from time to time to keep the humor

fresh--and one of the cashiers held something up In the

air. "Have you seen the early Courier, Mr.

Tucker?"

He stopped before them. "No, Mrs.
Williams, 1 haven t.

Been far too busy to read newspapers, as you
well know."

"We"ve made the big time, Mr. Tucker,"
another cashier
said enthusiastically, causing her companions
to giggle like
croaky schoolgirls.
"Your syndicate®s come up on the pools, has
it? 1 hope
this doesn®"t mean you“"re going to leave the security
of a
good job just because you“ve become millionaires."”
“"No, Mr. Tucker," Mrs. Williams
chided. "It"s about
Banfield. We"re on the map now."
He looked at her questioningly and took the
newspaper .
His lips moved as he silently read the main
story.
"It"s the church just up the road, Mr. Tucker.
Didn"t
you hear about it yesterday? My sister®s boy was
there,
you know. 1 don®"t go to church much myself, nowadays,
but my--"
"You®ve seen the little girl, Mr. Tucker.
Alice Pagett.
She"s often in here with her mother doing the weekly
shop. Deaf and dumb, she is . . _"
"Used to be deaf and dumb, Mr. Tucker. They
say she can talk and hear now. Some kind of
miracle, they
reckon __."
He walked away from them, quickly scanning the
columns. It was a good story, although the reporter
had
obviously got carried away with himself. But it
claimed to
be an eyewitness account, that the reporter was
present
when it happened. miraclk cure banfield
girl the
headline screamed. And underneath, the subhead
asked:
Did Alice Pagett see vision of Our
Lady?
He climbed the three steps to his office,
studying the
article, and closed the door behind him. He was still
rereading the story when the three cashiers
and the shelf-loader
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left.
Finally he reached into his desk, took a cigar
from its
pack, lit it, and stared thoughtfully at the exhaled
smoke.
His gaze returned to the paragraph which compared the
alleged "miracle" cure to the "miracle"
cures of Lourdes in
the French Pyrenees. Tucker wasn"t a
Catholic, but he
knew about the holy shrine of Lourdes. A gleam
came into
his eyes, and for the first time that day, excitement pierced
his gloom like a laser through fog.
He reached for the phone.
* * *
Monday, early evening
The priest left the Renault and walked back
to the white
swing-gate he had just driven through. He pushed it
shut,
gravel crunching beneath his feet, wind, spiked with
drops
of min, whipping at his face. He
stepped back into the car
and drove slowly up to the presbytery, eyes
constantly
Fflicking toward the gray-stone church on his right.
The
drive ran parallel to the church path, trees,
shubbery, and
a small expanse of lawn between them. It seemed
appropriate
that there should be a division between the two, one
path leading directly to the House of God, the
other
leading to the house of His servant. Father Hagan
sometimes
wondered if his gate should bear a tradesmen
only sign.
He stopped the car and cut the engine. The church was
just over a hundred yards away and its stout,
weathered
walls looked bleak, so very bleak, in the gray
weather. Its
image was mirrored in the newspaper lying on the
passenger
seat. It was a bad reproduction, blurred at
the edges, a
hurriedly taken photograph blown up as if
to emphasize
the photographer®s ineptitude. Below it was an
even fuzzier
shot of Alice Pagett kneeling in the grass.
Father Hagan looked away from the church and down
at
the Courier. He didn"t need to read the article
again, for it
seemed engrained on his mind. The story, so
coldly objective
in its telling, seemed wrong, distorted; yet it
reported
exactly what had happened yesterday. Perhaps
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sensationalism
substituting for passion confused its truth. Had
there
been a vision? Had everyone gathered at the church
witnessed
a miracle? Was Alice Pagett really
cured?
He smiled, but it was a guarded smile. Of the
last
question there was no doubt: Alice was no longer a
deaf-mute.
Hagan had just driven back from the Sussex
Hospital in
Brighton, where the girl was still undergoing tests.
Alice®s
sudden ability to both speak and hear had elevated
her
from being an interesting case to an extraordinarily
interesting
case. Years before, specialists, unable to find
any physical
malformation in Alice"s ears or throat, had
informed
her parents that they believed the girl®s condition was
purely psychosomatic--her mind told her
body she could
neither hear nor speak, therefore she neither heard nor
spoke. Now her mind was telling her she could.
So, to the
medical profession, there had been no miracle;
jJjust a change of mind. If there had been a
“"miracle”--and there had been cynical smiles when
the word was mentioned to the
bewildered parents--then it was whatever had caused the
change of mind. Even though the remark was
flippant, it
was something Father Hagan could accept.
The newspaper article had likened Alice
Pagett”s experience
to that of a young French girl, Bemadette
Soubirous,
who claimed to have had a series” of visions of the
Blessed
Virgin in 1858. The grotto, just on the
outskirts of the
small town of Lourdes, where the visions had
allegedly
taken place, had become a place of worship
with four or
Ffive million pilgrims visiting the shrine
each year. Many
suffered from illnesses or disabilities and
jJjourneyed there
in the hope of being cured, while others went
to reaffirm
their faith or merely pay homage. Of the former,
more
than five thousand cures had been recorded,
although after
stringent investigations by the Catholic Church®s own
medical
bureau, only sixty-four had been proclaimed
as miraculous.
Page 59



James Herbert - The Shrine

But so many other pilgrims, not just the sick,

were blessed by another kind of miracle, one ignhored
by

medical recorders, but noted by the Church itself:
these

people received a renewal of faith, a calming
acceptance of

what was to be, an inner peace which enabled them to

cope with either their own disability or that of loved
ones.

That was the true miracle of Lourdes.
Intangible, because

it was an intimate, spiritual realization, an
enlightenment

that could have no meaning to clinical registers,
to medical

score sheets.

Alice Pagett had undoubtedly undergone a
profound

emotional, perhaps spiritual, experience, which had
caused

repressed senses to function normally once more.
That, in

itself, was the miracle. The real question for Father
Hagan

was whether or not it was self-or

divinely induced; no one

was more wary than the Church itself of so-called
"holy"

miracles.

He folded the newspaper under his arm aod left
the car.

The evening sky had grown considerably darker in the
last

few minutes, as if the night was in a rude
hurry to stake its

claim; or had he sat in the car for longer than
he imagined? His verger would be arriving soon to light
the church for evening service and the priest would welcome
the company. He let himself into the presbytery and went
straight through to the kitchen. If he had been a
drinking man--and he

knew many priests who were--a large Scotch
would have

been very welcome; as it was, a hot cup of
tea would do.

He flicked on the kitchen light, filled the
kettle, then

stexxl watching it on the gas ring, only
vaguely aware that

the longer he watched the longer the water would take
to

boil. His thoughts were of Alice.

Her mother was thrilled and tearful over the incredible

recovery, her father still in a state of disbelief.
Not only

could Alice speak and hear perfectly, but there was
a

special radiance about her that was due to something more

than just her physical mending.

Father Hagan needed to speak with the girl
privately, to

question her closely on her vision, to gain her
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confidence
so that there would be no invention in her story; but
privacy had been impossible that day. The local
doctor
had whisked the Pagett family off to hospital
late Sunday
afternoon. So stunned was he at the abrupt change in
her
condition that he insisted on an immediate examination by
specialists. Alice had been kept
overnight for observation
and®further examinations had been carried out all through
the next day.
For someone who had been given back the power of
speech, Alice wasn"t saying much. When the
doctors questioned
her on the lady in white she professed to have
seen,
her happy face became serene and she repeated
what she
had told the priest.
--The lady in white said she was the Immaculate
Conception
(the difficult title had become easier for
Alice to
pronounce)--
--What did she look like?--
--White, shiny white. Like the statue in St.

Joseph®s,
but sort of glowing, sort of ... of sparkling--
--You mean shimmering?--
--Shimmering?--
--Like the sun does sometimes when it"s a hazy
day--

--Yes, that"s it. Shimmering--

--And what else did she say to you, Alice?--

--She told me to come to her again--

--Did she say why?--

--A message. She has a message--

--A message for you?--

--No. No, for everyone--

--When must you go back?--

--1 don"t know--

--She didn"t tell you?--

=111 know--

How?--

-1 just will--

--Why did she cure you?--

--Cure me?--

--Yes. You couldn®t speak or hear before.
Don"t you

remember?--

--0f course | remember--

--Then why did she help you to?--

--She just did--

A pause then, thoughtful, bemused, but good-willed.

The medical staff was obviously pleased for
Alice, but

something more was affecting them. Her quiet serenity

was infectious. A psychologist,
familiar with Alice"s case,

broke the silence.

--Did you like the lady, Alice?--
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--Oh yes, yes. 1 love the lady--
Alice had wept then.
Father Hagan left the hospital, confused,
hardly touched
by the elation around him. By that time the story had
broken and he was stunned when he saw the banner
headline in the Courier. It wasn"t just the
attention his
parish church would now undoubtedly receive that worried
him so much, nor the publicity that would pursue
Alice--it was a small price for her to pay
weighed against
the loss of her affliction--but it was the comparison with
the miracle cures of Lourdes. Hagan
dreaded the circus
such news would create. And there was something more.
A sense of foreboding, He was afraid and did not
know
why .
The kettle was steaming when he left the Kkitchen and
went to the phone in the hallway.
Monday, late evening.
"How was the lamb, Mr. Fenn?'
Fenn raised his wineglass toward the
restaurateur. "Carre
cfagneau at its best, Bernard.™
Bernard beamed.
"And yours, madam?"
Sue made approving noises through the Crepe
Suzette 1iIn
her mouth and Bernard nodded in agreement. "And a
brandy with your coffee, Mr. Fenn?"
Normally he allowed his clients plenty of time
to relax
between courses, but by now he knew Gerry Fenn could
never relax until the whole meal was over and a
large
brandy was placed before him.
"Armagnac, Sue?'" the reporter asked.
"No, 1 don"t think so."
""Come on. We"re celebrating, remember?"
"Okay. Er, Drambuie, then.™
"Very good," said Bernard. He was a small, neat
man,
who took a genuine interest in his customers.
"You"re
celebrating?"
Fenn nodded. '*Haven®t you seen the evening
edition?"”
The restaurateur knew that Fenn was referring to the
Courier, for the reporter had
written a small piece in the
newspaper on his restaurant. The French
Connection, a
few years before, when he and his business partner (who
was also the chef) had first opened in Brighton. It had
provided a good boost for business at that time, for the
seaside town was saturated with restaurants and

pubs, and
from that time on the reporter had become a favored
client. "1 haven"t had a chance to look at the

papers today,™
he said apologetically.
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"What?" Fenn feigned surprised horror.
"You"ve missed

my big scoop? Shame on you, Bernard."

“I1*11 catch it later.” The restaurateur
smiled, then disappeared

upstairs to ground level, where the small bar
was.

Almost as if they were working on pulleys, a waiter
descended

to the basement area to clear away the dessert

plates.

The restaurant was on three floors, sandwiched
between

a picture framer®s and a public house, such a
narrow

building that it looked as if it had been hammered
into the

position it occupied. To Fenn it was the best
restaurant in town, to be used only on special
occasions.

"You"re looking pretty smug, Gerry,"™ Sue
said, one

finger running around the rim of her wineglass.

"Yep,™ he acknowledged with a grin. The grin
disappeared

when he saw she was frowning. "Hey, it was a

good story."

"Yes, it was. A little over the top, though.™

"Over the--to Christ, what happened was over the
top!”

"I know, Gerry, I know. I*m sorry, I"m
not getting at

you. It"s just that, well I can see the whole thing
getting

blown up out of all proportion."

"What do you expect? I mean, that was a weird
thing

that happened out there. A deaf-mute suddenly
cured,

claiming she had a vision of the Immaculate
Conception.

Some of the other kids say they saw something, too,
when

I spoke to them afterwards. T hat is, the ones
1 could get

to--their parents scooted them away so fast I
had a hard

job catching any of them.™

"1 was there, remember?"

"Yeah, 1 do. You didn*t look too clever,

either."

Sue toyed with the napkin in her lap. 1 had the
strangest

feeling, Gerry. It was ... I don"t know . .
. dreamy.

Almost hypnotic.”

"Hysteria. Didn"t you notice it was flying
around

yesterday? 1 he kids picked it up from
the girl. Do you

remember that story a few years back? The
Marching

Bands Festival in Mansfield? Three
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hundred kids collapsed
together in a field while they were waiting to take part
in
the contest; after a pretty thorough investigation the
authorities
put it down to mass hysteria.”
"One or two of the investigating doctors
disagreed. They said the children could have been suffering from
organic poisoning. And traces of malathion were
found in the
soil."
"Not enough to cause that kind of result, but, okay,
let"s
call that an open-ended conclusion. Anyway, there
are
plenty of other cases of crowd hysteria to prove
it happens,
right?”
She nodded, then said, "So you think that®"s what this
is
all about. Mass hysteria."
“Probably."
"That didn"t come over too strongly in your
story."
"No, it was more implied. Look, people want to read
about the paranormal nowadays. They"re sick of
wars,
politics, and the failing economy. They want
something
more to think about, something that goes beyond mundane
human activities."
“"And it sells more copies.”
Fenn was prevented from voicing a sharp retort by the
return of Bernard.
"Armagnac for sir, Drambuie for madame."
Bernard®s
smile wavered as he sensed the sudden icy
atmosphere.
"7"hanks, Bernard,' Fenn said, his eyes not
leaving Sue"s.
Bernard melted away to inquire how things were on
the
next table.
“Sorry again, Gerry," Sue said before Fenn could
form
his reply. "I don®t mean to pick a
fight."
Easily appeased, F"enn reached across the table for
her
hand. "What is it, Sue?"
She shrugged, but her fingers entwined in his. After
a
few momeaents, she said, "l think it"s that 1
don"t want the
whole thing cheapened. Something wonderful happened
out there yesterday. Whether or not it was some kind of
miracle isn"t important; it was just something
good. Didn"t
you feel that? Didn"t you feel something warm,
something
peaceful washing over you?"
"Are you serious?"
Anger blazed in her eves. '"Yes, damn it,
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I am!I"

Fenn gripped her hand more tightly. "Hold it.
Sue,

don"t get upset. You saw | was busy; 1
didn"t get the

chance to feel anything. | noticed one thing, though:
one

or two of the people--those not worried about their
kids--

were pretty cheerful over what had happened. They
were

grinning all over their faces, but at the time 1
thought it

was just general amusement at the kids skipping
Mass.

They weren®t laughing or joking, though, just standing

around looking happy. Maybe they felt what you
did."

""Hysteria again?""

“I"m not ruling It out.”

"You don"t suppose this little girl, Alice,
really did

witness a visitation?"

"A visitation?” The word startled Fenn
momentarily. He shifted uncomfortably in his seat,
then reached for the

brandy. He sipped it and allowed the liquid
to singe the

back of his throat. "I"m not a Catholic,
Sue. When i1t
comes down to it, I guess I"m not anything

religious-wise.

I"m not even sure there"s a God.
IT there is. He must be

tuned to another channel. Now, can you really
expect me

to believe the girl saw God®"s mother?"*

"Christ®s mother."

""'Same thing to Catholics, isn"t it?"

Sue let i1t go, not wanting to confuse the debate.
""How

do you explain Alice"s words? The
Immaculate Conception.

Not many kids could pull that one together, particularly
if

they"d been deaf for most of their lives.”

""She shouldn®t have been able to pronounce anything

coherently after all those years, but that"s another
argument.

She could have picked up that label in any
religious

textbook."

"And the drawings. In the paper, you say that
Alice"s

mother had told you her daughter had been drawing
pictures

of Our Lady over and over again since her
previous

vision."

"Yeah, she said that. That was about all 1 got out of

her before the priest interfered. He whisked them
away

before 1 could get much more. But that doesn®t prove
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anything, Sue, except that Alice was obsessed
by the

image. And that she could get from any book on
Catholicism.

There"s even a statue of Mary in the church itself."
Fenn

paused, drinking his brandy as the waiter poured
coffee.

When they were alone again, Fenn said, "The point is

this: Alice had a vision, to her it was real; but that
doesn"t

make it real for everyone else. My personal
view is that

she®"s a suitable case for a psychiatrist.”

"Oh, Gerry ..."

“"Wait a minute! For her to speak so clearly and
so well

after all these years, she must have been hearing words,

sounds, for most of the time."

"Unless she remembered them.'*

""'She was four years old when she was struck deaf
and

dumb, for Christ"s sake! There"s no way she
could have

remembered."

Diners on the next table were looking their way, so
he

leaned forward and lowered his voice. *Look,
Sue, 1"m not

trying to knock your religion--although I didn®t
know you

cared so much until now--but have you any idea of how

many cases there are each year of people claiming
they~ve

seen God, angels, or saints? Yeah, and
even the Blessed

Virgin. Any idea?"

She shook her head.

"No, neither have I." He grinned. "But 1 know
it"s on a

par with UFO"S. And there are plenty of murderers
who

commit the act because "God told them to."
Look at Sutcliffe,

the Yorkshire Ripper. It"s a
common-enough phenomenon."

"Then why are you building it up to be something

else?"

He flushed. "That"s journalism, babe."

"It"s sickening.”

"You"re in the media business too."

"Yes, and sometimes 1°"m ashamed. I want to go
home

now." j,
"Ah come on. Sue, this is getting out of hand."
"1 mean it, Gerry. 1 want to leave.”

"What"s got into you? I"m sorry | took you
to the bloody

church now; you®re going holy on me."

She glared at him, and for one gulp-making moment,
he

thought she was going to hurl her glass at him.
Instead she
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wiped her lips with her napkin and stood. "I1"11
see myself
home."
"Hey, Sue, cut it out. 1 thought you were staying
with

me tonight."
"You must be joking."
Fenn looked at her amazed. "l don"t

believe this. What"s
got into you?"
caret 'y caret caret Knowledge caret
78 James Herbert
"Maybe 1"m just seeing you for what you really
are."
"You"re being bloody ridiculous."
“Am 1? Perhaps you"re right, but it"s how I
feel at the
moment."
“1*11 get the bill." Fenn drained the brandy,
then began to rise from the table.
"1°d rather see myself home." With that she pushed her
way past the table and clumped up the stairs.
Fenn sat, too confused to protest anymore.
He reached
across the table for the untouched Drambuie, raised it
toward the other diners, who obviously found him
fascinating,
and drained it in two swift gulps.
Footsteps on the stairs made him turn in the
hope that
Sue had relented.
“"Everything all right, Mr. Fenn?"
Bernard asked anxiously.
“"Terrific.”
Monday night
He puffed his way up the hill, occasionally
muttering to
himself about the perplexing instability of the female
character. His "celebration™ dinner had started out well
enough, but the more he discussed the Alice Pagett
story
with Sue, the quieter she had become. She had a
changeable
temperament, volatile at one moment,
tranquil, or
even indifferent, the next. The trick was
to predict her
moods (and he cared enough to make the effort) and bend
with them. Tonight, though, he had been unprepared for
her attack. Unprepared and s-till
mystified.
Why the hell had she been so offended? Had going
to
Mass on that particular Sunday morning brought
about
the resurgence of her past religious ideals?
Why should i1t?
She took Ben to Mass at Christmas, and there
was never
any sudden religious metamorphosis then. So
why now? It
had to be because of the Kids; maybe she just didn"t
want
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to see them exploited. And maybe she was right.
But it was his job to report news, right? And
Jesus
Christ, that was news. Even the nationals wanted
it. There
was no question: the story would be his ticket to Fleet
Street.
With relief he finally stopped outside one of the
street"s
rising (or descending--it depended on which way you
were going) terraced houses, a two-story,
excluding basement,
Regency house, walls painted flaky white,
window- frames and door flaky black.
Fenn inserted the key, his hand shaking slightly from
pent-up frustration rather than the few pints he had
consumed
in the pub next door to The French Connection.
He closed the door behind him and trudged
up the staircase
to his flat, hoping that Sue would be waiting for
him,
more than sure that she wouldn®"t.
The ringing phone hurried his steps.
EIGHT
“Will you, won"t you, will you, won"t you,
will you join the dance?
Will you, won"t you, will you, won"t you,
won"t you join the dance?"
Alice"s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis
Carroli
the SIZE OE THE CROWN Hotel was in
keeping with the
village itself; small, intimate, the kind
favored by weekend
lovers. The plaque on the reception wall
told Fenn it was
once a sixteenth-century coaching inn which had
been
extensively refurbished in 1953, when
additional bedrooms
were added. The oak-beamed dining room comfortably
seated fifty people and the hotel"s sixteen bedrooms

all well-appointed, some with private
bathrooms and all
with television and radio. The sign also informed
Fenn
that the management knew he would enjoy the good food
and friendly service and had great pleasure iIn
welcoming
him to the Crown Hotel. Thank you, he
acknowledged
silently, but I don"t think 1°1l be here that
long.
He noticed the bar to his left was open and
decided that
10:35 was a little too early for a beer. The
smell of morning
coffee wafted through and the occasional elderly couple
wandered in from the street and disappeared into the
bar, the aroma a subliminal siren"s song for
geriatrics.
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“"Mr. Fenn?"
F"enn turned to see a gray-haired but
youngish-faced
man smiling at him from a doorway farther down the
hall.
“Mr. Southworth?'
"I am indeed." The gray-haired man stepped
into full
view, one arm raised toward the open doorway as
an
invitation for the reporter to join him within. Fenn
gave an
appreciative nod toward the pretty
receptionist who had
summoned the hotel manager for him, considering a
wink
a little too frisky in full view of her
employer.
"Very good of you to come, Mr. Fenn.' Southworth
offered a firm hand to the reporter, which he shook
briefly
before entering the room. Another man rose from his
seat
and stuck out his hand toward Fenn®"s midriff. He
shook
the chubby hand and resisted wiping the transferred
dampness
against his trou.ser leg.
The hotel manager quietly closed the door,
walked around
a large, leather-topped desk, and sat.
He wore a black suit
with a light gray waistcoat and gray silk tie;
on closer
inspection his face did not look so young, although the
skin was smooth save for giveaway line clusters
around his
eyes and the corners of his mouth. Fenn and the second
man sat on two straight-backed chairs facing
the desk.
“"This fc Mr. Tucker," Southworth said.
Mr. Tucker nodded and for one uncomfortable moment
Fenn thought he would have to shake the sweaty hand
again, but the paunchy man merely nodded in his
direction,
his smile having little affiliation with the gimlet eves
shrewdly sizing up Fenn.
Southworth continued the introduction: *'Mr.
Tucker
has been a resident of Banfield for . . .
what, Rodney . . .
ten years now?"
"Eleven," Tucker corrected.
"Yes, eleven years. A very highly regarded
member of
the community, If I may say so."
Tucker preened and Fenn secretly winced at the
ingratiating
smile on the blubbery lips. He noted the
heavy gold chain
on the thick wrists, the rings, one a sovereign,
on the
fleshy fingers, and wondered how many extra pounds
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they

added to the already overweight load.
"Very nice of you to say so, George.' There were the
barest traces of a northern accent in Tucker®s

voice. He

turned to the reporter. "I own the local

supermarket."

“"That"s wonderful,” Fenn replied.
Tucker eyed him for a moment, not quite sure how to
take the appreciation. He decided the reporter

was sincere.

"1 read your marvelous story in the Courier last

night, Mr.

Fenn. First-rate bit of journalism.™

"Obviously that"s why you wanted to see me this
morning."

"Yes, quite," Southworth said. "As you can

imagine,

the news was all around town by Sunday evening, but it
was your report which has given the news a greater

prominence

in the region. For that, we are grateful.”
"That may be premature."

“1"m sorry?"

"You may find a lot of unwelcome visitors

to the town

in the next few weeks now that the nationals have got

hold

of the story too."
Fenn noticed the look that passed between the two

men.

Tucker®s eyes gleamed briefly, but

Southworth®s remained

impassive.
"Weeks, Mr. Fenn,'"™ the hotel manager

said, "but

a

unfortunately, not months."
“Unfortunately?"
Southworth leaned back in his chair and picked up

fountain pen lying on the desktop; he coolly

appraised the

reporter while he toyed with the pen.

"Let me be perfectly

frank with you, Mr. Fenn. 1 had heard of what

took place

up at St. Joseph®s, of course, but had not

given the story

much credence, or even, 1"m afraid, too much

attention. 1|

had, naturally enough, assumed that the story was

wildly

exaggerated or just--to put it bluntly--

misinformed. But

when Mr. Tucker rang me yesterday evening and
took
the opportunity to read your account of the occurrence,

must admit to giving the matter further thought. In the
subsequent meeting with Mr. Tucker, 1

became convinced

that this event might well develop into major

proportions."
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"Give it a couple of weeks, as | said, and
it"1l blow over.
The public is pretty fickle when it comes
to news; they
like it fresh."
“"That"s precisely the point."
Fenn raised his eyebrows.
South worth leaned forward, his elbows resting on the
desk, the pen still held between the fingers of both hands
like a delicately poised bridge across a
ravine. His words
were slow, measured, as though it were important that
their meaning be received in the correct spirit. "The
world,
I need hardly tell you, is in grave
recession. Economic
problems are not just confined to individual countries
anymore; the concern is global. But it"s
individual people who are suffering, Mr. Fenn, not
continents, nor countries. The common man has
to bear the brunt of world management
failure.”
Fenn shifted in his seat. "Er, | don"t see
the connection . . ."
"Of course not, Mr. Fenn. 1 do
apologize. Let me be
more direct. We are a small town--a
village, really--in a
small country, and it"s we, the small
villages and towns,
that suffer under unfortunate government economic
policies.
Nobody subsidizes our local industries
or businesses
because, individually, their loss is insignificant
when com-Eared
to the big combines or nationalized industries. Our
(cal businesses are dying, Mr. Fenn.
Banfield itself is
slowly dying."
"It can"t be that bad."
“"No, I may be overemphasizing to make my
point. It
isn"t that bad, but, given a few years, it will
be. Unless the
decay i1s stopped.”
"1 still don the see what this has to do with what
happened
on Sunday."™ But Fenn had begun to; the idea
was just
starting to glimmer through.
Tucker moved his bulky figure around in his seat
and
drew in a deep breath as though about to speak.
Southworth
hastily cut in, as though fearing his colleague®s
expression
of their thoughts.
"You may have seen enough of Banfield by now to have
formed some opinion of the place, Mr. Fenn."
"1 can"t say that I have. 1"ve driven through it
once or
twice before, but until a week or so ago when
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I almost ran
down the Pagett girl, 1 hadn®"t really given
it a second
thought.™
"And now?"
"It"s a nice-enough place. Quite pretty . .

"But unexciting.”

"Yeah, you could say that. There are plenty of other

towns and villages In the south that are prettier,
more

traditional ™

"And more attractive to the tourist trade?"

Fenn nodded.

"That"s exactly it. We, as a community, really
don"t

have too much to offer. In summertime this
hotel is quite a

busy place, but my guests use it only as a
base for traveling

around the Sussex countryside or visiting
Brighton and

the other south-coast resorts. The benefit
to Banfield is

minimal. Yet, 1 personally, would be willing
to invest

more money in the village if I thought it would
yield a

reasonable return. 1 know Mr. Tucker
feels the same way,

but is also reluctant to throw away good money."

"It"s not just us, Mr. Fenn,' Tucker spoke
up at last.

“"There are plenty of other businessmen around here
looking

for a good investment.™

"1°m sorry, 1°m not with you. What kind of

investment
are you talking about?"
“"For myself,” said Southworth, "1 would very much like

to open a new hotel. A modem one, with more
amenities

than the Crown can offer. Perhaps even a motel on
the

outskirts; that would be most suitable for the amount of

passing trade we receive."

“"And 1°d like to open more shops,' said Tucker
enthusiastically,

"maybe a couple of restaurants--you know,

the cheaper kind where parents on a day trip can
afford to

take their kids.™

"And there is plenty of local land waiting to be
developed, ™

said Southworth. "The village could grow, spread

outwards, become a real town.™

And make you and your friends some money in the

process, Fenn thought ruefully. "Okay," he
said, "l see

what you®re getting at. I"m still not sure what
all this has

to do with me, though. When my news editor rang
me last
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night he said you, Mr. Southworth, wanted
to see me
personally, that you had more information on the Banfield
"miracle--your words, | believe, not
his. As you wouldn®t
pass anything on to him, he decided it might be
important
for me to turn up this morning. Was he right?"
Again, a look passed between the two men; this time it
was cautious.
"We found your account of what happened at St.
Joseph®s
a First-rate piece of journalism, Mr.
Fenn. Accurate in
detail, and imaginative in the questions it posed."
Tucker made agreeing noises.
Oh, yeah, Fenn thought. ""What questions?"
“"Well, comparisons really. It was that which caused
Mr.
Tucker to contact me in my role as chairman
of the parish
council. You compared Banfield to Lourdes. In
fact, you
posed the question: Could Banfield be another
Lourdes?"
He placed the pen on the desktop and smiled
sweetly at
the reporter.
"1 admit 1 got a little carried
away."
"Not at all, Mr. Fenn. On the contrary, we
feel 1t was a
very perceptive remark."
The metaphorical light bulb above Fenn®s
head flashed
brightly. Me could see where it was all leading, but
wondered
what part he was to play. "There"s been more than
one so-called miracle at Lourdes, Mr.
Southworth. In all
seriousness, | hardly think Banfield
qualifies, do you?"
"Oh, 1 think it does. Look at
Walsingham and Aylesford,
both towns in England. They have become shrines to
many thousands of pilgrims each year. As for
Aylesford,
nobody is quite sure whether or not a visitation from
the
Blessed Virgin ever took place there at all;
many believed
it happened in France. Also, there have never been
any spectacular miracles in either of these towns,
yet the mystique is there, the people flock
to them in the true belief
that they are holy places. At least we have
evidence that
something quite extraordinary happened at St.
Joseph®s,
something that enabled a little girl to hear and speak after
years of silence."
“"Extraordinary, yes, but not necessarily a
miracle,”™ Fenn
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broke in.

Do you know one of the best definitions of a
miracle:

"A divinely ordained exception.” | think
that"s rather appropriate

in this case.”

was "Divinely ordained"? Don"t you need some
evidence of

that?"

"The Church does, of course. But the girl
claimed she

saw the Immaculate Conception. Why should she
lie?"

"And why should you believe her?"” Fenn came back

quickly.

"1 think 1t"s irrelevant whether we
do or do not. Perhaps

as a Catholic myself, 1"m more ready to believe
than Mr.

Tucker here is, but as | say, that"s besides the
point. The

fact is, many thousands--who knows, perhaps
millions if

the story is circulated wide enough--will
believe. And

they" 1l want to visit St. Joseph®s."

"Giving a dying village a new life."

"Is that so wrong?"

Fenn paused before he answered. "'No, it may not
be

wrong. But you"ll forgive me if | say it
sounds a little

cynical on your part."

Tucker could contain himself no longer. "This is the

real world we"re living in, Mr. Fenn.
Opportunities come

along, you have to grab at them."

Southworth looked embarrassed. *"Come now,
Rodney,

it Isn"t quite so black and white as that. 1|
deeply believe,

Mr. Fenn, that something--1 hesitate to use the
word, but

I feel 1t"s necessary--something divine has taken
place at the

church. Something ordained by God. And if that is
so,

there has to be a reason. Perhaps the real miracle
is that

Banfield has been given the chance of a
rebirth, an opportunity

to save itself from oblivion. And a chance for the

people themselves to regain their beliefs. It was Shaw who

wrote, "A miracle is an event which
creates faith"; why

shouldn®t faith be created or renewed here?"

Fenn was confused. Southworth appeared to be
sincere,

yet openly admitted he would benefit
financially if Banfield

became revitalized. The fat man. Tucker,
made no bones

about his motives: he was in it for the money. But

Page 74



James Herbert - The Shrine
what,
exactly, did they want of him?
"I appreciate your frankness, Mr.
Southworth, but I™m
still not sure why you®"re telling me all this."
"Because we would like you to write more on what will
become known as the Banfield Miracle."
Southworth*s
eyes fixed on Fenn®s and his expression was
serious, almost
grave. "Your story has already created enormous
interest.
I don"t know if you"ve had a chance to visit
St. Joseph®s,
this morning . . . ?"
Fenn shook his head.
"I went to see Father Hagan myself earlier,”
Southworth
continued. '"He wasn®"t there, but his house was under
siege from a small army of your journalist
colleagues.™
"From the nationals?"
"1 believe so. | spoke to them, but
unfortunately, I™m
very much in the dark about this incredible event. There
wasn"t too much 1 could tell them."
1*11 bet you managed somehow, Fenn mused
to himself, "Well, you can be sure the
Banfield Miracle will get good
coverage now. Maybe too much.'™ He was a
trifle aggrieved
that the big boys were muscling in on what he
regarded as his scoop, but knew--and had known--it
was
inevitable.
“1"m sure it will--for a day or so. As you say,
the public is fickle when it comes to news, and so
is the press itself.”
Tucker broke in once more: "This is too
wonderful a
story to be allowed to die in a couple of days,
Mr. Fenn."
The reporter shrugged. "There®s nothing you can do
about 1t. Unless, of course, something else happens
Unless something happens, unless something happens!
What
was wrong with this idiot? Tucker®s left heel
did an impatient
Jiggle on the red patterned carpet. He had
tried to
persuade Southworth to deal with the biggies, not
mess
around with the local rag. The nationals could give
maximum
publicity now, when It was hot; Southworth was
too worried about declining interest afterward, when nothing
more happened up at the church. He"d insisted that a
steadily built and maintained awareness would give
more sustenance to the long-term plan, whereas massive,
sensationalist coverage would only benefit in the
short term. By
patronizing the Courier they would, hopefully,
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ensure
that sustained iInterest. The newspaper was, after
all, a
reflection of local affairs: it had a duty
toward its audience
(and to itself iIn terms of circulation figures)
to consistently
report (and, of course provide) any such
newsworthy stories
that would generate interest (and trade) in the area.
But was this man Fenn taking the bait or was he
too
pea-brained to see the possibilities?
“"There®s the problem,”™ Southworth was saying. "There
is no guarantee that anything else will
happen at St. Joseph®s.
Which is why we felt the Courier will give the
incident and
caret O
its consequence more coverage than any of the other
media.
We can promise you, personally, Mr. Fenn, every
cooperation,
any assistance, you might need.™
Fenn was silent.
"We do realise,™
probably
isn"t overgenerous with your expenses, so we would
expect
to help you out ...
His words trailed off at the icy glares he
received from
both the reporter and the hotel owner.
“I*m sorry, Mr. Fenn,"™ Southworth said
quickly. "What
Rodney is trying rather clumsily to say is that
we would
not want you to be out of pocket on this matter.
Indeed, as
a member of the parish council, 1 shall
propose the setting
up of a special fund to cover any expenses
on the development
of this, um, project. It could cover initial
promotional
material, personal expenses incurred
by council
members, and any extra miscellaneous
costs."
“And 1°d come under any "extra
miscel laneous" costs?"
asked FTenn.
Southworth smiled. "Precisely.”
To Fenn, it didn®"t smell any sweeter than
the way the
fat man had put it. He leaned forward, elbows
on knees.
"Look, Mr. Southworth, Mr. Tucker, 1
work for the Courier, it pays my salary, and my news
editor tells me
what stories to cover. If he wants me
to write obits for a
month, that"s what 1"11 do. If he wants me
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to cover garden

fetes for the next month, 111 do that,
too. IT he wants me

to spend time delving into the strange happenings at the

local church of a little country village, 1711
be only too

happy.'" He took a deep breath. "What
I"m saying is, my

editor calls the tune. He pipes, | dance.
I1"m independent

to a degree--and that"s a small degree--but
there®s no way

he*"I1l let me waste time on a story he
considers to be

defunct. Now, like I said, if something more
happens,

then 1*11 be back like a shot."

Southworth nodded. *“We appreciate your
position.

However--"'

"There are no howevers to it. That"s it, that"s the way
it

is.”

"1 was merely going to say that the girl, this
Alice

Pagett, mentioned that the figure she allegedly
saw has

asked her to return.™

"She didn"t say when."

"But if she has another . . . another
visitation, you would

consider that newsworthy.™

"I"m not sure. A prepubescent girl®s
hallucinations don"t

warrant too much attention."

"After what happened on Sunday?*

"That was Sunday. Today"s Tuesday. Tomorrow will

be Wednesday. Things move on, Mr.
Southwonh, and we

live In an apathetic age. What you need is
another miracle,

then maybe you®ve got a continuation of the story.
For the

next few days Banfield will get all the
attention it needs, so

my advice to you is to make the most of It now.
Next

week, it will be dead news.™

F"enn rose to his feet and Southworth rose with
him.

Tucker remained sitting, a mixture of
disappointment and

ill-disguised contempt on his face.

Southworth walked to the door and opened it for the

reporter. "Thank you for coming by, Mr. Fenn,
and thank

you for being so frank."

“"Right. Look, i1f anything does happen, 1°d
like to know."

"Of course. Will you be Ebboing up to the church?"

Fenn nodded. "And 1°11 have a look around the
village,

get some reactions from the people.”
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"Very good. Well, 1 hope we"ll see you
again.”
"Right”
Fenn left the room.
Southworth closed the door and turned to face the
fat
man .
"So much for involving the bloody local press,"”
Tucker
said scornfully.
Southworth crossed the room and sat at his desk
once
more. "it was worth a try. I1"m afraid he got
the iImpression
we were trying to bribe him into writing the story."
"Weren"t we?"
"Not in the true sense of the word. We were just offering
financial assistance.”
Tucker grunted. "What now?" I
"We--1--make sure the parish council
becomes inter- 1 ested in our scheme. If not,
all we can do is hope--as Mr. . Fenn put
it--something else happens.”
“"And if it doesn”t?"
The sun shone through the window in dusty rays,
highlighting
one side of Southworth®s face in a golden
hue.
"Let"s just pray it does,
NINE
And see ye not that braid braid road,
I hat lies across that lily leven?
That is the Path of Wickedness,
"1"ho" some call i1t the Road to Heaven.
"Thomas the Rhymer," Anon
bishop CAINES REGARDED THE PRIEST with

he said simply.

concerned

eyes. "'l have grave misgivings about this whole
matter,

Andrew," he said.

The priest found it difficult to look directly
into his

bishop®"s face, as though his gaze would see what
lay beyond

his own eyes. "1"m worried too. Bishop.
And I*m confused.™

"Confused? Tell me why confused."

It was dark in the bishop®s study, for the two
windows

which overlooked the, tiny garden faced away from the

morning sun. The deep wood paneling of the
walls added

to the room"s somberness and even the glow from the fire

seemed muted.

"1f--he struggled with his own words--"if the girl

really did . . . really did see ..."

"The Blessed Virgin?'" The bishop frowned at the
priest.

Father Hagan looked up briefly and said,
"Yes. IT she

did and was cured because of it, then why? Why
Alice,

and why at my church?"
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Bishop Caines® tone was clipped,
impatient. "There is
no evidence, Andrew, none at all."
4.
"The other children--they saw something."
"No evidence,'™ the bishop repeated slowly, and

his

fingertips pressed against the polished surface of the
desk.

He forced himself to relax, aware that the parish
priest

somehow irritated him, and was even more vexed, not
contrite, because of it. "The Church must tread
warily iIn
such matters."
"1 know. Bishop, that®"s why I was so
reluctant to bring
it to your attention. When 1 read the newspaper
report
yesterday 1 knew 1 had no choice.
Foolishly, 1 had imagined
that the incident would be contained.™
"You should have contacted me immediately." The bishop
strived to keep the harshness from his rebuke, but did
not
succeed.
"1 phoned you as soon as | saw the Couriers
article. It seemed so exaggerated.™
"Was it? The girl was cured, wasn"t she?"
"Yes, yes, but surely not miraculously?"
The priest
looked at his superior in anxious surprise.
"How do you know that, Andrew?'" The bishop"s words
had softened, for he had no desire for the man before
him
to be afraid. "The child claimed to have seen the
Blessed
Virgin, after which an incredible transformation took
place.
The girl could speak and hear.™
"But you said that was no evidence of a miracle." The
priest looked away again.
"OFf course it isn the. But while we have
to reject the
proposition as we see It now, we must not close
our minds
to the faint possibility. Do you understand that, Father?"
He didn®t wait for a reply. "It has to be
looked into
thoroughly before a judgment can be made. There are
strict guidelines for such matters, as
you well know."™ The
bishop smiled thinly. ""Some say our
guidelines are too
strict, that we eliminate all aspects of
faith. But that isn"t
entirely true; we endeavor to eliminate
doubts. The rules
we Follow for the discernment of a miracle date
back to the
eighteenth century, and they were laid down by Pope
Benedict XIV, a man who had many
progressive interests.
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He realized the jeopardy in which the Catholic
Church

could place itself by proclaiming miracles that later
could

be proved false by scientific means. In an
age such as ours,

where technological advancement is continually
explaining

phenomena in rational, scientific terms, the need
to follow

those rules is even greater.”

The priest™s eyes were too intense and Bishop
Caines

wondered why. There was something wrong with the

man, something--what? Unbalanced, perhaps? No,
too

strong a word. Father Hagan was disturbed by the
peculiar

happening In his parish, on his own church®s
doorstep,

no less. And he was--yes, just a little frightened.
The

bishop forced a smile, an encouragement for his
priest to

open his heart.

"Would these rules apply to Alice Pagett?”
Hagan asked.

“"They would have to, should we decide to take the

matter further," Bishop Caines replied,
maintaining the

smile.

"Please tell me what they are. Bishop."

"I don"t think it"s necessary at this stage. This
whole

matter will be forgotten within a month, 1 can
assure

you."

“"You®re probably right, but 1°d like
to know."

Bishop Caines curbed his impatience, then
sighed. His

eyes searched the ceiling as though scanning the
corners of

his own memory. "The affliction or illness has
to be very

serious, impossible or extremely difficult
to cure," he began.

"The health of the person concerned should not be

improving, nor should the nature of the illness be one
that

might improve by itself No medication should have been

given. At least, if it has, its inefficacy
must be clearly

established. The cure has to be instantaneous,
not a gradual

improvement." His eyes dropped toward the
priest

again. "The cure shouldn®t correspond to a
crisis in the

illness brought about by natural causes. And, of
course,

the cure should be complete; there should be no
recurrence
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of that particular illness." He stopped speaking and
Father

Hagan nodded his head.

"It would seem almost impossible to establish a
miracle,™

the priest said.

"Yes, it would, but 1 have to admit the rules have
been

stretched just a little in the past. Generally though, they

are adhered to.” He smiled again, and this time his
warmth

was genuine. "That"s why some of our best miracles
get

away."

The priest did not respond to the humor. ""Then
it

would be too soon to make any judgment on the
child?"

"Much too soon, and very unwise. Father, 1'm a
little

perturbed by your seriousness. Is there something else

troubling you?"

The priest straightened in the chair as though
surprised

by the question. He did not answer
straightaway. He

shook his head, then said, "lIt"s just the change in
Alice

herself. Not the fact that she can now hear and speak, but

in her manner, her disposition. Her personality
has

changed.™

"And so it should after such a wonderful cure."

"Yes, yes, | know. It"s something more, though,
something ..."

His words trailed off.

""'Something you can"t define?"

Father Hagan"s body seemed to slump into itself.
"Yes.

it"s more than just elation. She"s serene--as though she

really has seen the Mother of God."

"It"s not an uncommon apparition, Andrew.
Many have

claimed to have seen Our Lady and, of course, there
is a

great cult of Mariologists. But psychologists
say that children

can often see what is not there. 1 believe the term
is

“eidetic imagery." his

"You"re convinced she was hallucinating?"

At the moment 1°m not convinced of anything, although

I tend to lean towards that theory. You say the

girl s favorite statue iIn your church was that of
Mary. If

her affliction truly was psychosomatic, then
perhaps it was

a hallucinatory vision which effected her cure.
Even the

Church cannot deny the power of our own minds.™

Bishop Caines glanced at his wristwatch and
pushed his

chair back, his portly shape making the action
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an effort.
"You"ll have to excuse me now, Father; 1 have
to attend a
meeting with our financial committee. It"s the time
of
month I dread.”™ He gave a short laugh.
"It"s a pity the
Roman Catholic Church cannot run on faith
alone."
Father Hagan stared up at the bulky figure,
aware for
the First time that black cloth hardly
symbolized holiness.
He was embarrassed by the thought: he knew his
superior
was a good man, infinitely better than he,
himself. Why,
then, had the thought jumped into his head? Was it just
part of his own self-doubt, the unease that was
insidiously
gnawing on his beliefs? His head ached, buzzed with
thoughts that were unformed, fleeting--attacking. The
urge
to lie down and cover his eyes was almost overwhelming,
What in God"s name was happening to him?
"Andrew?""
The voice was soft, tender almost.
"Are you all right. Father Hagan?"
The priest blinked, seemed bewildered for a moment.
“"Yes. I™m sorry. Bishop, my thoughts were
miles away."
He stood as Bishop Caines approached around
the desk.
"Are you not well, Andrew?"
The priest tried to calm himself. "I may be coming
down with a cold, Bishop, that®"s all. The weather
is so
changeable.™
Bishop Caines nodded understandingly and led the way
to the door. "You®re not too worried over this
matter?"
“I*"m concerned, naturally, but no, I think it"s
just a
chill.” Or a sense of foreboding. "Nothing
to worry over."
He stopped before going through the open door into the
outer office and faced his bishop. "What shall 1
do. Bishop?
About the girl?"”
“"Nothing. Absolutely nothing." Bishop
Caines attempted
to look reassuring. "Keep me informed of
developments,
watch over the situation carefully. But have no pan
in the
hysteria that may well arise during the next few
days. And
keep away from the press--they"ll exploit the
situation to
the full without your help. 171l need a full
report for the
Conference of Bishops, which will be held within
the next
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two months, but only as a matter of record.
I*m sure it will

all have been long forgotten by then."

He patted the priest®s arm with an affection he
hardly

felt. "Now you take care, Andrew, and
remember to keep

me informed. God bless you."

He watched the priest walk through into the outer
office

and ignore the secretary, who bade him
good-bye. He

waited for the other door to close before he said,
"Judith,

would you be a dear and find me Father Hagan®"s
file. And

then let the finance committee know 1"11 be Ffive
minutes

late."

Judith, his secretary, a quiet but capable
woman in her

early fifties, was not even curious about the
request. She

never questioned anything her beloved Bishop
Caines

asked of her.

The bishop sat at his desk again, fingers drumming
on

the desktop. Was it all nonsense? Had
t-ather Hagan exaggerated

the situation? The priest had joined the diocese

thirteen years before as an assistant priest in
Lewes, and

then on to Worthing as active assistant priest.
Banfield was

his first parish as senior priest. Was it proving
too much?

His work had been exemplary, and while his devotion
to

the Church was not remarkable among his peers, his
conscientiousness

was; where every secular priest would try if

possible to visit at least four or five
parishioners during the

day, and spend ten or fifteen minutes with each.
Father

Hagan would visit the same number, but spend
at least a

half-hour with them; he taught for two
mornings at the

local convent school; he joined in the many local
organizations

such as the Self-Help Group, the Liturgy
Group, the

Youth Group, as well as attending the monthly
fraternal

meetings of all the Banfield ministers--the
Baptists,

Anglican, Evangelical Free Church,
and the Christian Fellowship

(quite a few for such a small place). And these

were just fringe activities outside his normal
duties. Perhaps
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it was too much for a man with a weak heart.
A light tap on the door, and Judith was
placing a buff
file on the desk before him. He smiled his
thanks and
waited until she had left the room before opening
the file.
Not that there were any guarded secrets contained within;
it was just that peering into a man®"s background was like
peering into his soul, and both should be done in
private.
There was nothing surprising, nor anything he"d
forgotten
in the file. The schools he had taught at,
six years in
Rome studying for the priesthood after his heart
attack,
ordained in Rome, returned to England. Then
Lewes,
Worthing, Banfield. But wait--there was something
he
had forgotten. Father Hagan had spent six
months in a
parish near Maidstone on his return from Rome.
His first
assignment, as it were. Six months as
assistant priest in
Hollingbourne. Only six, then moved on. It
wasn®t
significant; young priests made frequent
shifts to where
they were most needed at any particular time. Why
did it
concern him now? Had he already begun to lose
confidence
in his priest"s ability to cope with a
difficult situation,
one which could so easily escalate into a major
phenomenon . ..
if handled correctiv? A miracle cure in his
diocese.
Something extraordinary, proven beyond all doubt.
Bishop
Caines was a pragmatist; the Holy Roman
Catholic Church
woulld not I greater-than every harmed by such a miracle
in these cynical
and antireligious times. | he Holy Roman
Catholic Church
woulld benefit by it.
Imagine: a holy shrine in his diocese . . .
He pushed the thought away, ashamed of his own
vanity.
But it lingered. And soon he knew what he had
to do. Just
in case . . . just in case it really had been a
miracle . . .
TEN
Once he was across the water he found himself at the
gates of
Hell. It was all black and sooty in
there and the Devil wasn"t at
home, but his grandmother was sitting there in a big
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armchair. "The Three Golden Hairs of the
Devil,"

The Brothers Grimm

bip U1P BIP-DIP .

Molly Pagett®s eyes flickered. Opened.
What was the

sound?

Her thin body lay stiff in the bed, her husband
sprawled

leadenly beside her. She held her breath, listening,
wanting

to hear the sound again, but dreading hearing it.

- - - bip bip bif) bid-dip hip . . .

It was faint. And familiar.

She drew the covers back, careful not to wake
Len. Her

dressing gown was laid across the end of the bed and she

drew it across her shoulders to keep away the chill
of the

night. Len grunted, turned over.

- - - bid-dip .

The sound, the familiar sound, was coming from Alice"s

room. Molly sat on the edge of the bed
for a few moments,

collecting her thoughts, shooing away the remaining
dregs

of a restless sleep. The day had been long, a
confusing

mixture of joy and anxiety. They had wanted
to keep

Alice overnight in the hospital again, but
Molly would not

consent to it. Somehow she felt their tampering, their

tests, their probing--their endless questions--would undo

the miracle.

- - - bif greater-than bip . .

And miracle it was. There was no doubt in her
mind.

The Blessed Virgin Mary had smiled on their child.

- - - bip .

Molly rose from the bed, pulling the dressing gown

tight around her. QU|etIy padding to the open
door, fearful

of waking Len, she stepped into the hallway. She
had

left the door open just in case Alice cried out
in the

night--the joy of having Alice cry out
in the night! It was a

sound Molly had not heard since her daughter was
very

small. How she had listened in those early days,
alert for

the slightest whimper, the beginnings of a cry.
Molly would

scamper up the stairs, or rush along the
hallway, in a panic

which her husband could only scoff at. But then he
had

never appreciated just how much the new baby had
meant

to Molly. Alice had filled a barren, empty
life, an answer
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to years of prayer. God, through the divine
intercession of

Mary, Mother of Jesus, to whom Molly had
fervently

prayed, had blessed her with marriage and child.

How cruel, then, to smite the child so young. (and how

disappointing the marriage.)

- - - hip bid-dip . . .

Now once again. Our Lady had intervened. The
affliction

had gone, just as suddenly as it had come. Molly*s

faith in the Blessed Virgin had not wilted during
the years

of trial, and she had encouraged Alice
to worship Mary as

she did. If anything, her daughter®s adoration
for Christ"s

Mother was even greater. And the years of devotion had

been rewarded.

Molly stood outside Alice"s door.
Silence for a while

then--

- - .- hid-dip bid-dip bip bip . . .

The excitement of the last two days had been too
much

for Alice: i1t was the middle of the night and she could
not sleep. She loved to watch the luminous green
invaders descending the black screen of the microchip
toy, destroying

them with a quick stab at the red button, flicking a

switch with the other hand so that her spaceship
scuttled

from side to side, dodging the invaders® deadly
bombs.

Now she could heard the machine, hear the
computered

pipes of victory when the last invader had been
vanquished

from dark plastic space. It must seem like a new

toy again to her.

- - - bip btp . . .

But she had to sleep. The doctors had insisted that
she

rested. And Molly did not want a relapse.
That would be

too harsh of God .

- - - hip . . .

She pushed open the door.

- - - bi--

Molly was not sure that she had seen the small

green

light vanish on the far side of the room. It had
been just a

flicker in the corner of her eye, and it could have
been

nothing at all. She looked toward Alice"s
bed, expecting to

see her daughter sitting up, eyes wide and
happy. Galaxy

Invaders in her hands. All she saw in
the streetlight shining

through the curtains was the little shape beneath the

bedclothes.
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“"Alice?" Molly realized how naturally she
had called her

name, how swift was the acceptance of her daughter®s

returned senses, as though she had never really
accepted

their loss. "Alice, are you awake?"

There was no sound. Nothing from the child, nothing

from the machine.

Molly smiled in the gloom and moved toward the
bed.

Little faker, she scolded silently, teasing your
mum.

She bent over her daughter, ready to tickle her
nose and

end the pretense. She stayed her hand. Alice
really was

asleep. Her breathing was too deep and her face
too much

in repose for her to be faking.

“Alice,”™ Molly said again, softly, touching her
shoulder.

The child did not stir.

Molly lifted the covers, searching for the
electronic toy,

expecting it to be cuddled in Alice"s arms. It
wasn®t there.

And it wasn"t on the floor beside the bed. But it
had to be

nearby; Alice couldn®t have scooted across the
room to get

back into bed before she had entered. It wasn"t
possible.

Molly knelt and ducked her head to floor
level, peering

beneath the bed. No plastic shape lurked there.

She remembered the green fading light.

No, that was ridiculous. Just nor possible.

But she looked anyway.

The electronic game was lying on the small
dressing

table on the other side of the room, its switch in
the OFF

position, its screen black and lifeless.

Molly knew she hadn®"t imagined the familiar
sound. She also knew it could not have been in her
daughter®s hands.

And there was no one else in the room. Just
shadows and

the sound of Alice"s steady breathing.

"Could you keep a secret, if I told you one?
It"s a great secret,

I don"t know what 1 should do if anyone found it
out. 1 believe

1 should die?"

"lI"he Secret Garden, Frances Hodgson
Burnett

fenn ROLLED OVER IN THE bed and his own
groan brought

him awake. His head seemed to continue roHing.

"Oh, Jes ..." He winced, one hand fumbling
toward

the throbbing lump that common sense told him really
was
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his forehead. His fingers hardly eased the pain at
all.

Turning onto his back, a hand over his closed
eyes, he

endeavored to control the spinning sensation. Another
groan

developed into a low, self-pitying hum, a sound
which was

in perfect harmony with the higher-pitched
hum melodying

around inside his head. A full minute later, the
cadence

began to ease and slowly, experimentally, he eased
back

the shutters over his eyes. It was another
half-minute

before he lifted his hand.

The ceiling settled down when he stopped blinking
and

he considered sitting up in the bed. Consideration
over, he

lay there and groped a hand toward the bedside table,
careful

not to lift his head from the pillow, nor turn it in
any

direction. The searching fingers could not find his
wristwatch

and he cursed his necessary habit of keeping the

alarm clock as far away from the bed as possible
(necessary

because it was much too easy to turn off the bell and go

back to sleep; he found the distance covered to find
the bastard was enough to arouse him from his usual
morning-zombie state). Where the hell was
his watch? He couldn™t

have been that drunk last night. On the other hand,
he

could well have been.

Fenn sighed, screwed up his courage, and let his
head

slide toward the edge of the bed. Head hanging
over,

blood beginning to pound at the slab of concrete
inside like

waves against a sea wall, he stared at the
floor. No watch

there. But one arm was hanging over the edge too, hand

bent back limply against the floor.

"Stupid, stupid,” he muttered when he spied
the leather

strap around his wrist. He twisted his arm and
squinted at the watch face. Six minutes past
eleven. It had to be

morning; that was light coming through the closed curtains.

He drew himself back toward the center of the bed,

resisting the urge to lie down again. Head resting
against the headboard, back propped up by the pillow,
he tried to remember how he had come to this state.
Beer and brandy

was the answer.

He scratched his chest and mentally--the physical
act

would have been too painful--shook his head at himself.
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You gotta cut it out, Fenn. A young drunkard
could be

fun, an old one just a bloody bore; and you"re
not getting

younger. Journalists had the reputation of being big
drinkers,

and it wasn"t true. They were enormous drinkers.
Not all of

them, of course; just those he knew personally.

Fenn tentatively pushed himself farther up in the
bed.

He called this slow method of reclaiming the day
"'gradual

resurrection.”

Memories of the night before came filtering through and

he grinned once or twice, but ended up frowning
and

lifting the bedclothes to inspect his lower body, as
though

suspecting something might be missing. He grunted

relief--still there, although it was making no big thing of
it. What the hell was the girl"s name. Boz,
Roz, something
like that. Or it might have been Julia. He
shrugged, not
really caring. So long as 1"m not pregnant, he
told himself.
He eased the covers away, using his feet
to kick them
toward the end of the bed. Then slowly, and ever so
carefully, he teased his body from the bed. His head
weighed more than the rest of him and the trick was to
keep it balanced on his shoulders as he made
toward the
window. He drew the curtains, sensible enough
to keep
his eves closed against the glare which he knew would
hit
the room; the sun was especially partial to his
bedroom at
that time of day. He stood there, allowing the rays
to
warm his body, the worst of the day"s coldness
blocked by
the glass. When he finally opened his
eyes he saw a
woman trudging up the hill outside, pushing a
supermarket
trolley laden with shopping before her, staring up
open-mouthed at his naked body. Her stride did
not break,
although her progress was slow, and her head
swiveled
around in an almost Exorcist rum. Fenn faded
back into the
room, smiling sheepishly and giving the shopper a

friendly

little wave to show there was no menace in him. He
hoped

her head would not lock into its unnatural
position.

Once out of the sunlight, coldness staked its
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claim with
tiny, itchy goose pimples, and Fenn grabbed
his dressing
gown from the end of the bed. It was short and loose,
ending well above his knees, and looked much better
on
Sue. It had looked pretty good on Boz,
Roz--or was it
Anthea?--last night, too, but not as good as on
Sue. Even
that drunk he had noticed and noted.
He went into the kitchen and filled the kettle,
staring at
the running water as though fascinated, but not really
seeing it. He switched the kettle on and then
ran both
hands through his rumpled hair. 1 need a
cigarette, he told
himself, and was relieved he didn"t smoke. The
note was propped up against the com-flakes packet
and he pulled
out a chair and studied the message for a few
seconds
without touching it. It was a telephone number and
signed
“Pam.™ Oh, yeah, that was her name. He
briefly wondered
whether she had tried to wake him before leaving
the flat. Probably had, not knowing it would take
a major
earthquake to rouse him after a drunken binge.
Only Sue
could do it with sneaky groping hands, but then
she had a
technique all her own. He laid Pam"s
note down on the
table and tried to remember what she looked like.
He
remembered remarking to Eddy, his drinking buddy from
the sports page of the Courier, "nice face,
shame about the
legs,” when they saw her and a friend in the club, but
couldn™t recapture her image. The legs,
though. Yeah,
they were coming back. They"ll crush your little head,
Eddy had warned him; and Eddy hadn®"t been far
wrong,
he now recalled. He gingerly touched his ears and
wondered
if they were as red as they felt. Could ears
bruise?
He went into the bathroom to check.
When Eenn returned to the kitchen, satisfied at
least
that his ears had not been pressed flat against the
sides of
his head, but not too pleased with the bleary-eyed
reflection
that had sneered at him from the bathroom mirror,
the room was filled with steam. He had taken time
to ease
the punishment on his bladder, senses suddenly sharp
for
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any strange tingling sensation as the liquid flowed;
you
could never be too sure with girls you didn"t know.
And
some that you thought you did.
Jesus, he missed Sue.
He poured the boiling water into a cup, only
remembering
to add coffee when he was settled down at the
kitchen
table again. It burned his lips when he sipped, but
at least
it was a clean, stinging pain, not like the droning ache in
his head. He dipped his hand into the com-flakes
packet
and ate some, reflecting somberly that it was just as
well
he was working the night shift; he was in no fit
state this
morning.
He looked around the small kitchen and shuddered.
He
would have to make an effort today; he couldn®"t go on
living In such a pigsty. Maybe he was a little
untidy, but
this mess was ridiculous. Time to get yourself back
together,
Fenn. No woman was worth it. Are you kidding?
he
answered himself. Every one was worth it--well,
maybe
with just a few exceptions.
Fifteen minutes later he was still brooding over
his third
cup of coffee when the doorbell rang.
He leaned out of the kitchen window and saw Sue
standing in the street below. Either his hangover cleared
instantly or racing emotions swamped the
ill-effects. She
looked up and waved.
He found it difficult to speak for a few moments,
then
stuttered, "Use your . . . your key. Sue."
"1 didn*t like to,”™ she called up.
She fumbled in her shoulder bag, then
stuck the key
into the lock. Fenn drew his head inside,
scraping the hair
on the back of his head painfully against the frame.
He
rubbed the skin and couldn®t stop smiling. He
hadn"t seen
her for nearly three weeks, not since she"d
walked out of
the restaurant. They"d had several strained
telephone
conversations, but that was all. It had taken her
absence to
make him realize how hooked he was on her.
He leaned
against the cooker, still smiling, relieved,
expectant.
"Oh, shit!" The smile vanished.
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Fenn scooped up the note still lying on the Kkitchen

and considered swallowing it; he shoved it into his
pocket

instead. Running into the living room, he did a
quick

survey of the room. No incriminating
evidence there. Then

into the bedroom, lunging at the bed, scouring it for
fallen

hairpins, strands of hair colored differently from
his own,

smudges of lipstick or eyeshadow on the
pillows. He made

sure there were no other stains either, Sighing with
relief,

he allowed himself a few moments to collect his
thoughts.

Then: Christ, did she smoke? He couldn®t
remember. No

ashtray beside the bed. The living room! There"d be
cigarette

butts smudged with lipstick in the living room!
He

ran back in just as Sue opened the flat door.

“Sue,™ he said, sniffing the air for the stale
aroma of

cigarettes. The air seemed to be okay if just
a little alcoholic.

“"Hello, Gerry." Her smile was not a full
one.

"You look terrific,” he said.

"You look awfull "

He rubbed his unshaven chin, feeling awkward.
"How"ve

you been?™

“"Fine. You?"

"Pretty good.™

He stuck his hands into the pockets of the robe.
"Why

the hell didn"t you return my calls?" He
tried to keep his

voice level, but the last word was on the
ascendant. "‘For

Christ"s sake, three weeks!"

“"Not quite. And I"ve spoken to you a couple of
times."

"Yeah, you just haven®t said anything."

"l haven®"t come to argue with you, Gerry."

He stopped himself from a retort, then said
quietly,

"You wanna coffee?"

"1 haven®t got long. I"m on my way to the
university to

tape some interviews."

"A quick one.”™ He went into the kitchen and
reboiled the kettle. He was fortunate
to find one cup that was clean at the back of the
cupboard.

Her voice came through from the living room. "This

place is a mess."

“"The maid®s day off,” he called back.

When he returned, she was sitting on the
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settee, calmly
watching him. He felt a tightness in his chest;
she looked
good. He placed the two cups on the glass
coffee table,
then eased himself down into the other end of the small
sofa. A two-foot gap separated them.
"1 called round once or twice,” he told
her.
"1"ve been spending a lot more time at my
parents® with
Ben."
He nodded. ""How is he?"
"Boisterous as ever." She sipped and pulled a
face.
"Your coffee hasn®t improved."
"Nor has my disposition. No shit. Sue,
I1"ve missed

you."
She stared into her cup. "1 needed a break from you.
You were becoming ... a little too much."

"Yeah, 1 know. It"s a habit of mine."

"1 needed a breather."

"You said. Nothing personal, right?”

"Stop it, Gerry."

He chewed on his lip.

"And maybe you needed a break from me, too,' she

said.

"No, babe, 1 didn"t."

She couldn®t help asking. "Have you been seeing
anyone?"

He looked squarely into her eyes. "No. I
haven®t wanted

to." His ears tingled sorely for a few guilty
seconds. He

cleared his throat and said, "“How about you?"

Sue shook her head. "I told you, I1%ve
been busy with

Ben.' She sipped her coffee again and he moved
closer.

He took the cup from her hand and placed it back
on the

saucer. His fingers traveled to her neck, beneath her
hair.

He kissed her cheek, then turned her head with his
other

hand to reach her lips.

She was soft, yielding against him, returning his
kiss

with an emotion that matched his; but then she was
pulling

away, one hand held against his shoulder.

"Please don"t. That"s not why I"m here." She
seemed to

have difficulty in breathing.

He ignored her and tried again, a feeling that was more

than just desire strong within him.

“"No, Gerry!" 1 his time there was anger.

He stopped, having problems with his own breathing.
110 his

Sue . . .

Her glare stopped his words. And further action.
Fenn
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struggled to contain his own anger. "Okay, okay."
He

turned away from her in a heavy sulk. "What the
hell have

you come for. Sue? Just to collect some of your
things?”

He heard her sigh. "Not to upset you, Gerry,
i1 didn"t

want that," she said.

"Who"s upset? I"m not upset. | may
break out in pimples

any moment now, but that®s just late puberty.
Christ, how

could you upset me?"

"You"re such a bloody baby!""

"Go ahead, turn on your charm.'

She had to smile, despite herself. "Gerry, 1
came to tell

you about the church. The church at Banfield."

He looked at her curiously.

"I"ve been back. I"ve taken Ben there on
Sundays."

He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn"t find
anything

to say.

"It"s wonderful, Gerry.” Now her smile was
full and her

eves were shining with excitement. 1 he transition
was so

swift 1t took Fenn by surprise.

"So many people are flocking to St.
Joseph®s,™ Sue went

on. "People are bringing their children, their sick, their

handicapped. 1t"s almost like a pilgrimage to them.
And

the happiness--it seems to hit you before you even reach

the church grounds. It"s unbelievable, Gerry."

"Hey, now wait a minute. | thought it had
all died

down. I*ve rung the priest there--this Father
Hagan--and

he told me nothing more has happened. No more
miracles,

no more apparitions. Certainly nothing newsworthy
or the

nationals would have been swarming over it like flies
over

a shit heap.™

"You have to be there to see it! OF course there®s no

more physical miracles, but the miracle is the

atmosphere
itself. That®"s why 1 came today, Gerry. 1 want
you to see
it for yourself. I want you to experience it."
He frowned. "But I"m not a Catholic,
Sue."

"You don"t have to be, that"s the joy of it. You
only have to feel to know it"s a holy place.”

"But why should the priest lie to me?"

"He didn"t lie. Nothing is happening in the
material

sense; he told you the truth. He doesn"t
want the situation
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exploited, can"t you see that?"

"And do you?"

"Of course not."

“"Then why are you telling me?"

She took his hand and clasped it tightly in both
of

hers. "Because 1 want some of that cynicism
knocked out

of that silly head of yours. If you could just see for

yourself the effect the place has on people, 1 know
you" Il

begin to have some beliefs yourself."

"Wait a minute. You"re beginning to sound like a
religious

freak. You"re not trying to convert me, are you?"

She surprised him by laughing. "1 don®"t think
the Holy

Ghost Himself could do that. No, 1 just
want you to bear

witness—-""

"Oh, definitely a religious--"

"Just see for yourself.” Her voice had become
quiet.

He drew in a deep breath and sank back against
the

sofa. ""What about the girl, Alice? Is she still
going to the

church?"

"That"s the other thing you have to see."

"What do you mean?"

"It"s hard to say." Her words were slow,
deliberate, as though her thoughts were deep. "'She
seems to have

changed.™

"In what way?"

"It*s difficult to describe. She seems--

I don"t know--

older, more mature. There"s a special kind of
aura around

her. Some people weep when they see her.™

"Ah, come on. Sue. It"s just some kind of
hysteria.

They"ve heard the story--their minds are
doing the rest.”

"See for yourself.

“"Maybe 1 should.”™ He had to admit, he was
becoming

curious about the whole affair once more. The
contact

with Sue might bring them back together again, too.
"1

could go there this afternoon,

"No. Wait till Sunday."

He looked up questioningly at her.

""Come to the Mass with me, when the crowds will be

there.™

"You know it could have fizzled out by then. The place

might be empty."

"1 doubt it. But there"s another reason I
want you to

come on Sunday." She got to her feet, looking
at her

watch. "1"ve got to go or 111 be in
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trouble."
“"What? What are you talking about? You can®t just
leave."
Sue walked to the door. *"I*m sorry,
Gerry, 1 really do
have to go. Pick me up on Sunday morning at
my place.
Ben wilibe staving with me so we can all go
together."
She opened the door.
"But what was the other reason?' he asked, still
sitting
perplexed on the sofa.
“"There"s a rumor that Alice has told the
priest and her mother that the Lady wants to see her
again. On the
twenty-eighth. That"s this Sunday."
Sue closed the door quietly behind her.
TWELVE
You parents all that children have,
A nd you that have got none,
If you would have them safe abroad,
I1"ray keep them safe at home.
Old Nursery Rhyme
this SUNDAY WAS DIM®"-1-_rf.nt.
tt was cold, drizzling,
and miserable. But Fenn"s senses keened to the
excitement
in the air as a rat"s nose twitches at the
scent of distant
blood.
Sue had been right: it hit you before you reached the
church grounds. The first signs came as he
drove through
the village High Street: there was a bustling
activity that
was unusual for a Sunday morning in any town,
village, or
city, particularly on a cold and damp one. And
most of the
people were heading in the same direction. Traffic,
too,
was far heavier than normal.
Ben, in the backseat, had become quiet, which was
a
relief at any time. His arms were resting against the
back
of the front passenger seat, his face close
to his mother"s.
Fenn quickly glanced at the eight-year-old boy
and saw an
expectant look in those large brown eyes;
Ben®"s mouth was
open and half-smiling as he stared ahead through the
windshield.
"Are you beginning to feel the atmosphere,
Gerry?" Sue
asked, looking past her son"s head at the
reporter.
Fenn muttered noncommittally. He wasn™t
prepared to
admit anything yet. He slowed the car as they
approached
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a zebra crossing and the gathering on the pavement
waved

acknowledgments as they scurried across. Small children

clutched their parents® hands, the elderly hung on
to sturdier

companions. A middle-aged man in a
wheelchair came

last, pushed by a younger man: their similarity in
appearance

indicated they were father and son. The cripple
smiled

at Fenn, then looked over his shoulder at his
son, urging

him to push faster.

Once the road was clear, Fenn eased his foot
down on

the accelerator, aware that traffic had
built up behind him.

The traffic moved off in convoy, Fenn®s Mini
at i1ts head.

He glanced into his rearview mirror,
surprised at the

swift buildup he had caused. "1 hope
we"re not all going to

the same place," he commented.

"1 think you®re in for a surprise,' Sue
replied.

He was passing groups of people along the roadside

now, the houses on either side becoming fewer
until there

were only fields and trees. Even the steady
drizzle could

not dampen the cheerfulness that seemed to exude from

the walkers.

Soon there were cars parked by the roadside, all
driven

half onto the grass verge.

"1 don"t befieve this,” Fenn said as they were
forced to

drive past the church entrance.

"l said you"d be surprised.” There was no hint of
smugness

in Sue"s voice.

He scanned each side of the road, looking for a
space.

"Has it been like this every Sunday since?"

"No. It"s been crowded, but not like this. The
rumor

has obviously spread."

"You didn*t tell me how you heard about it."
He swerved

the Mini to avoid an opening door. Two metal
sticks

stretched out from the other vehicle®s interior,
followed by

two ill-controlled legs. The driver was just
emerging to

assist his invalid passenger as P"enn"s car
passed.

"1 was here at the evening service last
Wednesday. |

overheard some parishioners talking."

Fenn risked a quick look at her. "You were at
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evening
service? In the week?"
"That"s right, Gerry."
"Right."
He pulled in behind the last vehicle in the line.
"1 guess
this"1l do," he said ironically. The Mini
bumped onto the
verge and another car pulled up in front almost
immediately.
"Okay, Ben, time to get wet."
The boy was already pushing at the back of his mother"s
seat, eager to get going. Sue stepped out and
pulled the
passenger seat forward, allowing Ben to scramble
through.
Fenn sTammed his door shut and pulled up the
collar of his
raincoat. "Fine day for a bloody carnival,"
he muttered
under his breath. He tucked his hands into the coat"s
large
pockets, conscious of the bulky object in one:
this time,
after moans from the Couriers picture editor, who
hadn*t
liked his last pocket-camera effects, he had
borrowed an
Olympus. If (and it was a big if)
anything happened, he
was going to be prepared. In his other pocket he
carried a
microcassette recorder, a Christmas gift
from Sue. They
set off toward the church, Sue®s arm linked through
his,
Ben racing ahead.
More vehicles were slowing, then stopping just beyond
his. "I he gate to the pathway leading up to the
church was
crammed with people and Sue had to grab Ben, holding
him close to prevent him from being jostled. Fenn
stared
around at the eager throng, bemused and becoming
excited
himself with their mood. Even if nothing spectacular
happened--and he was sure it wouldn®"t--he now had
a
nice follow-up story to the previous one. It
might take a
little exaggeration on his part to say that St.
Joseph®s was being besieged by pilgrims,
believers, and the just-plain-curious, but it wasn"t
too far from the truth. He shook his
head in wonder: what the hell did they all
expect to see?
Another miracle? He suppressed a
chuckle, delighted now
that Sue had persuaded him to come. It wasn"t
going to be
a complete waste of time.
The three of them, Fenn, Sue and Ben,
squeezed through
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the open gateway, bunched together by the shuffling
crowd.

Fenn noticed that a young girl on his left, no
more than

Ffifteen or sixteen, was trembling visibly,
then quickly realized

her spasmodic movements were something more than

just excitement. The tight drooping of one side of
her

mouth gave him a hint, for he had seen the disorder

before. Her movements were clumsy, her hands and arms

twitching uncontrollably; she was flanked on
either side by

a man and woman, presumably her parents.
IT he was

right, the girl was suffering from a form of
chorea, most

probably. St. Virus®s Dance, for he had
seen exactly the

same symptoms in a young woman he*d
interviewed in a

Brighton hospital when covering the story of the
hospital s

imminent closure because of government cuts. It was
an

assignment he hadn®"t enjoyed, for the sick always
made

him feel unhealthy, but at least his article, with
its many

poignant interviews from the patients, had
helped cause a

stay of execution for the hospital. Its future
was still

uncertain, but that was better than positively no
future at

all.

He stood aside, allowing the small group more
room for

maneuvering, and the father smiled gratefully. Once
through

the gate, the queue thinned out, although the
line stretched

up to the church doorway itself. There were several
among

the throng who, like the young girl, were helped along
by

others. | hey passed a small,
emaciated-looking boy in a

wheelchair, chattering happily to his surrounding
family,

his eyes, large and bulging, shining with some inner

exhilaration. Fenn saw the smiling sadness in the
face of

the boy®"s mother; and there was hope in her expression,

too, a desperate hope. It made Fenn
feel uncomfortable, as

if he were i voyeur into the private misery of
others. Not

jJjust that, though: he was about to be a witness to their

disappointment. He could sympathize with their
desperation,

but could not understand their gullibility. What had
happened
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to little Alice Pagett had been i Ffluke of
nature, an
accidental triggering off of something in her
brain that had
overridden other, disobedient nerves, returning
senses that
she had never really lost physically; these people now
thought the same chance process could happen again to
themselves or those in their care. It was, he had
to admit,
strangely moving. And he began to feel anger,
for he
resented having his protective wall of
cynicism breached
by such blatant stupidity, and that anger was turned
toward
the Church which nourished and encouraged such
ignorance. His rancor had become seething
indignation by
the time they reached the porch.
Inside the church it was crowded, the rows of pews
full
to capacity. Fenn had expected it to be so because
of the
activity outside, but was nevertheless surprised by the
size
of the congregation. And the noise, the steady murmur of
whispered conversations. A peaceful
silence, he had always
assumed, was the prerequisite of any church when
not responding to the service taking place, but it
seemed
today the collective tenseness was difficult
to contain.
Looking at his watch, he saw that it was still
sixteen
minutes before the start of the Mass. If they had come
any
later, they would never have got inside the door.
Sue dipped her fingers into the font, making the
Sign of
the Cross in a quick, fluid movement and
encouraging Ben
to follow suit. The boy reached into the
receptacle, but his
ritual was slower, more solemn. One of the men
obviously
designated as ushers to control the inflowing crowd,
politely
gestured for the three of them to move to the left of
the church toward a side aisle where those unable
to find
seats were standing. Fenn resisted, for he
already knew
from which vantage point he wished to view the
proceedings.
He took Sue®s elbow and guided her toward the
right. caret he
usher opened his mouth to protest and decided it really
wasn®"t worth it.
Sue looked at Fenn in surprise as he
urged her toward
the spot they had occupied on his previous
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visit. There
were a few disapproving stares as they jostled their
way
through, Ben anxiously clinging to his mother®s coat,
but
they reached the right-hand aisle without hindrance. She
was puzzled as Fenn stood on tiptoe, craning
his neck
toward the front of the church, then realized he was
looking
for Alice Pagett, whom he no doubt
assumed would be
sitting beneath the statue of Our Lady again. There was
no way of telling if she was there, for the aisle was
too full.
Sue noticed there were more wheelchairs alongside
the
benches and emotion swept through her, feelings aroused
in her that had been held in check for many years.
Those
emotions had been growing over the last three
weeks and
now she felt them unleashed, flowing through her and
outward, joining with others, uniting. She wasn"t
sure
what these feelings were, but they had much to do with
compassion, love for others. She felt like crying and
knew
she was not alone in that feeling. There was an
anticipation
inside her that exulted vet frightened her.
Even now, she was still uncertain as to whether or not
Alice"s cure had been miraculous, although she
wanted to
believe with all her heart. After years in a
spiritual
wilderness, clinging by only a thin thread to her
religion,
something had happened here at this church which had
drawn her back, the absorption
gradual at first, the link
still tenuous, until her own will had strengthened the
renewed acceptance. She had witnessed something
extraordinary,
be it caret a miracle or not, and that impression
had
rekindled her trust. And that was the feeling she shared
with so many others gathered in St. Joseph®s
church. Trust. It pervaded the air like the
accompanying smell of
incense.
She hugged Ben close and tenderly touched
Perm®s arm,
loving them both and wanting their love.
Fenn turned and winked and a small unpleasant
shock
made her hand drop away. The rushing compassion
coursing
through her almost stumbled to a halt, tripped by his
wink of reality. No, not her reality, but Ay.
His insensitivity,
his mocking attitude. His only reason for being
here was
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because there might be a story in it, a sequel to a
feature
that had enhanced his journalistic reputation. She
thought
he had come because he loved her and wanted to please;
she had persuaded him because of her feelings towards
him, wanting him to share her own acceptance. That one
small gesture of his had dispelled her sentiment,
made her
realise they were two very different people, for it had
contained the destructive contempt, no matter how
lightly
or how humorously disguised, of the detractor,
the person
who would never believe--never trust--because to do so
woulld influence their own self-seeking
opportunism. At that
moment--and this was why her emotions had stumbled--
she despised him.
He frowned as she stared at him, recognizing the
sudden
hostility in her eyes and confused by it. Sue
averted her
gaze, leaving him wondering.
More people were crowding in from behind, forcing
them to move further down the aisle. Fenn tried
once
more to see the front bench, but there were still too many
heads blocking his view. His initial excitement
was now
beginning to fade, the waiting and the claustrophobic
atmosphere of the packed church taking effect. The
tension was still around him, but he no longer shared it, or
at least, not its particular brand of tension; his
feelings were more of sharp curiosity. He examined the
faces of those sitting in
the benches. were they all from the village or had
word
spread further afield? He recognized some,
for he had
spoken to them before on the day Alice had been
cured.
His gaze stopped on a particularly familiar
face, this one
seen only in half-profile, for the figure sat
on the other side
of the center aisle, near the front. It was
Southworth, the
hotel owner. Well, Mr. Southworth, it
seemed he had been
wrong: interest hadn"t completely died away.
Maybe i1t
would after today, though. The punters were expecting
too much, and they could only be disappointed. In
fact, he
wouldn®t be at all surprised if there were some
angry
scenes after the service.
Fenn looked for the fat man. Tucker, whom he
had met
with Southworth at the hotel, but he was either hidden
from view or not present. A disturbance at the
back of the
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church drew his attention.

The doors were being closed, much to the annoyance of

those still outside. Heads were turning as the dispute
grew

louder and a dark-suited man, wearing the
unobtrusive

collar of the modern-day cleric, rose from the
front bench

and strode purposely up the center aisle
towards the source

of the trouble. He was tall, well over six feet
Fenn estimated,

even though his shoulders were stooped, and he was
painfully

thin. Yet his face, with its high forehead and
prominent

nose, showed strength, a fact further confirmed
by

his vigorous stride. The priest®"s cheeks were
sunken, his

cheekbones high ridges on shadowed valleys,
and his skin

had a jaundiced look that betrayed a past
illness; yet even

that failed to detract from the strength.

When he reached the end of the aisle, he raised a
hand

as if to gently scythe a way through the crowd gathered

there, and Fenn was surprised at its size; from where
the

reporter stood, it looked as though the priest®s
fingers

could easily wrap themselves around a football. It
may

have been an exaggeration in Fenn"s mind, but the
congre-

gation back there seemed to agree, for they parted before

the advancing limb like the sea heeding Moses.
He followed

the tall man®s progress, for he was easily
seen above

the heads of others, and wondered who he was and why

he was there. Within seconds, the priest was walking
back

down the aisle, the disturbance behind having settled,
the

doors of the church left open wide, despite the
chill, and

Fenn had a chance to study the man®"s face in more
detail.

His eyes were cast downwards, the lids heavy,
giving

the appearance of being completely closed. His jaw
was

firm, though not prominently so, and the upper lip
slightly

protruding, spoiling what otherwise would have been

dauntingly strong features. His brow was furrowed
in

deep lines, and further wrinkles were etched
sharply around

his eyes, curling both upwards and downwards like the

splayed ends of a wire brush. His eyebrows were
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gray and
full, like his hair, shadowing his eye sockets.
His stoop
was more than fatigue or negligent posture; the
spine was
curved unnaturally, though not badly. The priest
genuflected,
then took his seat once more. Fenn had the distinct
feeling of just having witnessed a magnetic storm
in human
form. He realized, too, that the buzz of hushed
conversation had come to an abrupt halt while the
priest
was on the move. The whispers began again now that the
intimidating figure had disappeared from view.
The crowd at the rear swelled into the center
channel
and the three ushers forced their way through to form a
human barrier, preventing the overflow from filling
the
aisle completely. Fenn was intrigued by everything
that
was happening and already regretting not having followed
up his story in the ensuing weeks. Evidently an
undercurrent
of interest and specufation had developed
in the area,
culminating in today®"s little turnout. They wanted
to see
the trick done again. Maybe a bit more this time,
though.
We®ve had the triple somersault, now let"s
see the quadruple.
That was why they had brought their sick along. Great
trick last time, but what"s in it for me? Or,
sorry, missed
the last show--can we have a repeat?
His story, the angle, the view It would take, was
already
forming in his mind and it had much to do with gullibility,
superstition, avarice--and yes, maybe even
duplicity. The
meeting with Southworth and Tucker, whose motives
leaned
more than overtly toward exploitation, gave a good
indication
of what could be behind the spreading rumors. They
had tried to recruit him into their campaign and had
been
disappointed, but probably not discouraged. And how
culpable was the Catholic Church itself?
Just how much had
they done to dispel the story of a miracle? Or had
they
encouraged it? Fenn felt grimly satisfied:
there was the
makings of some nice iInvestigative journalism
here. Not
enough to set the world on fire, but controversial enough
to sell a few extra copies in the southern
counties. Then he
glanced at Sue and ringers of guilt pushed at his
thoughts.
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Her head was bowed, her hands clasped tightly on
Ben"s
shoulders. She was praying silently, a small
frown of
concentration on her forehead. Even Ben was still, lost
in his own thoughts.
Fenn was perplexed. Sue was no fool and
certainly not
naive as far as religion was concerned. At
least, not since
he had known her. So why this change? What had
happened
to bring her back to the Church so swiftly
and with
such conviction? And how would she react to the expose
he was already planning? He tried to shrug off the
uncomfortable
guilt: perhaps his story would bring her to her
senses. He hoped so, because there was no way he
could
back off now he"d bitten the bait.
The tinkling of a bell startled him and a general
movement
swept through the church as those in the congregation
lucky enough to have seats stood, and those already
standing came to reverential attention. A door to the
left
side of the altar had opened and Fenn could just see
movement between the heads of those standing at the
front. The organ sounded its first chords, a
brief clue as to
which key the hymn was to be sung in, and throats were
cleared and breaths drawn in. The start of the hymn
was
ragged, but quickly gained a unified momentum.
The priest mounted the two steps to the altar and
turned
to face the congregation. Fenn was
surprised and a little
shocked by the change in Father Hagan®s appearance.
The
man seemed to have aged, to have become almost bowed.
His eyes had the strange luminous quality of
someone who
was near death through hunger, and his skin had become
sallow, stretched across his cheekbones. His tongue
flicked
across his lips in a nervous gesture and Fenn
noticed that
the priest™s less-than beyes flitted around the
church in swift movements
as though the very size of the congregation was
unsettling to him. Hagan"s vestments were no
longer a
shield; they merely emphasized the frailty beneath
them.
Fenn leaned closer to Sue to make a comment on the
disturbing change in the priest, but realized she was
too
absorbed in the service itself to notice.
Throughout the long Mass--drearily long, to him--
he
studied Father Hagan, gradually becoming
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aware that the

man®s deterioration was not as drastic as he had
Ffirst supposed

(or it could have been that the priest was regaining

more of his previous stature as the Mass continued).
It

might also have been the fact that Fenn had not seen
him

for some time, and the sudden confrontation had heightened

the aspects of change.

At the sign of peace, when everybody present
shook

their neighbor®"s hand and bade them, "Peace be with

you," Fenn offered his hand to Sue. She looked at
him

coldly before taking it and her grip had no
Ffirmness. When

she released him, he held on, squeezing her
palm in an

effort to make some mental contact. Her eyes
dropped

downward and it seemed as though a shadow crossed
her

features. Fenn could only stare until a tiny
hand tugged at

his raincoat and he looked down to see Ben
thrusting his

hand upward, waiting to shake.

""Peace be with you, Ben," Fenn whispered,
glancing

again at Sue. She was watching the priest at the
altar.

The Mass continued, and after the Eucharist Prayer,

Fenn®s interest switched to the congregation itself. Those

wishing to receive Communion surged forward with
undignified

(and perhaps unholv) haste, causing a bustling
bottleneck

in the center aisle. Invalids in wheelchairs,
others on

crutches, came forward, and Fenn could not help but
feel

sorry for them. Their desperation was obvious and it

renewed his anger to see them exploited so. There
were

children in the queue, none younger than seven years
old,

but several not far past that age. They were eager and

wide-eyed, probably not understanding exactly what

going on, but caught up in the excitement of it
all. A

youth of seventeen or more was being led toward the altar

as if he were a five-year-old, and his shuffling
gait explained

why. The boy was severely retarded and Fenn

could see the brimming hope on his mother"s face.

Father Hagan®"s expression was one of anguish as
he

surveyed the long treble line of worshipers and the
reporter

grudgingly sympathized. He felt sure that
none of it
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was the priest®"s doing and that Hagan was just as
appalled

as he himself.

There were several nuns among the slow-moving
procession,

their heads bowed, hands clasped tightly together.

The hymn being sung reached its conclusion, the
verses

running out long before the queue, leaving only the
noise

of scuffling feet and echoing coughs. Returning
communicants

were pushing their way along side aisles to their

seats, causing those standing to crush against their
neighbors

to allow them through. A small figure suddenly
appeared

before Fenn, and the reporter winced when he saw

the boy®"s hands were covered in unsightly
verrucae. In the

center aisle another child, this one a boy also, was
being

carried toward the priest, his legs wrapped in a
heavy

blanket. It was the same child whom Fenn had seen
in the

wheelchair on the path leading to the church. The
boy,

coaxed by the man holding him, opened his mouth to

receive the Host and the priest™s eyes were filled with
fresh

sadness.

The procession went on, a constant human stream
that

seemed to have no end, and twice there was a delay
while

Father Hagan prepared more wafers.
Finally, his reserves

were depleted and the priest was forced to announce the

fact to those still waiting.

Fenn took a grim amusement in their
disappointment as

the remains of the queue shuffled mournfully back
to their

places. It was like a bloody pub with no beer,
he told

himself.

The Mass ended soon after and the congregation looked

around at each other as if expecting more. The
priest and

his white-frocked entourage disappeared into the
sacristy,

and the sense of anticlimax was almost tangible.
Murmurs

ran around the church and heads peered toward the
right-hand

side of the altar, to the pew beneath the statue of

Our Lady. The whispers came back over the
rows of seats:

the little girl wasn®t there. Alice Pagett had
not attended

Mass that morning. There were a few
audible moans, a
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few muttered complaints, but because they were in the
House of God, most of the congregation kept their
grievances to themselves. They left the church, clearly
feeling
they had been let down, but having no recourse
to take
(which increased their frustration).
People were pushing against Fenn, and Sue looked up at
him questioningly, ready, herself, to leave the church.
“"Take Ben out with you. Sue, and 11l meet you
back at
the car,”™ he told her.
"What are you going to do?" she asked as she was
jostled
from behind.
"1 just want to have a few words with the priest.”
"You can"t go into the sacristy, Gerry." She was
almost
forbidding him to.
“"They gonna bum me in oil? Don*t worry,
1 won"t be
long."
Before she could protest further, he eased past her
into
the advancing crowd.
It was hard going, but churchgoers were not generally
arrogant as a crowd and they made way for him where
they could. The benches were emptying and he used one as
a channel to reach the center aisle. He stopped
briefly to
catch a closer look at the statue of the
Madonna, the stone
image that had fascinated Alice Pagett so,
and briefly
considered taking a quick photograph. Deciding
i"t might
be better to snap a few later when the church was
empty--he
didn®"t want to upset anyone present,
especially the clergy--
Fenn resumed his journey.
Once in the main aisle, the going was easier, for the
crowd was more concentrated toward the church exit by
now. He crossed the front of the altar, heading
for the
door at its side. Finding it slightly ajar.
He hesitated before
entering. There were voices coming from iInside.
"dis . . why, Monsignor, why do they
listen to these
rumors? What have they expected--"'
"Calm yourself, F"ather. You must behave as on
any
normal Sunday by going to the door of your church and
conversing with your parishioners. If you wish to discour-
age them from such idle wishful-thinking, then show them
that everything is normal." The second voice was
deep,
commanding.
Fenn pushed open the door, deciding not to knock
first.
Father Hagan®"s back was to him, but the other
cleric, the
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tall dark-suited man with the hunched shoulders, was

facing

the doorway. He stopped in midsentence, staring
at

the journalist over the smaller priest®s shoulder.
Hagan

turned and his features stiffened when he saw
Fenn.

"What do you want?" he asked, the hostility
evident 1in

his voice.

Not one to be easily intimidated, Fenn stepped
inside.

He smiled in pretended apology and said, "I
wondered iFf |

could have a few words. Father.™

"I"m sorry, but you"re not allowed in here,”™ the
priest

shapped back.

The altar servers, three boys and a man, who had
been

busy removing their cassocks, stopped and looked
at the

priest in surprise, his sharpness alien to his
normally mild

temperament.

Fenn held his ground. "It won"t take a
minute.™

"1 want you to leave right now."

The reporter®s smile dropped away as he
returned the

priest”s icy glare. It was the older priest, the
tall one, who

quickly stepped in to break the deadlock. ™1 ™m

Monsignor

Delgard,™ he said. "lIs there something
we can help you

with?"

"He"s a reporter,'" Hagan interrupted as
Fenn began to

reply. "It"s largely due to him that this fuss
has been

created."

The older priest nodded and said pleasantly, "You
are

Mr. Fenn? The man who found Alice iIn the
church grounds

when this affair began? I"m very pleased to meet you,

young man." He offered his huge hand, which the
reporter

took cautiously. In fact, the cleric's
grip was firm

but surprisingly gentle.

"1 didn®"t mean to barge in . . ." Fenn said,
and the priest

smiled at the lie.

"I*"m afraid we are rather busy at the moment,
Mr.

Fenn, but if we could be of some assistance later?"

"Could you tell me why you®"re here at St.
Joseph*s

today?"

"Merely to assist Father Hagan. And to observe,
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of
course."
""Observe what, exactly?"

"You saw how many people attended Mass today. It would
be silly for the church to pretend the congregation
has not placed some special significance on this

particular
Sunday."
"But have you, Monsignor?" The tape recorder
in Fenn"s
pocket was running, flicked on by his thumb.
The priest hesitated, but he was still smiling.
"Let me
just say we did not expect any phenomenon
to occur. We
are more concerned with our parishioners--"
"There®"s more than parishioners outside," Fenn
broke
in. "1°d say they"ve come from a larger area
than Banfield.™
"Yes, I"m sure that"s the case," 1 lagan
said coldly, "but
that"s because your newspaper ran a
grossly exaggerated
story which played on the public®s
susceptibility.”
"1 only reported what happened,' Fenn
retorted.
"With some of your own speculation. And I might
add,
speculation that barelv hid the cynicism behind it."
“1"m not a Catholic, Father. You can®t expect

"Please." Monsignor Delgard stood
firmly between the
two protagonists, his big hands held at chest
level as if to
hold back their remarks. His voice was not
raised, its tones
barely hardened, but it was a voice to take
notice of. "I™m
sure this discussion should continue--you must have your
questions answered, Mr. Fenn, and you, Father, may
benefit from listening to a more objective view of this
whole affair--but now is neither the time nor the
place. 1
suggest you leave, Mr. Fenn, and return some
time later
today."
It was hardly a suggestion, more of a command, and one
which the reporter reluctantly decided to obey.
It would
be better for the sake of his story to have Hagan®s
cooperation
rather than his antagonism, and their conversation at
this point was going nowhere useful. However, always one
to turn a situation to his advantage, no
matter how small,
Fenn said, "If 1 come back this evening, will you
give me
an hour of your time?"
Father Hagan opened his mouth to protest, but
Monsignhor
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Delgard spoke quickly. "As long as you like,
Mr.
Fenn. We won"t restrict your time,"
Fenn was taken aback. He"d expected half
an hour,
maybe twenty minutes. "It"s a deal, I he
said with a grin,
then pulled open the door.
The church was almost empty and it seemed much
darker. He realized that the rainclouds
had become heavier,
the light outside shining through the stained-glass
windows
poor and diffused, having no thrust. He closed
the
sacristy door and crossed the front of the altar
toward the
statue of the Madonna. The pupilless eyes of the
white
statue gazed sightlessly down on him, its stone
lips bearing
the slightest traces of a benevolent smile. The
sculptured
hands stretched downward, palms outward, symbol
of the
Madonna®s acceptance of all who stood before
her.
It was just a block of stone to Fenn, a skillful
effigy but
one that had no meaning for him. The blank eyes were
disturbing because they were blind; the look of compassion
was meaningless because It was handmade, not heartfelt.
He narrowed his eyes. And the statue was flawed.
There
was just the faintest hairline crack
barely visible in the
poor light, running from beneath the chin down one side
of the neck. Nobody"s perfect, he silently
told the Madonna.
He was reaching inside his raincoat pocket for the
camera,
having decided it was as good an opportunity as
any to
photograph the statue, when running footsteps
made him
turn. A young boy of Fifteen or sixteen was
hurrying down
the center aisle, making for the altar. He did not
seem to
notice Fenn as he swung around the front bench
and
headed for the sacristy door. He thumped against the
door
with the flat of his hand, then burst in.
Fenn quickly hurried over and was just in time to hear
the youth breathlessly say, "It"s Alice
Pagett, Father. She"s
here.™
"But 1 instructed her mother to keep her away
today, ™
came Father Hagan®"s voice.
"But she®s here. Father. In the field, by the tree!
And
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everybody®s following her. They®re all going
into the field!”

"The Magic is in me--the Magic is in me.
It"s in every one of

us."

The Secret Garden, Frances Hodgson
Burnett

when FENN ENTERED THE SACRISTY, he
caught just a

glimpse of the two priests and the boy departing through

another door leading to the outside. The altar
boys and the

older altar server were still too surprised to move.
The

reporter ran through the room, following the three
who

had just left. Outside, he found himself in the
section of

graveyard at the back of St. Joseph®s; the
two priests and

the youth were hurrying along a narrow path between the

graves toward the low wall dividing the
church grounds

and the field beyond. He hurried to catch up, the
eager

gleam back in his eyes.

He veered off when he saw that the wall was crowded

with people, many of whom were anxious to see into the

field, but reluctant, for reasons of their own,
to enter it. A

section of wall toward the corner of the graveyard
was

clear, and it was this he made for. The two priests
were

trying to push through the jostling onlookers, but were

having difficulty In reaching the wall. Fenn
scuffed the top

of a molehill with his shoe as he raced toward his
chosen

spot. The grass was damp and slippery and
twice his feet

nearly slid from under him. He was soon at the
wall,

leaning over it, catching his breath. Then he was on
the

wall, balancing on its rough, uneven top,
fumbling for the

camera in his pocket, fingers"™ trembling.

Alice, wearing a blue plastic raincoat, was
standing before

the tree, staring up at its twisted branches, the
light

rain spattering against her upturned face. The
clouds were

dark and heavy, their full load having not yet
been shed;

the horizon was silvery white in contrast. The
others stood

farther back from the girl as though afraid
to approach her,

afraid to go too near the oak. They stood in
small groups,

silent, watching. More were climbing over the wall,

Page 112



James Herbert - The Shrine
cautiously
moving forward, but never beyond the groups
behind the girl. Fenn saw the crippled boy, the
one who had
received Holy Communion earlier, being lifted
over
the wall, then carried through the waiting people toward
the little girl. Just five yards from her, his father
knelt and
gently laid the boy on the ground, adjusting the
blanket
around the frail body to keep out the dampness.
A young girl was led forward and F"enn recognized
her
from her clothes: she was the same girl he"d made
way for
at the church gate, the one suffering from chorea.
Others were pushing their way through, bringing children
with them or supporting adults. Soon the groups
were less obvious as the space around them filled,
and the
sick were laid on the grass, no one caring about the
ground®s
wetness or the chill in the air,
Fenn estimated there had to be at least three
hundred
people present, many now in the field itself, the rest still
nervously lingering behind the wall as though it were a
shield. All were hushed.
He could feel the tension and almost wanted to shout
against it. It was building, passing from person
to person,
group to group, a rising hysteria that would reach a
peak before breaking. He shivered, for it was
uncanny, eerie. He focused the camera, trying
to keep his hands steady.
His vantage point on the wall gave him a good
overall view
and he hoped he had chosen the correct aperture
for the
dim light. The Olympus had a built-in
flash unit, but he
was reluctant to use it: he felt that the sudden
light might
somehow upset the mood of the crowd, might break the
spell they appeared to be under. Spell? Get a
hold of
yourself, Fenn. It was no more than the atmosphere
cre-
ated at football matches or pop concerts.
Just quieter, that
was all, and that was what made it so spooky.
He clicked the button, Ffirst photographing
Alice and the
tree. Then her and the crowd behind. The people at the
wall next...Good shot, you could see the
apprehension on
their faces. And something more. Fear. Fear yet. .
- longing.
Christ, they were yearning for something to happen.
He saw the two priests climbing over and took
a quick
shot. The picture could be great when blown up and
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cropped in around Father Hagan®s head, for he had
rarely
seen such an expression of pure anguish on
another man s
face before.
The priests moved through the gathering, but even they
did not go beyond the fringe of people forming a ragged
semicircle around the girl. Fenn jumped to the
ground and
made his own way toward the oak tree,
approaching from
the side, affording himself a good view of what was
taking
place. His shoes and the ends of his trouser legs were
soaked by the time he reached the edge of the crowd, yet
he did not feel the discomfort. He, like the others,
was too
fascinated by the diminutive figure standing
perfectly still,
gazing up at the tree. From his position he could
see
Alice"s profile and her expression was one of
sheer happiness.
Many of the children were smiling too, their (oy not
altogether shared by the adults with them, although even
they were not showing the same fearful apprehension of
moments earlier. At least, those nearest the girl
were not.
Fenn caught sight of Alice"s mother kneeling
close to the
group who had brought the crippled boy into the
field and
wasn"t sure if it was just rain on her face or
if she was
crying. Her eyes were closed and her hands were
gripped
tightly together in a gesture of prayer. The scarf
she wore
had fallen back onto her shoulders and her hair
hung
damply over her forehead. Silent words formed on
her
lips.
And then everything became unnaturally still.
Only the falling rain convinced Fenn that the world had
not ground to a stop.
There were not even any sounds. No birds, no
bleating
of sheep on the far side of the field, no
traffic noise from
the nearby road. A vacuum.
Until the breeze ruffled the grass.
Fenn shivered, for the sudden draft of air was more
chilly than the drizzle. He pulled his
raincoat collar tight
around his neck and nervously looked around, the
feeling
of some unseen presence unreasonably strong.
There was
nothing there, of course, just the field and its
bordering
hedge. To his left was the crowd, the wall, the
church; to
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his right the tree . . . the tree. . . . Beyond .
. . the tree . . .

He could not focus beyond the tree.

The wind--for it was no longer a breeze--was
rustling

through the bare branches, stirring the deformed limbs,

making them sway as though they were slumbering
tentacles

suddenly come to life. The rustling became a low

howling as the grotesque limbs shifted.

The onlookers®™ clothes were whipped by the wind and

they clung to each other or held up their arms
against it.

Several began to back away, plainly frightened,
while

others stood their ground, also afraid yet
curious--and for

some, desperate--enough to stay. Many dropped to their

knees and bowed their heads.

Strangely, Fenn felt his own legs grow weak
and it

became an effort to keep himself erect. He saw
F ather

Hagan begin to stumble forward In an attempt
to reach the

girl, but the other priest caught his arm and held
him

back. Words passed between the two clerics, but they

were too far away and the wind was too loud for the

reporter to hear. He lurched, feeling as though
something

had pushed him from behind. He could feel muscles iIn

back stiffening and his windblown hair had become
brittle.

But it passed. The low howling ceased, the wind
died.

The rain continued its drizzle, no longer blown
off course.

The people looked relieved, several blessing themselves.

They looked around at their neighbors, each
seeking comfort

from the presence of others, turning to their parish

priest for reassurance. Father Hagan could offer
none. His

skin looked even more pallid as he stared at
Alice Pagett.

Her arms were stretched out toward the now-still oak

and she was speaking, although no one present could catch

the words. She was laughing too, joy almost
visibly radiating

from her small body. Yet there was nothing at the
tree,

no form, no movement, nothing at all. A gasp
ran through

the onlookers, a gasp that became a moan.

Alice"s feet were no longer on the ground. She
hovered

two or three inches above the tallest blade of
grass.

Fenn blinked, not believing what he was seeing. It
just

wasn"t possible. Levitation was just a trick
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performed by

conjurers under contrived conditions. But there were no

such conditions here, just an open field. And no
conjurer,

jJjust an eleven-year-old girl. Jesus Christ,
what was going

on?

He felt an electricity running through him, a
sharp,

tingling flush that somehow jumped from his body to

others, linking them all in a binding blanket of
static. He

was mesmerized by the girl, not sure if he were
hallucinating,

still refusing to accept the evidence before his eyes.

Vaguely, somewhere in the more sane region of his
mind,

he was reminded of the camera in his pocket, but he
could

not find the strength nor, more important,
the desire, to

reach for it. He shook his head, partly to clear it,
partly to

feel some physical sensation. The dream, the
hallucination,

the telepathic i1llusion, was still there in front of
him,

refusing to obey that part of his brain that insisted it was

all unreal. Alice Pagett was standing above the
ground and

the grass was gently swaying beneath the soles of her
feet.

Minutes passed and nobody dared move or
speak. There

was an aura around Alice that, although it could not be

seen, could be felt. A radiance that, if It were
visible,

woulld be brilliantly white, golden-hued at its
periphery.

Her position did not fluctuate: she neither
rose nor

descended. And her body was immobile, arms still
outstretched,

only her lips moving.

Not many of those gathered there remained standing.

Fenn®s legs began to give way completely and
it was not

reverence for what was taking place that caused him to

sink to the ground. It was weakness, a peculiar
tiredness

that assailed him; it was as though his body were being

drained of energy. He felt so numb, so cold.

He crouched on one knee, a hand resting on the
earth to

keep himself balanced. The priests were still standing,

although the monsignor had Father Hagan®s arm

tighny

gripped as if supporting him. They appeared
confused,

bewildered by the incredible spectacle, and Fenn
thought

with some grim satisfaction, they too now looked
afraid.
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He turned his head to look at Alice once more
and saw
that she was sinking, slowly, slowly descending,
grass
blades bending beneath her feet, a pliant
cushion before
she touched earth. She was down and she
turned to look at
her audience, a rapturous smile on her
face.
At which point the miracles began.
A tiny boy ran forward, his outstretched hands a
mass of
gray-black lumps. He fell at Alice"s
feet, holding his hands
aloft so that those watching from behind could see their
ugliness. His tearful mother tried to join him, but her
husband held her back, not knowing what was going to
happen, just praying that it would be good for his son.
The girl smiled down at the boy and the blackish
verrucae,
with their edges of gray, began to fade.
The mother screamed and broke free, rushing to her
son
and hugging him close, tears streaming from her eyes
to mingle with the rain in the boy"s hair.
A cry from the crowd and all eyes turned in the
direction
of the teenage girl whose facial muscles could not
be
controlled, whose limbs twitched spasmodically and
incessantly.
She had been kneeling with her family group, but
now was on her feet, her expression serene.
Although she
moved cautiously, there was no trembling, no
twitching;
she stared down at herself, examining her hands, her
legs.
The girl came forward, slowly but surely, her
chest beginning
to heave with her joy. She knelt at the feet of
Alice
Pagett and wept.
A man stumbled forward, pushing through the kneeling
people, his eyes clouded with cataracts. They cleared
a
Eath for him, guiding him forward with gentle
pressure on
is arms, urging him on, praying for him.
He fell before he reached the girl and lay sobbing,
his
face wretched with longing. The opacity in his eyes
Began
to clear. For the first time in Five years he began
to see
color. He began to see shapes. He
began to see the world
again, only his tears now blurring his vision.
A young girl, who attended the same hospital
as Alice
and whose parents had been given new hope ever
since the
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latter®s sudden cure, asked her mother why the man
on the

ground was crying. The words were not too clear, but the

girl®s mother understood them. To her they were the most

beautifully formed words she had ever heard, for her
daughter had not spoken in all the seven years of
her short

life.

Many in the crowd were collapsing, sprawling on the

ground, or falling against those nearest to them, like
marionettes

whose strings had been cut. Fenn was forced to sit,

his supporting knee giving way. His eyes were
wild, looking

from the girl to the crowd, the girl to the crowd, the

girl ... to the tree . .

Another cry, becoming a wail, from among the
rain-soaked

people. A woman®"s moan of anguish.

Fenn®s eyes scanned the crouched bodies and
came to

rest on the blanket-wrapped bundle lying on
the fringe of

the semicircle. The boy was sitting upright; his
eyes shining

with some newfound understanding. He pushed the

blanket aside and hands reached to help him. He
didn"t

need their help, though. He was rising, his
movements

stiffly awkward like a newborn lamb®"s. He was
on his feet

and the hands steadied him. He moved forward,
ill-balanced

but coping, staggering and eager to reach the girl. His

father and another man quickly stood beside him, taking

his arms. He walked, using the adults for
support, but the

motion coming from his own legs. They helped him forward

and 1t was not until he was within touching distance

of Alice Paggett that he allowed himself to sink
to the

ground. He half-sat half-lay there, his
knees together, thin

legs almost hidden in the grass, his upper body
upright,

his father holding on to his shoulders.

They gazed at the girl with adoration on their
faces.

Fenn was stunned. His strength was returning although
he did not yet feel steady enough to stand. Jesus
Christ,

what happened here? It just wasn"t possible!

He looked toward the two priests, one dressed
totally in

black, the other in the robes of the Sunday
service, green

and yellow, white beneath. Father Hagan had already

fallen to his knees, and the tall priest, the
monsignor, was

slowly collapsing beside him. Fenn could not be sure
if

r
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let
they were suffering the same debilitating weakness that
had assailed his own body or if their gesture was
one of
homage. Father Hagan bowed his head into his hands

rocked backward and forward. Monsignor
Delgard could
only stare wide-eyed at the girl standing in the
field, her
small body so vulnerable beneath the black twisted
tree
that towered over her.
"She"s as tender and sweet as a fat little lamb.
Yum, yum! She"11
make a tasty dinner!"™ She drew out a bright
sharp knife, which
glittered quite dreadfully.
"The Snow Queen,'"™ Hans Christian Andersen
riordan WEARILY SHOOK HIS HEAD. It
made no sense.
In his thirty-eight years as a farmer, nothing like
this had
ever happened before. Not to his livestock. He
motioned
the lorry to back farther into the field, then nodded
to his
farm laborers to get busy with their shovels.
The vet came over and stood by him, saying nothing,
his face haggard. The call from Riordan had come
in the
early hours of the morning, and when he, the vet, had
arrived, he knew there was only so much he could do.
Even those he had cut from their mother®s stomachs, those
he believed were well-formed enough to cope with
premature
birth, had not survived. It was inexplicable.
Why
should it happen to all of them at the same time? There
had been a disturbance in the field the day before--an
incredible event, from all the confused accounts he had
heard--but the pregnant sheep had been far away
from it
all, in a different section of the field. He
sighed and wiped
a hand over his tired eyes as the laborers
scooped up the
tiny glistening corpses on the shovels and tossed
them into
the back of the lorry. The sheep, the mothers the vet
had
not been able to save, were picked up by stiffened legs
and
swung onto the waiting vehicle.
Riordan looked at the gray church in the distance

wondered how people could worship such an ill-natured
God. PTanning was a hard life: you expected

failures,
mishaps--even tragedies. Crops could be

ruined, animals
could, and always did, have accidents or illnesses from
which they perished. It happened to farm workers, too.
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But you never expected, could never be prepared for,

something like this. There was just no sense to it.

He turned his back on the field and watched the
heavily

laden lorry pull away.

"1 wonder if 1°ve changed in the night?
Let me think: was 1

the same when 1 got up this morning? 1 almost
think 1 can

remember feeling a little different. But if I™m
not the same,

the question is. Who in the world am 1? Ah, that"s the
great

puzzlel!™

Alice"s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis
Carroll

"When 1| used to read fairy-tales, 1|
fancied that kind of thing

never happened, and now here I am in the middle of
onel!"

Alice"s Adventures in Wonderland, Lewis
Carroll

""good LORD, ARE YOU UNWELL, Andrew?"

Bishop Caines stared at the priest, shocked by the
change

in the man. He had looked ill when the bishop
had spoken

to him just a few weeks before, but now his physical

appearance had deteriorated alarmingly. Bishop
Caines

moved forward and took the priest®s hand, then
indicated

toward an armchair opposite his desk. He
looked questioningly

at Monsignor Delgard, but the tall
priest”®s expression

remained impassive.

"1 think perhaps a small brandy might do you some

good."

“No, no, I"m fine, really,”™ Father Hagan
protested.

"Nonsense. 1t"11 give you back some color.
Peter, the

same for you?"

Delgard shook his head. "Perhaps some tea?" he
said,

looking directly at the bishop®s secretary,
who had shown

them into the study.

"Yes, of course,™ said Bishop Caines,
returning to his

seat behind the desk. "Both for me, I think,
Judith. 1 may

need it.” He smiled at his secretary and she
left the room.

The smile dropped as soon as the door closed.

"1°m extremely disturbed, gentlemen. 1 would
have preferred

that you came to me yesterday."

Monsignor Delgard had walked to the study”s
leaded

window overlooking the secluded garden. The weak,
late-February
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sunlight settled into the far side of the neat,
partly shadowed lawn, unable to draw the moisture
from it, sparkling off the dew. It had rained heavily
during the night and throughout the preceding afternoon; the sun
had
looked as though it were still recovering from the soaking.
He turned toward the portly bishop.
“1*"m afraid that was not possible.” His voice was
low,
but the words filled the dark, wood-paneled study.
"We
couldn®t leave the church. Bishop, not after what had
taken place. There was too much hysteria."
Bishop Caines said nothing. He had assigned
Monsignhor
Delgard to watch over the younger priest and his
church,
to control any situation that might arise over this
girl and
her apparitions; his role was to observe, influence,
and
report. Peter Delgard was a priest not
unused to incidents
of the alleged paranormal or supernatural, his
reputation
for bringing sanity to insane situations renowned in
ecclesiastical circles. He was a quiet,
remote man, sometimes
intimidating in his intensity; yet one knew
instantly
that he was a man of compassion, someone who shared the
suffering of others as i1If the burden were his own. His
authoritative quietness did little to reveal this
side of his nature, but it was present in his aura as
clearly as it must
have been in Christ"s. The bishop trusted
Monsignor
Delgard, respected his judgment, acknowledged his
wisdom
in matters that were often too bizarre for his own
sensibilities to accept, and he was a little
afraid of the tall
priest.
Delgard was looking out of the window again. "l thought,
too, that Father Hagan needed some rest,' he said.
Bishop Caines studied the priest in the
armchair. Yes,
he could see that: Father Hagan looked as though the
shock had been too much. His flesh was grayer
than the
last time; his eyes were dark, a look of desperation
in
them.
"Father, you look drained. Is it because of what
happened
yesterday?" he asked.
"I don"t know, Bishop,
his voice
almost a whisper. "I haven"t been sleeping too
well over
the past few weeks. Last night I hardly
slept at all.”
"1°m not surprised. But there"s no need for it
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to cause

you such anxiety. Indeed, there may be much
to celebrate.”

The bishop became aware of Delgard watching
him.

"Don"t you agree, Peter his

A brooding silence, then, "It"s too soon
to know."™ The

monsignhor®s stoop seemed more pronounced as he
slowly

strode from the window and sat in the study®s other

armchair. He regarded Bishop Caines with
eyes that saw

too much. "What took place is quite
inexplicable, beyond

anything 1"ve ever witnessed before. Five people were

cured. Bishop, four of them no more than
children. It"s

somewhat early to say how complete were their cures,
but

as from two hours ago, when 1 checked with each
one,

there had been no relapses.”

"Of course, we cannot accept these cures as
miraculous

until the medical authorities have made a
thorough

examination of those involved,' Bishop Caines
said, and

there was a carefully subdued eagerness iIn his tone.

"1t will be a long time before the Church can even

accept them as cures, let alone
"miraculous,' was Delgard

replied. "The procedure before such a proclamation
is

made is lengthy, to say the least.”

"Quite so," the bishop agreed. "And properly so."
He

found Delgard"s stare disconcerting. "I managed
to reach

the cardinal archbishop last night after you
telephoned me.

He has reiterated my own feelings that we must
tread

warily: he has no desire for the Roman
Catholic Church in

England to look foolish. He wants a full
report before

anything Is announced to the media, and any
statements

must come directly from his offices."

Hagan was shaking his head. "I"m afraid it"s
beyond our

control. Bishop. The reporter, Gerry Fenn,
was there

again yesterday. We haven™t yet seen the early
edition of

the Courier, but you can be sure the event will receive
full

coverage."

""He was there? Good Lord, the man®s intuition must
be

incredible.”
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"1 think not," Delgard put in. "Apparently
the rumor

that Alice was to receive another "visitation" was
spread

around Banfield long before Sunday."

"1 forbade her mother to bring her,"™ Hagan said just
as

the door opened and Judith entered with a tray of
drinks.

"1 think that was unwise.' Bishop Caines
nodded for his

secretary to leave the tray on a small table
at the side of the

room. He waited for her to leave before he spoke
again.

"Most unwise. You cannot forbid people to come to church,

Father."

"1 thought it best that Alice stay away for a
while."

"Best for whom?"

"For Alice, of course."

Delgard cleared his throat. "l think Father
Hagan was

concerned over the traumatic effect the child"s
obsession

was having on her."

"Yes, that was one reason. The other is that I
don"t

want St. Joseph"s turned into a
fairground!™ His voice had

become strained, almost strident, and his two
colleagues

looked at him in surprise. Delgard
appraised him with

troubled eyes.

Bishop Caines rose with an audible sigh and
went to the

tray of drinks. He handed the brandy to the pale
priest.

“Its a little early for this kind of beverage, 1
know, but it

will do you good, Andrew.'™ He noticed the priest"s
hand

was trembling as he took the drink and quickly
looked

across at Delgard. The monsignor®s face was
impassive,

although he, too, was watching Father Hagan.

Bishop Caines turned back to the small side
table. "No

sugar for you, Peter? No, | remember." He
gave the tea to

Delgard, then placed his own and the brandy on the
desk.

"Tell me more about this reporter," he said as he
took his

seat once again. "Just how much did he see?"

Hagan sipped his drink, hating the taste and the
burning

it caused to his throat. "He saw everything.
He was there

from the beginning.”

"Well, no matter. The news would have soon
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got out.

What we must consider now is how we should
proceed.

Where is the girl, this Alice Pagett?”

Delgard spoke. "1 thought it best that she and her
mother

should move into the convent in the village for -i few
days;

there she cannot be bothered by the press.™
"Her mother agreed?"
"She"s a devout Catholic and willing to follow
our
guidance. Her husband, 1"m afraid, is
another matter. |
doubt he"ll let us keep Alice there for
long."
"He"s not Catholic?"
Father Hagan managed to smile. *"Most
definitely not.
An atheist."
"Hmm, that"s a pity."
Delgard wondered at the meaning behind the bishop®s
remark: was it a pity that the man did not believe
in God,
or that as a non-Catholic he could not be so
easily manipulated
by the Church? Delgard did not enjoy having such
suspicions about Bishop Caines®™ motives,
but he knew the
man was ambitious. Even men of the cloth were not
without
that stain.
"1 think perhaps 1 should see the child and her mother,"
the bishop said, sipping his brandy thoughtfully. “If
Alice
really has been blessed, there could be certain
consequences
to the Church in England.™
"An upsurge of religious fervor?"
Delgard said bluntly.
"A return to the faith for thousands,"
replied the bishop.
Father Hagan looked quickly from one man to the other.
"You mean St. Joseph®s could become a
shrine?"
"Surely you realized that?" said Bishop
Caines. "If this
girl really did have a vision of the Blessed
Virgin, then
pilgrimages will be made from all over the world
to worship
at the place of the visitation. It would be a most
wonderful thing."
"Yes, it would," said Delgard. "But as I said
earlier,
there is a long and extremely thorough process
to be gone
through before any such declaration can be made."
“I*"m well aware of that, Peter. The first thing
I must do
is bring forward the Conference of Bishops and place
all
the information we have before them. 1 shall ask for the
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apostolic delegate to be present so that the
matter can be
brought to the Pope®s attention without
delay and perhaps
discussed at the next Synod in Rome."
“"With due respect, Bishop, 1 feel we
may be moving too
fast,"” said Hagan, clenching his brandy glass
tightly. "We
have no proof at all that Alice really saw Our
Lady, or that
the cures were miraculous.™
"That is what has to be ascertained,' the bishop
quickly
replied. "Whether we like it or not, the news will
spread
rapidly. 1 dread to think of the sensation this man,
Fenn,
will make of it. Five cures, Andrew, five.
Six counting
Alice Pagett®s own recovery. Do you not
realize the excitement
it will cause, not just among Catholics but in the
hearts of all people who believe iIn the Divine
Power?
Whether or not St. Joseph®s rs declared a
holy shrine will be
quite irrelevant; people will flock to the site
in thousands
out of sheer curiosity. That is why the Catholic
Church
must control the situation from the beginning.™
Father Hagan seemed to shrink into himself, but the
bishop would not relent. "There are many
precedents,' he
continued, "the most famous being Lourdes. There was
tremendous resistance by the Church authorities in
accepting
that Bemadette Soubirous had truly seen the
Immaculate
Conception, and it wasn"t just the overwhelming
evidence of miraculous cures and
Bernadette®s obvious integrity
that influenced their final judgment: it was public
opinion itself. The Church could not disregard the
situation
because the people--and they were not just local
people--would not allow it. Do you realize how many
thousands flock to the shrine to Our Lady in
Aylesford
each year? And there is no evidence at all that
an apparition
of the Virgin Mary appeared there. In
fact, the Church
authorities do not even suggest it. Yet
pilgrims visit every
year from all over the world. The same applies to the
other
shrine at Walsingham. 1f people want to believe,
then no
edict from the Church will persuade them otherwise."
"Are you saying we should acknowledge Alice"s
story?"
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asked Hagan.
"Absolutely not. The whole matter will be
carefully
looked into before any official statement is made.
What 1
am saying is that we must act swiftly to govern
whatever
else happens at St. Joseph®s. Don"t you
agree, Peter?" He
glanced at the tall priest, whose eyes were
downcast.
He spoke slowly, his words measured. "l
agree that the
situation will develop of its own accord. We have
already
had experience of that with the large crowd that gathered
at the church yesterday. Even this morning, before the
news has broken iIn the press, and on a working
day, there
was a large gathering. In a way, it"s a relief
to be here
away from them. Nevertheless, 1 feel we must not
yet
offer any encouragement.'
"No, no, of course not."
"We must First interview each one of the persons
apparently
cured yesterday. Their individual doctors must
also
be approached for permission to examine their medical
records. 1 think we will easily gain
permission from the
patients themselves, so the doctors in question should have
no objection. | propose the immediate formation of a
medical
commission, one that is independent of the Catholic
Church, which can investigate fully the medical
histories
of these six fortunate people--1 include Alice,
of course.
With the enormous interest that will generate from
yesterday"s

spectacular'--a wry smile--""1 see no
problem in that
respect. Indeed, 1 imagine an inquiry would

be instigated

without our bidding."

Bishop Caines nodded and avoided looking
directly into

the monsignor~s penetrating eyes.

"Also," Delgard went on, "iIf we are
to follow the example

of Lourdes, 1 feel we must consider
organizing our

own medical bureau on the site of the shrine."

Bishop Caines could no longer contain his
eagerness.

"Yes, that would be sensible. So many alleged
miracles

have been dismissed in the past because of lack of
scientific

or medical data."

"We must be fully aware, Bishop, that therein
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lies the

danger to the Church itself. It could leave us
open to

ridicule if logical and sound reasons are
found for what

happened. At this very moment one of the Catholic
Church®s

greatest mysteries may well be explained away
by science,

and the beliefs of millions will suffer because of it."

"You mean the Shroud?"

"Yes, the Turin Shroud. Thermographic
investigation,

infrared spectroscopy, radiography,
electronic miscroscopy,

and chemical analysis--all these scientific
means have been

used to prove or disprove that the image on the
length of

linen discovered in 1356 is that of Christ. As
yet, nothing

conclusive has emerged from any of those tests.
Needless

to say, the Church is regarded with some suspicion
for not

allowing a further vital--according to the scientists--
test. 1

refer to carbon dating.”

"But that would require destroying a fairly large
section

of cloth," Bishop Caines protested. "'We
could never allow

that.”

"Methods of testing have been considerably
improved

since permission was last sought. No more than
twenty-five

mg. of material would be needed. Yet still we say
"no*

and the public wonders just what it is that we"re
afraid of."

“All the more reason we should not suppress our

findings
on this matter. 1 think we have nothing to fear,
although I"m in full agreement about proceeding
cautiously.”
"I ... 1 think we"re making a grave
mistake."

The two clerics turned toward Father Hagan.
He was

leaning forward in his seat, hands clasped tightly
together.

Bishop Caines was alarmed at the distress on the
priest"s

face. "Why do you say that, Andrew? What is it
that"s

troubling you?"

The priest rubbed a hand against his temple. "It"s
just a

feeling. Bishop. I don*"t know why, or what
it is, but I feel

things are not right. There®s an atmosphere about the

church _.."
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"Do you feel this . . . this atmosphere,
Peter?" the bishop

asked.

Delgard paused before answering. "No, 1™m
afraid 1

don®"t. At least not the kind that Father Hagan is
evidently

referring to. Yesterday there was a tension in the air
that

was almost tangible, but it was caused by the congregation

itself. 1"ve experienced mass hysteria before, but
cannot

positively say it was the same. I"m sure
scientists will

theorize on mass hypnosis, collective
hysteria, mass

suggestion, and they may well prove to be
correct. 1 know

I fell to my knees to worship what was before
me.""

"The child"

"What she represented. Or appeared
to represent.”

“"Then you felt her holiness?"

"1 can"t be sure. A weakness seemed
to overcome the

whole crowd, not just Father Hagan and myself, but 1
just

cannot remember my emotions. I can only
remember the

weakness, the incredibility of what had just taken
place.

Perhaps a psychologist could explain the
phenomenon. Or a parapsychologist.”

"1 meant the atmosphere at St.
Joseph®s,™ said Father

Hagan quietly. "1t feels so cold."

The bishop gave a little laugh. "It is winter,
you know.

The church is bound to feel cold.”

"No, it"s not just a physical coldness. And it
isn*t confined

to just the church; it"s in the grounds, in the

presbytery.™

"You appeared to be under some strain the last rime

saw you, Andrew,' Bishop Caines said not
unkindly. "It

was one of the reasons | asked Monsignor
Delgard to help

you--that, and because of his experience in such
extraordinary

matters. Frankly, your health seems to have
suffered

considerably since last we met. Are you sure
your general

disposition does not account for these strange feelings
you

have?"

“I"m sure. 1 admit I haven®t been in the
best of health

lately, but 1 think that, in itself, may be due
to present
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circumstances."
"1 don"t see how, unless it"s the publicity
that"s upsetting
you. If that is the case--"
"NoI"
The bishop blinked in surprise.
"I*m sorry, Bishop," the priest
apologized. "I didn"t
mean to raise my voice. Please forgive me.
But there is
something more, something happening that 1 don®"t understand."
"We are all aware of that, Father,' said Bishop
Caines,
keeping the irritation from his voice.
"1 don"t just mean with Alice Pagett. There
is something
more ..."
"Yes, yes, you have already said that. Can you explain
exactly what you mean?"
The priest slumped back in his seat and closed his
eyes.
"1 wish 1 knew,™ he said after a while.
"Then 1 think it best--" A gentle rapping on
the door
interrupted his words.
"Yes, Judith?" the bishop called
out.
The secretary peered around the door. "A call
from
London, Bishop. It"s the Daily Mail,
I1"m afraid. They say
they would like a statement from you on the incident at
St. Joseph®s in Banfield yesterday."
“"Well, gentlemen,"™ the bishop said, "it seems
the story
has broken nationally. Put the call through, my
dear, then
contact His Eminence for me when 1"ve finished."
He lifted the receiver and Delgard was not sure if
his
smile was one of resignation or anticipation. As
the bishop
began to speak, Delgard noticed that Father
Hagan®s hands
were clenched around the arms of his chair. Clenched so
tightly that the knuckles showed gleaming white through
the pallid skin.
"1 can"t explain myself. Fin afraid, sir,
said Alice, "because Fm
not myself, you see.”
Alice"s Adventures in Wonderland,
Lewis Carroll
Tuesday, midmorning
SOUTHWORTH SMILED AS HE POURED himself
a sherry. He filled the glass almost to the top.
Normally a half-glass
was adequate, a private midmorning treat he
occasionally
allowed himself, but today there was something to celebrate.
An emergency meeting of the parish council had
been
called the previous evening because of the new
"Banfield
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Miracles,”™ the astonishing cures that had taken
place at St.
Joseph®s on Sunday. And not just cures: many
claimed
they had seen Alice Pagett levitate.
Southworth, who had
also been there, wasn"t certain of that aspect, for
his view
had been somewhat restricted by those in front of
him, but
he was ready to believe almost anything after the
breathtaking cures. The child"s levitation could have been
imagined, such was the intense feeling running
through the crowd,
but there was no imagining the healing of the invalids.
Even now, even though he was an eyewitness, it was
difficult to accept.
Fortunately, there was no question of fraudulence. The
Ffive who had been cured had genuine illnesses,
all confirmed by their own doctors, and further
guaranteed by
the medical records from the hospitals they had
attended.
Those illnesses and debilities had disappeared
completely
in all but two cases: the man whose cataracts
had cleared
still did not have perfect vision, although the morning
report was that his sight was steadily improving; the
crippled
boy still had difficulty in walking unassisted, but
this
could hardly be otherwise with his wasted leg
muscles--
his condition was expected to improve as his legs
grew
stronger.
Southworth sipped the dry sherry and
glanced over the
newspapers spread before him on his desk. The
story was
now worldwide news. Banfield was literally
crawling with
media people. Press, television, magazines—--
all wanted the
story. The village was bustling in a way it never
had
before, nor had ever expected to. It was alivel!
The residents
were bewildered, but the world knew of their
existence! And they, the villagers, were responding
to the
sudden attention. Not just responding, but thriving on
it!
OF course, there were those who found the publicity
unwelcome, those who preferred their cosy,
stagnating
privacy, but they were in the minority. An indication
of
the high excitement generating through Banfield was
conveyed
at the council meeting on Monday evening. Never
had he seen his fellow members so
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active! And so willing

to listen to plans of expansion.

There was no question but that St. Joseph®s would

become a shrine after last night"s news
broadcast and this

morning®s headlines, even if the Catholic
Church refused

to proclaim it as such. The publicity alone would
undoubtedly

attract pilgrims, tourists and
thrill-seekers to the area

in their thousands (one councillor, the manager of
one of

Banfield®s two national banks, was carried
away with the

whole idea enough to estimate the number iIn
millions, a

reckoning that drew guffaws from his fellow
members,

although secretly not entirely rejected by them).
Southworth

ventured that the Church would be forced into making

concessions and might even relish the situation.
What more

could any religion ask for than a
present-day miracle to

perpetuate the faith? He knew the bishop of the
diocese,

Bishop Caines, personally, and would arrange for a
meeting

to discuss recent events. He would also broach the

subject of how they could combine forces to meet the

human deluge that must surely descend upon the
area.

Southworth had spoken with the bishop that morning

and had been surprised at the eminent cleric™s
general

receptiveness to the council®s proposition.
Yes, he understood

absolutely the need for agreement between the parish

council and the Church in the coming months, and he

would endeavor to cooperate fully with any plans
put

forward by them provided they did not entail cheap
exploitation

or pertain to any activities which would infringe on

the dignity of the Catholic Church itself.
Southworth was

more than pleased with the statement, albeit somewhat

pompous, and assured Bishop Caines
that the council had

no intention of commercializing what must be considered
a

most holy event. The bishop warned him without
hesitation

that it could not yet, and perhaps never would, be

proclaimed a "holy" event. Indeed, the whole
matter would

require lengthy examination to determine the
validity of

Alice Pagett"s vision and the cures that had
ensued within

a religious context. His Eminence, the cardinal
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archbishop,

had expressed deep concern and urged caution.

Bishop Caines went on to suggest that a meeting
between

members of the council, Monsignor Delgard,
whom

the bishop had appointed overseer at St.
Joseph®s, and

Father Hagan might prove fruitful at this
early stage.

They would report back to him and he in turn would

report to the Conference of Bishops.

Southworth had thought that to be an excellent
idea. In

fact, he would stage two meetings: one informal,
between

him and the two clergymen in which he could appraise

their attitudes (and perhaps he would invite the
reporter,

Fenn, along too); another, larger meeting
involving the rest

of the council. In that way he could smooth the path

First--certain colleagues on the council were a little
too

earnest with their ideas. Like Rodney Tucker, they
were

non-Catholics and inclined to forget the
sensitivities of the

religious. Most of the councillors were long-standing
members

of the community, their family histories, as did
his,

tracing back through the centuries to the beginnings of the

village itself, somewhere In the fourteenth century.
It had

been known as Banefeld then, a community formed
by

those who had fled the horrors of the Black Death,
which

had become rife In the more densely populated
towns.

Those early settlers had thrived on the rich
agricultural

land of the area and had stayed, content to ignore the

changing face of England, like so many other small

communes. Nothing world-shattering had ever happened

in Banfield; perhaps a few minor misdeeds through
the

centuries, but nothing of any great consequence. But
now

the village had the opportunity to rise from
obscurity, a

chance to save itself from the oblivion it was slowly and

surely sinking into. And the council members
knew it--

even the old keep-the-world-away-from-our-door
diehards

were aware. Those with family names entwined with

Banfield"s inglorious and uneventful past
saw the chance,

not just to revive the moldering corpse, but to inject

with a life far more brilliant than it had ever
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experienced,
and so to restablish their own history.
And all were excited by the prosperity this dramatic
and
awesome incident could bring them.
Southworth smiled again. It was difficult not to.
Wednesday, early evening
She pulled the covers up to her neck and lay there
staring
at the ceiling, waiting for him to come out of the
bathroom.
That was one of Rodney®s good points: he was
clean. He
always washed himself before and after. His mind wasn"t
as clean, but that didn"t bother Paula too much;
her own
thoughts could be just as raunchy.
She rubbed her hands over her stomach, the feeling
sensuous, almost as enjoyable as if it were another”s
fingers
probing the flesh. Paula, still single, knew
well the pleasures
of her own body. She checked her nipples
to see if
they were erect, wanting to be at her most
desirable for
her employer, tweaking them both for full
projection. The
toilet flushed and she became a little impatient
with Rodney"s
ritual. Keep cool, Paula, she told
herself, tonight wasn"t
the night for upsetting him. Tonight was progress
night.
She"d given him enough to worry about over the past
few
weeks, now was the time for a little mercy, a little
loving,
a little giving on her part. It was a fine balance,
keeping
him anxious and keeping him interested.
He was in a buoyant mood, for his plans were
going
well. The village was stirring, at last
awakening to the big
world beyond its semirural confines. Things were moving
and Tucker was moving with them.
Paula®s fingers probed lower, sliding their way
through
tough dark hair like snakes through undergrowth, middle
finger, the leader of the pack, finding the dip below.
She
opened herself, knowing Rodney liked to find her wet
and
waiting, and caught her breath at the stab of
pleasure.
There was something sordidly exciting about making
love
in a motel bedroom, the kind of self-abasement
that went
with self-abuse, and Paula was partial to both.
She would
have preferred a candlelight dinner for two,
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followed by a

night of love In a plush hotel suite, energy
and ideas

sustained by an ice bucket containing Dom
Perignon (there

were several things she could do with a linen towel packed

with ice). But failing that, a gin and tonic and a
motel fuck

had some merit.

She heard Rodney splashing at the bathroom
sink and

worked a little more vigorously at herself, only too
aware

that her employer was not the most lingering of lovers.

Too many times she had lost the climax race
to him;

nowadays she made sure she had a head start.
She moaned

a little and closed her eyes.

Tucker watched her from the open doorway, enjoying

the view. He loved her to do it to herself, so long as
she

held back on the best bit for him. It saved
him a lot of

preliminary work.

Paula confused him, for her moods seemed
to change

from day to day. It was worrying, too: on her really
bad

days there was more than just a hint of hysteria in her

actions. When she shouted at him, she didn"t
seem to care

who heard and twice she had suggested that it might
be

better in the long run if Marcia found out about
their

afrair. She was fed up with being treated like a
trollop.

He wondered how the hell else you treated a
trollop.

But today and yesterday she had been all sweetness and

light and genuinely pleased at his personal good
fortune (or

imminent good fortune). Maybe she had just caught
the

village®s carnival atmosphere. Or maybe
she wanted a part

in his new schemes.

Tucker®s freshly washed penis indicated its
impatience by

pressing uncomfortably against his underpants. Never
one

to keep a personal friend waiting, he made for the
bed,

where Paula®s movements were becoming a little too
frantic.

She opened her eyes and smiled lasciviously
at him, her

hand slowing to walking pace.

“"Enjoying yourself?"” he said, unbuttoning his shirt

placing it nearly over his trousers draped on the
back of a
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nearby chair. The ginger hair on his floppy
chest stuck

through his string vest like stuffing from an old sofa.

"Just waiting for you, lover," she replied, and
slowly

drew back the covers for him. She allowed him a
titillating

glance at her naked body, then let them fall
back over her.

Take your vest off, lovey,
clambered in

next to her. Paula didn®"t relish having the
Crosscross pattern

all over her breasts and stomach.

He squatted in the bed and struggled out of his vest,
the

released blubber swimming around the waistline of his

underpants for a second before finding its level.
My God,

Paula thought, it was like being fucked by a whale.

Switching off the wall light on his side of the
bed,

but leaving hers on, he wriggled down under
the blankets.

Without preamble a cold hand closed around her right

breast like a metal claw in an amusement
arcade"s lucky

dip.

"Wait, Rod," she said pleadingly, '"there"s no
rush.*

Paula squirmed against him to make sure he
realized there

was no rebuke or rejection in her words.
""Besides'--she

giggled--"1"ve got a little treat for you."

Tucker®s ears pricked up and his penis took a
new

interest. Paula®s "little treats”™ were usually
worth delaying

the action for.

Her hand roamed around his chest, over his belly,
then

around to his fleshy back. Delicate fingers
surfed through

the tidal wave of fat to swoop down beneath the
stretched

elastic of his underpants and splay out over his
buttocks.

He nuzzled her neck in appreciation.

She murmured something and he said, "What?"

"l said, did you see Southworth this morning?"
Her teeth chewed his nipple.

He grunted and she took it as an
affirmative.

Paula drew away when he said nothing more and
looked

into his face.

"Well?" she said.

"Well, what?"

"What happened at the council meeting? What was

decided?"

"Oh, bloody hell, I don"t want to talk
about that now."

she said as he
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He yelped when she dug in her long fingernails.
“"You know I*m interested in your affairs,
Rodney."
"You are my affair, precious.”
He yelped again.
"You know what 1 mean,
got
ideas. Rod. You could do things in this town.
"That"s true enough. Anyway, | think it"s
all set.” He turned onto his back,
sex forgotten for the moment, ambitions elbowing the
physical need aside.
"They"ve given the go-ahead for another shop?"
“"No, no, they don*t move that fast. But they
re listening
to Southworth now; he"s shifting them off their
backsides.
And the way it"s going, my lovely, it might mean
more than
Jjust another shop. It might mean a bloody big
supermarket,
bigger than the one I°ve already got." He
chuckled and she
joined in.
""So you"d probably need me to run this one on
my own,
then, so you could get on with organizing everything,
she
said slyly.
“Uh. Well, yes ... 1 suppose I would.
Its early days,
though, pet. You know, anything might happen.*
She
couldn®t see the frown on his face.
Too bloody right it could, Paula
thought. Tourism was
going to hit the town in a big way if this shrine
business
came off, and a lot of money was going to be made.
She
knew Tucker well enough to realize he would be at
the
front of the queue, arms spread wide to receive the
benefit.
And she intended to be there right alongside him,
Marcia
Tucker or no Marcia Tucker.
His frown was replaced by a smile as he went
over the
meeting with Southworth in his mind. The hotel owner
wasn"t one for overexuberance, but even he couldn™t
contain
his delight. New development plans would be
pushed
forward to the Horsham District Council over the
next
few months with an incautious speed that had never
before
been allowed. Expansion--rapid expansion--
was a necessity.
The village was already jammed solid with
sightseers and
even if another "miracle" never occurred again,
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the legend
was already born. The incredible amount of worldwide
publicity had seen to that.
He chuckled again. 1t was only because the motel

manager
knew Tucker would not require the room all
night
that he had kept it free for him. The motel was
packed,

almost every room taken by media people, the rest by

tourists, and he and Paula had to be out by ten so that
a

camera crew from 1 lolland could move in.

“"What are you laughing at?" Paula asked,
giggling herself.

"Just the thought of glories to come, my darling.
Banfield

won*t know what"s hit it."

She wasn®"t cold, but Paula shivered. It was
almost as if

something icy had touched her. She shrugged off the

peculiar feeling.

"You won"t be too busy for me, will you. Rod?"
Her

voice was wheedling again and her hand was tugging at his

underpants.

"You, my love? No way. 1°1l1 always have time
for you.™

He moaned as she yanked the pants down and
lifted his fat

bottom so that they would go all the way.
Physical need

was back on top again. "Hey, what"s my
special treat?” he

reminded her.

Paula sat up, her thrusting breasts bouncing
together

with the sudden movement. Tucker couldn®t resist
nipping

at her well-rounded bottom as she turned from him
and

stretched down beside the bed. She gave a little
screech

and wriggled her rump; he Kkissed it better,
wondering

what she was reaching for.

She came up with a paper-wrapped
bottle and he guessed

its contents immediately. He couldn®"t stop grinning as

Paula unwrapped the Freezomint. '“Have you
been raiding

the store again?'” he asked without malice.

"I know you don®"t mind me helping myself to this,

Rodney. Not when it"s for your benefit.

She unscrewed the top and took a deep swig
of the creme

de menthe, gargling it around her mouth and throat
until

they were coated with the green liquid. She
swal lowed,

then drank again, her tongue burning as she
wriggled it in

the cold, stinging liquid. Her eyes were
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seductively half-closed

when she placed the bottle on the bedside unit
and

Tucker®s were wide open in anticipation.

His penis, short but stocky, was already tingling, but

he knew it was nothing like the shocking tingling it would

feel when her lips and tongue closed around it.

He was smiling again as she lowered her head toward

his body. All in all, it had been a
good day.

Thursday, early morning

Alice stood in her nightdress staring out of the
window.

The sun hurt her eyes, although there was little warmth

from it. Behind her, the bedclothes on the nun®s cot
were "'rumpled as though her sleep had not been easy.

As yet, there were no other sounds in the convent, for the
sun had

not long risen. Soon, though, the nuns would be
gathered

for prayer in the room used as a chapel, and
Alice"s mother

would be among them, thanking God for the honor he
had

bestowed upon her and her daughter.

There was no expression on Alice"s face.

Only twelve nuns lived in the convent, for it was
merely

a large house, acquired ten years before from a
retired

theater actor who had moved abroad to sunnier
climes. Its comwalls were painted cream, doors and
window frames white. A high brick wall kept
the nuns their privacy and beyond

the heavy black gates, which were as high as the wall

itself, was a spacious yard where they parked their
Morris

1100 and minibus. The minibus was used during the
week

to collect the village children who attended the
Catholic

school four miles away, in which the nuns
taught.

The high gates, solidly forbidding, and the
surrounding wall had been a formidable defense against
the hordes of

reporters that had descended upon Banfield
during the

past week, for it had soon become known that little
Alice

Pagett was being kept at the convent for her own
privacy

and protection.

The convent was situated at the southern end of the

town, close to a sharp bend where the main road
turned

left for Brighton and another, minor road continued
straight

on into the Downs. A garage was on the
bend itself and

the nuns knew the proprietor was hiring out the
offices

above to camera crews and photographers so that they
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could Film over the convent wall. There was little the
nuns
could do about the situation but pray chat Alice"s
mind
would not be too disturbed by the frantic attention.
Alice"s spartan room overlooked the courtyard
at the
front of the convent. Apart from the small bed, it
contained
only a chair, a straw rug, and a small sink
in the
corner. A plain wooden crucifix hung on
the wall. Two of
Alice"s fTavorite dolls shared her bed at
night, but each
morning her mother found them thrown into the far corner
of the room.
Molly Pagett slept next door, close
to her daughter, and
had spent most nights since moving in with the sisters
lying awake mumbling prayers and listening
for any disturbance
in Alice"s room. Her eyes were red-rimmed
through
lack of sleep and her face and stance seemed to have
aged
ten years since the miracles had begun. A
woman always
devoted to the Church, it had now become her
obsession.
Alice did not appear to feel the chill as she
stood at the
window, nor did the birds that swooped into the
courtyard
interest her.
She hated the convent, hated its sparseness, its
lack of
comfort. And she disliked the dull grayness of the
nuns*
habits. She was frightened of the doctors who tested
and
probed her, who examined her body and asked her
questions, questions, questions. And she was tired of the
questions from the priests, from the nuns, from . . . from
- just about everybody who spoke to her .
She wanted to leave this place.
She wanted to go back to the church.
She wanted to see the tree.
A movement below caught her attention. The cat
had
leaped from the high wall into an empty flower bed
at the
courtyard®s side. It stalked lazily across the
damp cobbles,
the birds having already flown. It stopped.
Looked up.
Saw the small figure in white watching it.
It sat and gazed upward.
For the first time in days Alice smiled. Her hand
unconsciously
touched her side and rubbed at the small lump
SIX
inches below her heart. The doctors had shown great
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interest in the strange protuberance at first and her
mother
had explained it had always been there, although very
tiny, and nothing to worry about, so her local
doctor had
said. They had agreed it was nothing to worry about and
did not mention nor probe it again.
But it itched now and was bigger, though not
much,
than before. Alice rubbed at it as she watched the
cat and
her smile did not seem that of an
eleven-year-old.
SEVENTEEN
A slumber did my spirit seal;
I had no human fears:
She seemed n thing that could not feel
The touch of earthly years.
William Wordsworth
""HEY, COME ON, SUE, OPEN up!"
Fenn put his head against the door and listened. He
knew she had to be in there because he had rung from the
call box on the corner just a few minutes
earlier and put
down the phone as she"d answered. Twice that
week Sue
had hung up on him and twice she had been out
when he"d
gone to her flat. It had given him no
satisfaction to hang
up on her in return, but he wanted to see her.
It was time
to stop frigging around. If she really
wanted to end 1it,
fine--but she would have to tell him to his face.
It had been a heavy, glorious week. The
Courier had
syndicated his personal story of the "Banfield
Miracles" to
most of the nationals both in Britain and abroad,
while
magazines, periodicals, and television
companies were offering
substantial amounts for follow-up stories and
interviews. In just four days he had become what
could
only be termed a "media figure,'" the Alice
Pagett phenomena
inextricably linked with his own name, for it had
been his firsthand coverage of both extraordinary
events--
the First vision and miracle experienced by Alice
herself,
and the subsequent five miracles on the second
Sunday--
that had caught the attention of millions around the
world.
He was riding high and enjoying the
journey.
There was movement inside.
"lIt"s me. Sue."
Only silence.
""Come on, Sue, I only want to talk."
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The door chain being slid back, the latch being
turned.

Sue peering through a six-inch gap.

"1 here®"s nothing much to say, Gerry."

"Oh, yeah? That"s your considered opinion?"

"Have you been drinking?"

"Sure."

It looked as if she was going to close the door
again, so

he put his hand against it.

"Sue, let"s just talk a little. | promise
to leave within ten

minutes if you want me to."

For a moment she was undecided and he lifted his

eyebrows in a silent "please?" Sue
disappeared from view

and with relief he pushed open the door. He
followed her

down the short hallway into the living room. As
always

the room was comfortably neat, lit by a small
lamp which

cast intimate shadows. He saw she was in her
dressing gown.

"Bed so early?" he asked. "It"s only just
gone ten. His

"It"s late to call on someone,
sitting In an

armchair. He realized she had carefully
avoided the sofa.

He was about to sit on the arm of her chair when she

shook her head and pointed at the sofa opposite.
With a

sigh, he obeyed.

Neither one spoke for several monents, then Sue
said,

"You"re making unite a name for yourself."

He cleared his throat, hating the awkwardness.
"1 was

lucky enough to be on the spot. It"s a
reporter™s dream."

“1"m glad you®"re reaping the benefit.”

"We went through this before, Sue. It"s my job."

“I"m not being sarcastic, Gerry. | really am
pleased for

you. And I like the way you®ve written your
features;

they"ve been factual, no gloss, no
exaggeration. Not like

your first story.™

"There was no need for exaggeration. The truth was

spectacular enough.”™ He leaned forward, resisting
the urge

to kneel at her feet. "So what is it, Sue?
Why haven®t you

wanted to see me, to speak to me? What the hell
have 1

done?"

She looked into her hands. "1"m not sure if
it"s you or

Jjust me. 1°ve found my faith again, Gerry, and
I don"t have

time for anything else."

she replied,
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"You mean being a Catholic excludes being in
love with

someone. "'

"Of course not. | just think you®re probably not
the

right one.™

"Oh, terrific. Excuse my wicked
ways, but we seemed

to get along pretty fine until you started with this

Church business.™

"That®"s just the point! 1"ve changed. But you
haven®t."

"Why the hell should I? 1"m not a bloody
Catholic!™

"You were witness to one of the most shattering and

marvelous things that could happen on this earth. Why

hasn"t it meant anything to you?"

"How d"you know it hasn"t. You haven®t seen
me all

week. Today"s Thursday; | could have sent in my
convert's

application forms since Sunday!"

"Stop joking, Gerry. | read your articles.
1 know nothing~"s

changed."

"You said you liked them.™

"Yes, and 1 said they were factual. Cold and
factual, an

impartial observer®s account."

"What did you expect?"

"l expected you to be moved by what you saw! |
expected

you to be spiritually moved!"

Fenn®s eyes widened iIn surprise. He shook
his head. "I

don"t get i1t."

Her voice softened. "That"s just it. You really
don"t

understand, do you?"

He remained silent.

"Everyone else present that day underwent some
deep,

emotional experience; 1 know, 1°ve spoken with
many of

them since. They believe they witnessed a divine
act of

God, healing miracles that proved His existence
beyond

any doubt, and their lives have taken on a new
order

because of it. Yet you feel nothing. You can®t deny
what

took place, but it has no effect on you.
What®"s wrong with

you, Gerry? What makes you so ... so
unreachable?"

"I"m not so sure it"s just me. 1
haven®t had a chance to

get near Father Hagan during the last few days
--he*s

avoided all contact with the press--but he
doesn*t look too

happy."
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"Couldn™"t you see the poor man was overwhelmed
by it
all? Six wonderful miracles. The levitation
of a young
child who saw the Blessed Virgin. In his parish! Have
you
any idea at all of the magnitude of what"s
happened?
Father Hagan is still In a state of shock and his own
humility will see he stays that way for some time
to come.
So don"t dare compare his reaction to yours--because with
you there"s been no reaction at all except
to seize the
opportunity to make a name for yourself."
“"That"s unfair.”
"I know it"s unfair and I"m not blaming you for
that. 1
Just wish there was something more, some indication that
your cynicism had been, 1f not broken, then at
least pierced."
She was weeping freely and he felt a flush of
irrational
guilt- He went to her, kneeling on the floor,
gently taking her
wrists and pulling her hands away from her face.
She
looked at him and there was sheer misery behind the
tears.
Oh, Gerry ...
arms,
head buried against his shoulders, her body shaking.
His throat felt sticky and there was a heaviness
dragging
at his chest. Sometimes a woman®"s crying could
make him
cold, could numb his emotions so that he was accused
of
having no feelings, an accusation that was often true
but
only in relation to that particular woman or
situation.
Fenn had learned to guard himself, to protect his own
sensitivities against the demands of
others, past hurts,
rejections, perhaps forgotten but their marks
indelibly made.
With Sue there was no such protection. He hugged
her
tight, close to tears himself.
"1°'m sorry,”™ was all he could think of to say.
"It"s nor your fault, Gerry," she said
softly. "You can"t
help the way you are. Maybe 1°"m wrong in
wanting you to
be different."
"1 love you. Sue."
"1 know you do, and I wish you didn"t."
"It"s impossible not to."
"Have you tried?"
"All the time. It"s no good, though, I"m
hooked. ™
She pulled away slightly. "Gerry, I"m not
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sure anymore

how 1 feel about you."

That hurt. God, it hurt. He hugged her
back to him.

"It"s because of everything that"s happening, Sue.
Things© re

moving too fast, it"s confusing. Just don"t make
me into the

anti-Christ, eh?"

"It"s just that I"m seeing you differently. Oh,
1"ve known

your failings--"

“"Failings? Me?"

“"1"ve known them and chosen to ignore them. Now,

though, we seem to be in conflict with each other

"Not me with you, babe."

“"Then why can®t you feel the same way? Why is

it just a

launching pad for your own career, a way to make
money?"

This time it was Fenn who pulled away. "Let me
tell

you somethinn,™ he said. "I"1l agree I™m
taking full advantage
of a fantastic story that just happened to fall
smack
into my lap. Any reporter worth his salt would
do the
same. But there are others using the Banfield
Miracles for
their own purposes too. You know, after Alice
saw her
Ffirst vision and | wrote the feature, a guy
called Southworth
contacted me. He"s the owner of the Crown Hotel
in
Banfield, a councillor, and from what 1 can
gather, owns
quite a lot of property in the area. He and someone
called
Tucker--another of Banfield®s fat cats--
wanted to hire me
to exploit the situation with follow-up articles,
keeping the
place in the public eye, drumming up more
interest than
was warranted at that time. Oh, they were a little more
subtle with their proposition than that, but that was the
strength of it. They wanted to start the carnival there
and
then."
He rested back on his heels. "You might be
pleased to
know 1 turned them down."
"It doesn®"t mean anything. Two men
out of a--"
"Have you been into the village lately?”
"OFf course. 1"ve been to St. Joseph"s--"'
"No, not the church. The village itself. All the
mer
chants can talk about is the money that®"s going to come
pouring in. A lot of the property owners are
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applying for

planning permission to turn theilr premises
into souvenir

shops, tea shops, restaurants,
bed-andbreakfast--anything

that will bring in money from the tourists that are already

flocking in."

“"Now you are exaggerating.”™ *

“"Am 1? You should take a close look. A
kind of insanity

has hit Banfield, and it"s easy to see why.
For the first time

in its history, the village is the focus of world
attention.

Maybe it"s because we re all sick of hearing
nothing but

violence, wars, and depravity, maybe it"s because
when

something good happens, something that restores our faith
in

goodness itself, we go overboard. Everybody loves
a miracle

because it transcends this rotten stinking world we live

in. Don"t forget this is the age of science, where
everything

is becoming explainable. Religion is nothing but
wish-fulfilling

stories for the masses, love is only body
chemistry,

art is a surge of conditioned reflexes. And now
we"ve got

something that really is inexplicable. Something today, in

this time!"

"But you“"re saying the village only wants
to make money

from 1t."

"Sure It does. It doesn"t mean they don"t
believe in the

miracles."

"But they can®"t all be thinking that way.™

"In cash terms? No, of course not. There are
plenty who

love what"s happening for its own sake,
who feel proud

their Banfield"s been chosen to play host to the
Madonna."

She listened closely for a hint of sarcasm, but
found

none.

"Yeah, they"re happy and more than overawed.
Stunned--

and grateful. There®ll be the few who"l1l want
nothing to do

with 1t, maybe some who"ll move away, but they~"ll
be in

the minority. The rest, 1 figure, will wallow in
the glory."

“"There®s nothing wrong in that.”

He shook his head. "No. But wait and see the
competition

to tell the media their own personal stories. How

they"ve known Alice Pagett since she was a
baby, how she
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came to their shop once a week for sweets, how
they~re

distant cousins, twice-removed, how their piles
miracu-

lously cleared up one day when they
passed St. JosephTs,

how their migraine disappeared when Alice smiled
at them.

You may think checkbook journalism is an
overworked

phrase, but wait and see just how many personal
accounts

of the Banfield Miracles are sold to the
newspapers. And

wailt and see how many "close" friends the
Pagett family are

going to have, all with intimate details of their
private Fives. The whole personality of the
village is going to change, Sue, as well as its
appearance."

She was staring at him, for the first time realizing the

commercial aspect of the mystical experience. For
someone

whose profession was journalism, she had been
remarkably

naive, or perhaps too spiritually involved.

Fenn hated to disillusion her further, but went on,

anxious to vindicate his own motives.
"Pretty soon, you

won"t be able to get near the church without
being bombarded

with religious junk. Madonnas in snowstorms,

Madonnas that light up, Cindy Doll
Madonnas, rosaries

by the thousands, postcards, crucifixes,
medallions . .

you name it, it"ll be on sale."

“"The Church wouldn®t allow §1t--"'

"Huh! The Church will be part of it."

“"That®"s not true."

"Do you really think the Catholic Church, with its

steady loss of followers and general disenchantment
among

its worshipers, can afford not to take advantage
of something

like this? Young priests are leaving, some to get
married,

women are demanding to be allowed into the priesthood,

the Vatican itself is critized for hoarding its
vast wealth

and not using it to feed the starving, to help the
underprivileged,

criticized for not condemning the violence

in Northern lIreland more strongly, openly mocked

its outdated views on birth control,
divorce, and plenty

of other topics which seem to have no relevance to today
s

society. The Church needs its miracles
to bloody survive!"

Sue flinched and he checked his growing anger.
""Look,
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when Pope John was shot in "81--shot six
times, mind, an
old man pumped with bullets--Catholics by the
millions
turned back to their faith. Even nonbelievers
felt grief.
When he lived, when he miraculously
recovered, everyone--
everyone who was not insane or just plain evil--had
a new
respect for the papacy. The world was reminded of the
ultimate triumph of good. Well now the
Church has got
something even more grand: six cures, all witnessed,
a
possible levitation, and a visitation. There"s no
way they
won"t take advantage of it.”
"Father Hagan won"t allow it to be
exploited.™
"Father Hagan will be overruled. 1 don"t know
too much
about Bishop Caines, who"s the governor of the
diocese,
but from what information 1"ve managed to gather this
week he appears to be an ambitious man.
Oh, yeah, they
have that kind in the Church hierarchy, you know.
Apparently
he®s already sought authorization to buy the field
next to the church and the farmer who owns it is willing
to sell. Seems he"s been down on his luck
lately."
"It makes sense to make the field where Alice
had the vision part of St. Joseph®s."
"Yeah, makes perfect sense. Church ownership
of the
field will be necessary to accommodate all the
visitors who"ve going to flood the place. 1711
bet you the bishop will be accommodating in other ways,
too, as this thing
snowballs. He"s already arranged a
press conference for
tomorrow."
"That"s hardly surprising with all the public
interest."
"Well, we"ll wait and see how he handles
it. How much
he refutes, how much he evades, and how much
he
encourages. It should be pretty telling."
"You"ll be there?"
"Would I miss it?"
She sighed and lay back in the chair, wiping at
her
damp face with the back of her hand. He
straightened his
legs and leaned over her, conscious of her knees
against his
groin. "Sorry for the diatribe, babe, but I
wanted you to
understand that I"m not the sole passenger on this
particular
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bandwagon."

Her hand cupped his cheek. "1 still don"t trust
you,

Gerry."

He groaned aloud.

"Perhaps the miracles have changed us,' she said.

"Brought out the worst in some, the best in others."™

“"Maybe some are more gullible than others.™

Her hand froze on his face. "Meaning?"

He shrugged. *Maybe some have been taken in by a

phenomenon that has no mystical basis
whatsoever."

was '""The Power of the Human Mind" theory again?"

"Could be. Who"s to say otherwise?"

"Your ten minutes are up."

“"There you go again, not prepared to listen to any other

argument. Does all that"s happened suddenly
make me an

enemy, Sue, a child of Satan you have to close your
ears

to? We used to have long, rational debates at
one time, for

Christ"s sake. With all this deep, religious
feeling you“re

going through, shouldn®t you love me even more?"

She didn*"t answer.

"Okay, let"s forget the other alternative for
now and

accept that the so-called miracles have a
religious context.

Seems to me that Jesus Christ hired twelve
pretty good PR

guys to spread the Word, four of whom wrote a
wor ldwide

best-seller. His life story. | guess you
couldn®t call

me a twentieth-century disciple, but isn"t there
some kind

of saying in the Good Book about using the best
tools

available? Could be 1"m one of the tools." He
raised his

eyebrows.

Sue was frowning, but Fenn knew he"d scored a
point.

After a while she pulled his head down toward her
and he

was grinning against her chest.

"I"m confused, Gerry, still confused. But maybe
1"ve

had my head in the sand. It could be that our beliefs
are

not allowed to be insulated or introspective
anymore." She

kissed his hair. "Your cynicism might even be
a healthy

thing, who knows? It"s so easy to get carried
away with it

all.”

He held his tongue, not wanting to spoil the
mood .

Raising his head to look into her eyes, he said,
“"All 1 ask is
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that you don"t lock me out. You might not approve
of my

approach to the subject, or my appraisal of
it, but you can

be sure it"s honest. And I think that"s something you
can at

least respect." He kissed her chin. "Right?"

She nodded, then Kkissed his lips, and he was
acutely aware that her abstinence had made her very, very
hungry.

It was dark, the curtains drawn.

Fenn lay there, puzzled for a few seconds.

Where the

hell was he? Then he remembered and relaxed.
He smiled

in the darkness, remembering their
lovemaking. Christ,

Sue had been almost frightening in her intensity. Her
physical

need for him had seemed to surprise even herself.
He

wasn®t complaining, though--exhausted, but not
complaining.

He felt her moving in the bed.

Had she disturbed him with her restlessness? He
moved

toward her, touched her back, and was alarmed at how
hot

she felt. He pushed close, his arm going around
her and

becoming damp with her stickiness. Her body jerked
and

her head twisted into the pillow.

"Sue?" he whispered.

She murmured something, but did not waken. Her
l1imbs

were trembling.

Fenn gently shook her shoulder, wanting to wake
her

from the nightmare, but not wanting to frighten her.

She twisted toward him, still asleep, her
breathing rapid,

shallow. "It isn"t . . _." she murmured.

"Sue, wake up.”™ He felt her face, her
neck, and her

breast. She was soaking.

He quickly reached over and switched on the bedside

lamp. She pulled her head away from the light,
still

murmuring. He could hardly hear the words, but it
sounded

like, it isn"t . . . her . . . isn"t . _ .
isn"t ._."

"Sue, wake up!"™ He shook her more fiercely
and suddenly

her eyes were wide open. Staring.

The fear in them was alarming.

Abruptly, they seemed to cloud over and she
blinked

several times. She recognized him. "Gerry,
what"s wrong?"

He breathed a sigh of relief. "Nothing,
babe," he said.
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"You just had a bad dream."
He switched off the light and settled down again,
holding
her i1n his arms. She was asleep almost instantly.
But he stayed awake for quite some time.
“"The devil told you that! The dfvil told you
that," shrieked
the little man, and in his fury he stamped his right
foot into the
ground, right up to his waist, then, foaming at the
mouth, he
grabbed his left foot in both hands and tore himself
apart right
down the middle.
"Rumpelstiltskin,”™ The Brothers Grimm
DAILY MAIL: Has the Vatican an
"official”
statement concerning the Banfield
Miracles?
BISHOP CAINES: The only "official”
statement we
can issue at this very early stage
is that the Holy Roman Catholic
Church acknowledges that a series
of what can best be described as
extraordinary cures have taken
place in the grounds of St. Joseph®s--
DAILILY MAIL: Forgive me for
interrupting. Bishop,
but you just said in the grounds of
St. Joseph®s. Surely it was in the
field next to the church?
BISHOP CAINES: That®"s quite correct,
but In such
close proximity that it could be
considered within the church property.
I should perhaps inform you
that agreement for the purchase
of the land by the Church has already
been reached and that the
necessary documents will be signed
within the next day or two. However,
to return to your original
question: The six extraordinary
cures--alleged cures, 1 should
say --which have occurred at St.
Joseph®s will be scrupulously examined
by a specially formed
medical bureau and their findings
passed on to the International
Medical Committee. No announcement,
proclamation, and no assertions
will be forthcoming until the
international committee is satisfied
that every aspect of the six
individual cases has been fully
investigated.
REUTERS: Will the international committee
you refer to be the same committee
that examines the cures at
Lourdes?
BISHOP CAINES: Yes.
CATHOLIC HERALD: But the committee can only
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recommend

that® the cures be declared

miraculous.

BISHOP CAINES: That"s correct. As
bishop of the

diocese in which the cures took

place, the final decision as to

whether or not the cures are declared

miraculous is mine alone.

THE TIMES: Have you a view right now?

BISHOP CAINES: 1 have not.

THE TIMES: None at all? Even after having

talked with Alice Pagett and the

others most closely concerned--

your own parish priest, for instance?

BISHOP CAINES: 1 find the whole matter
intriguing,

to say the least, but 1 cannot possibly

make any judgment at this

stage.

WASHINGTON POST: What would, then, Bishop
Caines,

constitute a miracle in the eyes of

the Church?

B1S1 KggP CAINES: A cure that is
medically inexplicable

in the present state of science.

DAILY EXPRESS: When will the medical
bureau be organized?

BISHOP CAINES: 1t"s being organized right
now.

D.mly EXPRESS: And how will it operate?

BISHOP CAINES: Well, it will consist of at

least
twelve medical men--
JOURNAL OE

GENEVA: All Roman Catholics?
BISHOP CAINES: No, most certainly
not.
D.mly EXPRESS: But will it lie
an iiulependent body?
BISHOP CAINES: Absolutely, although the
director
of the bureau and several members
will be employed by the
Church. Others will be gathered
from interested medical and scientific
research units. Medical records
of each cured person will
be examined and the individual®s
own GP and the hospital under
which they are receiving treatment
will be consulted. They will,
naturally, undertake their own
thorough medical examination of
each cured person and a dossier
will be kept. Their findings will
eventually be passed on to the
international committee, who will
make the final recommendation.
ASSOCIATED PRESS: What will be the
criteria? For a
miracle, | mean.
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BISHOP CAINES: Perhaps Monsignor
Delgard would

like to answer that?

MONSIGNOR DELGARD; 1 think it should be
clearly stated;

the medical bureau and the international

committee will only be

concerned with whether or not

the cure is inexplicable, not if it"s

a miracle.

ASSOCIATED PRESS: Is there a difference?

MONSIGNOR DELGARD: Bishop Cainedds
said earlier that the

cure must be medically inexplicable

in the present state of science.

The committee will decide upon

that aspect, not whether the cures

had a religious or mystical connotation.

What is considered medically

inexplicable today might be

perfectly logical a few years hence.

It is the bishop and his advisers

who must examine the spiritual

aspects of the cures and decide if

divine intervention is the cause of

the recoveries.

The bureau and the international

committee have to satis"fy

themselves on the following points:

Was the cure sudden, unexpected,

and without convalescence?

Is it complete?

Is it lasting? That, ladies and

gentlemen, means a certain amount

of time--say three or four years--

must elapse before the cure can

be confirmed.

How serious was the illness?

Was it due to a specific disease?

InfFirmity due to a mental disorder,

for instance, would rule out any

acceptance of a miracle cure.

Had the illness been objectively

proved by tests, X rays, or biopsies?

And was the medical treatment

previously given responsible in any

way, even if in part only, for the

cure?

These are the criteria on which

the bureau and the international

committee must be satisfied. There

are others, more technical, but I

think those I1"ve listed will give

you the general idea.

PSYCHIC NEWS: Can you tell us,
Monsignor Del-gard,

Jjust what is your involvement

in this matter?

BISHOP CAINES: Perhaps 1 should answer
that. At the time of the first cure--when,

in fact, Alice Pagett was able to

hear and talk again after seven

years of being unable to do so--
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an enormous amount of public

interest was created. 1 felt then

that Father Hagan would need

some support and guidance in

dealing with the crowds who

woulld i1nevitably descend upon

St. Joseph®s.

PSYCHIC NEWS: But you®ve been involved in
certain

cases of unusual phenomena

in the past, Monsignor Delgard?

MONSIGNOR DELGARD: Yes, that's
correct.

PSYCHIC NEWS: Would you describe
them as paranormal.

MONSIGNOR DELGARD: (pause.) They could
be termed as

such, 1 suppose.

PSYCHIC NEWS: In fact, haven"t you
performed

several exorcisms?

MONSIGNOR DELGARD: Yes.

PSYCHIC NEWS: Did you and do you now
suspect

that Alice Pagett might be possessed:

(laughter.)

MONSIGNOR DELGARD: By the devil?
(laughter.)

PSYCHIC NEWS: Or evil spirits.

MONSIGNOR DELGARD: 1 would think that"s
most unlikely.

The child seems well-balanced

enough to me.

PSYCHIC NEWS: Then why--

BISHOP CAINF.S: 1"ve already explained
why Monsignor

Delgard was temporarily appointed

to St. Joseph®s. While it"s

true to say he has investigated

many strange incidents over the

years for the Church and has made

a study of psychic phenomena,

Monsignor Delgard®s role usually

has been--if 1 might use the term--

devil®s advocate rather than devil

seeker. Laughter.)

You see, the Catholic Church

often has to undertake the examination

of unusual incidents on behalf

of concerned parishioners and

clergy. We live in a peculiar world,

you know, where human logic 1is

not always applicable to certain

events, Monsignor Delgard looks

at both aspects of such happenings--natural

and unnatural--and

usually manages to provide the

correct balance. At St. Joseph-®s

we have circumstances that are,

without doubt, unnatural, so it"s

perfectly sensible to ask for the

assistance and advice of someone

who has had experience in such
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matters, and who can also provide

a more material assistance iIn

dealing with the public interest.

The fact that Monsignor Delgard

has performed exorcisms is quite

irrelevant in this case.

May we have another question?

DAILY TELEGRAPH: It"s rumored that
Alice Pagett-"dds

illness could have been psychosomatic.

Is it true?

BISHOP CAINES: That"s for the medical
authorities

and the bureau to decide. But, of

course, it"s doubtful that all five

of the other illnesses were due to

psychosomatic causes.

LE MWOE: What is the Catholic
Church®s

opinion on faith healing?

BISHOP CAINES: Jesus Christ was the
greatest faith

healer of all time. (laughter.)

GAZETTE (kent): 1 have a question for Father
Ha-gan.

Some years ago you were

assistant priest near Maidenstone.

FATHER HAGAN: (pause.) Yes, in a
place called Hollinyl greater-than ourne.

GAZETTE (kent): You weren"t there for very long,

were you. Father?

FATHER HAGAN: About six months, 1 think.

GAZETTE (kent): You left rather suddenly.
Could 1

ask the reason why?

FATHER HAGAN: (pause.) As assistant
priest 1 went

where 1 was needed most. Often

the need was urgent and my departure

from one parish to another

could be abrupt.

GAZETTE (kent): There was no other reason,
then,

for you to leave Hollingbourne,

apart from being required elsewhere?

FATHER HAGAN: As far as 1 can remember the
parish

priest of St. Mark"s in Lewes

had fallen ill and assistance was

badly needed.

GAZE-N"Every (kent): No other

reason?

BISHOP CAINES; Father Hagan has answered
your

question. May we move on to the

next?

DAILY TELEGRAPH: Could this whole business
of the

miracle cures be a hoax?

BISHOP CAINES: A rather elaborate one,
don"t you

think? And for what purpose?

DAILY TELEGRAPH: Isn"t Banfield
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liable to make a considerable
amount of money from

tourism?

BISHOP CAINES: Yes, | suppose it"s
conceivable. "1 he village is already the focus
of

world attention and | suppose

sightseers will flock to St. Joseph®s

even before the results of our investigations

are made known. But

unless you believe that all the children

and the one adult involved

in these cures are swindlers and

liars--not to mention marvellous

actors--(laughter)--then 1 hardly

think your suggestion has any

merit. And, of course, the children®s

parents and their general

practitioners would also have to lIggence involved in the
fraud.

L*AUIGE: Alice Pagett claims to have
seen a

vision of the -Madonna. Can you

comment on this, please?

BISHOP CAINES: Not at this time.

NEW YORK TIMES: Did anyone else
see anything? Father

Hagan, you were present on

two occasions when the child

claimed she saw the Virgin Mary--

did you sec nothing at all?

FATHER HAGAN: I ... no, no, I can"t
say that 1 did.

NEW YORK TIMES: But did you sense
anything strange going on?

FATHER HAGAN: There was certainly atmosphere,

ves, a highly charged atmosphere,

but I can"t account for it.

OBSERVER: Surely it would have had something

to do with the mood of the

crowd, wouldn®"t it?

FATHER HAGAN: Yes, | suppose so.

OBSERVER: Sorry, Father, 1 didn"t catch
that.

FA THERE HAGAN: 1 said 1 suppose so.
Certainly on

the last occasion. Several of the

other children present seemed entranced

in the same way that Alice

was, but they could remember

nothing when questioned later.

DAILILY MIRROR: What steps are the Church
taking

to ensure the situation isn"t exploited?

BISHOP CAINES: Exploited?

DAILILY MIRROR: Commercially exploited.

BISHOP CAINES: 1 believe we dealt with that
in a

previous question. There is very

tittle the Church can to do prevent

local traders and businessmen

from, shall we say, taking

full advantage of the situation. But
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that is hardly our province and
we can only hope that proper restraint
and discretion is used.
MORNING STAR: But won"t the Catholic
Church
itself exploit the situation?
BISHOP CAINES; Why should we do that?
MORNING S""1"AR: For publicity.
BISHOP CAINES: 1 hardly think God
needs publicity.
iMughter.)
STANDARD: But it wouldn®t harm the Church.
BISHOP CAINES: On the contrary, such
publicity
could be most damaging. Many
churchgoers might have their 1llusions
shattered if what they believe
to be genuine miracles performed
at St. Joseph®s are later
proved by the medical authorities
to be nothing of the sort. That is
one of the reasons the Catholic
Church is extremely cautious in
such matters.
ASSOCIATED PRESS: Almost to the
extent that miracles
are harder to prove to the
Church than to the layman?
BISHOP CAINES: Yes, in most cases that"s
true. In
fact, the medical bureau at Lourdes
dismisses nearly all Lourdes cures
as nonmiraculous. 1 believe that
there have been only sixty or so
miraculous cures officially recognized
at Lourdes since 1858.
OBSERVER: Many people claim they saw Alice
levitate last Sunday. Could I
ask Father Hagan and Monsignor
Delgard if it really did happen?
MONSIGNOR DELGARD: I can"t be sure.
I wasn™t as close
to Alice as some of the others. To
be perfectly honest, 1 have no clear
recollection.
OBSERVER: Father Hagan? (silence.)
MONSIGNOR DELGARD; Father Hagan and I
were standing
together, so we both had the same view. 1 don"t
FATHER HAGAN: 1 think Alice did
levitate. (disordered questioning.)
ECHO DE LA BOURSE: You actually
witnessed this?
FATHER HAGAN: 1 can only say | think that"s
what
happened. The grass in the field
is long--perhaps she was merely
standing on tiptoe. | just can"t be
sure.
OBSERVER: But other witnesses say her feet
actually left the ground.
FATHER HAGAN: It"s possible. 1 can"t be
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sure, though. (general conversation.)
STANDARD: If it is proved that the cures were
miraculous and that Alice Pagett
really saw the, er, Virgin Mary,
will the girl be proclaimed a saint?
BISHOP CAINES: How do you prove such a
thing?
And before someone can be con
sidered for canonization they have
to be dead for some time. (laughter.)
BRIGHTON EVENING
COURIER: Why is Alice Pagett
being kept
hidden away?
BISHOP CAINES: Ah, it"s Mr. Fenn,
isn"t it? Well,
Alice isn"t being kept "hidden
away,' as you put it. judging by
the amount of media people surrounding
the Our Lady of Sion
convent in Banfield I certainly
wouldn®t have said her whereabouts
are secret.
Alice is resting. She has been
through an extraordinary experience
and, as you can imagine, 1s
quite exhausted both physically
and emotionally. She needs peace
and quiet--her own doctor is adamant
that she receive just that.
And, of course, she"s there with
the full agreement of her parents.
Alice is a delicate child and, until
recently, classed as an invalid. She
has to be treated with great care.
BRIGHTON EVENING
COURIER: Is she undergoing medical
tests?
BISHOP CAINES: Yes, very stringent tests.
BRIGHTON EVENING
COURIER: And interrogation by the Church
authorities?
BISHOP CAINES: Interrogation is far too
strong a
word. Obviously she is being
questioned, but 1 promise you she
is under no pressure. | think her
only danger at the moment is
that she might be smothered by
kindness. (laughter.)
BRIGHTON EVENING
COURIER: How long will Alice be kept at
the convent?
BISHOP CAINES: She is under no detention
order,
Mr. Fenn. She is at perfect liberty
to leave when her parents
want her to and when her doctor
thinks it will be in her own interest.
CATHOLIC HERALD: Has Alice had any
more visions
since last Sunday?
BISHOP CAINES: She hasn"t spoken of
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any.

DAILY MAIL: Will she attend Mass this
Sunday?

At St. Joseph®s, 1 mean.

MONSIGNOR DELGARD: (pause.) Alice
has expressed a desire

to. We must consider the consequence

to herself, however.

W e"re rather worried that with all

the publicity these, er, incidents

have been given, St. Joseph®s will

be swamped with sightseers--and

obviously the media itself. As

Bishop Caines has just said, Alice

is a fragile child and the continued

excitement might be t less-than it greater-than
much

for her. She has to be protected.

INTERNATIONAL But she®"ll have to face the public
HERALD TRIBUNE: sooner or later.

BISHOP CAINES: That"s true, but 1
suppose that at

this stage the medical team studying

her case, her own doctor, and

the Church, would rather it were

later. However, nothing vet has

been decided regarding this coming

Sunday.

BRIGHTON EVENING

COURIER: But Alice does want to go to Mass
this

Sunday?

HISI 10P CAINES: Alice is somewhat
confused at the

moment. | think that®"s quite understandable.

BRIGHTON EVENING

COURIER: But she does want to.

BISHOP CAINES: As the monsignor said, she
has

expressed a desire to.

BRIGHTON EVENING

COURIER: So it"s a strong possibility?

BISHOP CAINES: 1 believe I"ve already
answered that

question. (disordered questioning.

BISHOP CAINES: 1™"m afraid we must bring
the press

conference to a close, gentlemen.

Thank you for your questions

and | hope we"ve been able to

clarify a few points. 1"m sorry,

no more questions. Our schedule

is tight and we now have television

and radio interviews to do.

Thank you for your time, ladies

and gentleman. (press conference ends.)

u If thy mother only knew,

Her heart would surely break in two."

"The Goose Girl," The Brothers Grimm

he COULDN"T SLEEP.

His hair itched, the sheets on the narrow bed
felt soiled,

stiff, and unwashed. He wasn®"t hungry, he
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wasn"t thirsty;

he certainly wasn®t tired. It was his own
fault for staying

in bed most of the day. He should have gone to the Job

Centre, but what the fuck? They would only have
offered

him some poxy job waiting on tables like his last
one, or

digging bloody holes in roads, or working some
machine

in a factory. Or worse, Community
fucking Service! Sod

"em! He"d have to blag the old lady for money
tomorrow.

Christ, how he hated going back there! Look
at you! Why

don"t you get your hair cut. You"ll never get
a decent job

like that. And look at your clothes. When was the last
time

that shirt was ironed? And can®t you at least polish
your

shoes?

Worst of all: When was the last time you went to

church? What would your poor father say if he were still

alive?

Shit on her! If he didn"t need the bread,
he would never

go back.

He turned in the bed, a crease in his undershirt
irritating

his skin.

He stared out the window into the dark night. Christ,
if

only he could get a bird up here; that would warm
him up,

all right! They didn"t want to know, though. If
you didn*t

have money, then they just weren"t interested. If you were

a nobody, you were bloody nobody! He turned
again and

thumped the lumps from the pillow with an angry
fist.

He*d had a guy up there once, but that hadn"t
been too

good. The jerking off was okay, but all that rucking
kissing had made him want to puke.

He stared at the ceiling and pulled the end of the
undershirt

over his bare stomach.

It was all a big bucket of shit. You fell
into it and the

bastards wouldn®t let you climb out. You just went
round

and round in the slime until you had to eat it to stop

drowning. And then it poisoned you and killed you dead

anyway -

But at least they had kicked back! Those three
had

swallowed the shit and spewed it right back into the

onlookers"™ faces. They had found a
way, and that was all it

took.
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He grinned in the darkness. Yeah, they had found a
way .
He yanked back the covers and padded over to the
wardrobe iIn stockinged feet. Standing on tiptoe,
he reached
up to the top of the wardrobe and found the box he was
looking for. He brought it down, then took a small
key
from his jacket hanging over the back of the room®s
only
chair.
Climbing back into the bed, he inserted the key and
opened the lid. He took a dark object out and
pressed it to
his cheek, smiling in the darkness. He placed the
open box
on the floor and covered himself.
Lying there in the darkness, he pushed the object beneath
the bedclothes so that its cold metal lay between his
inner thighs. He sighed as he felt himself grow
hard.
Here lies the Devil--ask no other name.
Well--but you mean Lord--his Hush! we
mean the same. "On a Lord,' Samuel Taylor
Coleridge
fenn YAWNED AND CHECKED his watch at the
same
time. 7:45. Jesus, so this was what the dawn was
like.
Another car was approaching him from the opposite
direction and he gave the driver a tired wave
as though
they were both members of the same exclusive
club. The
other driver looked at him as if he were mad.
Fenn hummed
a tuneless tune, only the fact that he was
tone-deaf making
the noise bearable to himself.
He glanced at the South Downs to his left; the
clouds
were heavy over them, soft woolly bottoms
scraping against
the hilkops. It was going to be another cold,
overcast day,
the kind that dragged at the keenest optimism,
muffled the
most ardent enthusiasm. The kind of day
to stay in bed
until positive nighttime darkness overrode the
negative
dullness.
The houses on either side of the road were few and far
between, mostly big and set back with high hedges
or
walls protecting them from unsolicited attention.
The road
was normally quite busy as one of the main routes from
the coast to the larger Sussex towns, scything through
country villages like wire through cheese; but on a
chilly
damp Sunday morning-- chilly, early Sunday
morning-- birds and rabbits were a more common sight
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than motorists.
Fenn®*s humming droned to a stop when he saw the
outskirts of Banfield ahead and the dregs of
tiredness evaporated
as if vacuumed from his head. He grinned, ready
to
enjoy the special privilege he had been
allowed and to
forget about the warm bed he had just left. It was
regrettable
that Sue®s naked body had not been in that bedggeven
though it would have been even harder to leave), but they
were still not the close lovers that they had been. When
they had slept together just three nights before, Fenn
had
imagined their relationship would be back on the same
footing and had been disappointed to find on the
following
morning her new aloofness had suffered only a
slight relapse.
While not as cold as before, and certainly not as
contemptuous,
she had made it plain that she needed more
time to think. She loved him, of that there was no
doubt,
but the confusion was still there and their lovemaking had
not cleared it. Okay, It"s up to you. Sue. You
know my
number .
Fenn was angry and frustrated at her change of
moods,
particularly at a time when things were happening for
him, when he shouldn®t have had such distractions. He
cursed himself for not being able to cut her from his mind.
Christ, he was buying his ticket
to Fleet Street and she
acted as though he had forged the money! The invitation
for
that Sunday morning was an indication of just how far
he
had advanced in prestige in a matter of a few
short weeks.
Only he and five other reporters shared the
privilege, his
colleagues chosen from the cream to represent the
media
world. So maybe he was overrating his own
importance a
little, but the position he now found himself in was no
mean thing.
He eased off the accelerator as he entered the
speed-restricted
zone. The road swung sharply to the right,
joined by another minor road from the left, the round
white bump of a tiny "Mickey Mouse"
traffic circle helping
(or hindering) the merging traffic. The Convent of
Our
Lady of Sion was almost opposite, just to the
left, and
Fenn brought his Mini to a halt, checking that the
circle
was clear. From his position he could see the upper
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win
dows of the large cream-colored house, and for one
brief
moment thought he caught a small pale face
peering down
at him. Then it was gone and he wasn"t sure that
it had
been there.
A lone policeman stood outside the gates,
his car parked
half on the curb farther down the road. To one
side was a
group of reporters, damp and miserable-looking.
They
eyed Fenn"s car suspiciously as he drove
over the circle iIn
the road. Fenn pulled into a nearby empty
garage forecourt
and parked. The garage was closed, and as it was
Sunday, he guessed it wouldn®t be open at all
that day. He left the car and walked back to the
convent.
The journalists and cameramen, pasty-faced,
shoulders
hunched, feet stamping the pavement, made ready
to receive
him into their midst, any newcomer welcome
to break the monotony of their cold vigil.
was ''"Morning, hacks,"™ he said, grinning and
winking as he
strode past them. He ignored their muttered
replies as he
walked up to the gates. The policeman on
duty raised a
hand.
“1"m Fenn, Brighton Courier."
The uniformed man produced a folded piece of
paper
from his tunic pocket and quickly scanned the list of
names.
"Okay, in you go." The policeman pushed open
one half
of the gates just enough for Fenn to slip through. He
chuckled at the indignant voices and groans
of the other
reporters.
Across the courtyard and at the top of
three broad steps
was a black door, open and somehow forbidding. Fenn
crossed the yard and took the first two steps iIn
one. He
stepped Into a dark hallway and a hooded shape
loomed up
from the shadows.
"You are Mr. . . . ?" the nun asked.
“Gerry Fenn,”™ he told her, his heart
skipping just a
little, either from the leap up the stairs or her sudden
appearance. "Brighton Evening Courier."
“"Ah, yes. Mr. Fenn. ShalThat | take
your coat?"
He slipped off his raincoat and handed it to her.
"There"s
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no money in the pockets," he said.
She looked at him, startled, then returned his
smile. "IF
you"d like to go through, you®ll find nearly everyone has
arrived." She pointed to a door near the end of the
hal lway .
He thanked her and walked down the hall, his
steps
sharp against the shiny bare floorboards.
The room beyond
the door was large and on a sunny day would have been
light and airy; today its natural brightness was
muted
gray. It was filled with people and hushed
voices.
“Mr. Fenn, glad you could come.™
He turned to find George Southworth
approaching him.
"Glad I was invited," Fenn responded.
"Your other colleagues have already arrived."
*'oh?"
"A rather small selection of elite journalists.
You"re the
sixth."
Fenn enjoyed being among the elite.
"Associated Press, Washington Post, The
Times--that sort of
thing. I*m sure you know them all."
"6h, yeah, sure." Fenn shook his head.
“1*m puzzled,
Mr. Southworth. Why me?"
Southworth smiled disarminglv and patted Fenn*s
arm.
"Mustn®t be so modest, Mr. Fenn.
You"ve covered this
story from the start. More than that, you brought it to the
attention of the world. We could hardly have excluded
you."
“"Hardly .
Q. Would you like some tea?"
"No, thanks."
“1"m sure you®ll appreciate our reluctance
in allowing
young Alice to attend Mass at St.
Joseph®s this--""
"Your reluctance?"
"Well, to be honest. Bishop Caines"
reluctance. And the
doctors, of course--they feel the hullabaloo
might prove
too much for her. The cameras, the television, the
crowds,
people wanting to get near her, to touch her--that sort of
thing.™
Fenn nodded. "So you decided on a private
service,
without the fuss."
“"Precisely.™
"A lot of people are going to be
disappointed.™
"1°"m sure. Frankly, if 1 had had my
way, | would have
let Alice go to the church today as she wanted. But
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her
well-being must come first.”
""She wanted to go to St. Joseph®s?"
“"Apparently so.' Southworth lowered his voice.
"1 heard
she became quite upset when Reverend Mother told her
she couldn®"t. Still, I"m sure it"s for the best."
"So you just invited certain members of the, er'--he
scanned the room--"public and the media here."
"Yes. My idea, actually. And the bishop
concurred.
We"re well aware, you see, that the public
has to know
what®"s going on. That"s their right. This way,
they"1l see
that Alice i1s being properly cared for."
"And they"ll know the Catholic Church isn"t
locking her
away, and that she®"s not going through some modern-day
Grand Inquisition.™
Southworth chuckled. "That"s very astute
of you, Mr.
Fenn. In fact, that was my argument to the churchmen.
With the chosen few here, repesentarives of the people, as
it were, and an excellent cross section of the world
media,
public interest can be catered for without unnecessary but
inevitable pandemonium.’
And without loss of maximum publicity, Fenn
guessed.
It seemed that Southworth (and Fenn was sure other
local
businessmen were involved) had to walk the tightrope
between exploitation (and so risk the resulting
criticism)
and ensuring that Alice Pagett was sheltered from the
public eye (and making sure they were seen to be
doing
so). He, Fenn, was necessary to the idea not because he
was a brilliant journalist, but because as
instigator of the
story, his articles were followed more closely than
any
other reporter®s. He was also "local,
perhaps
more in tune with local opinion. Well,
don"t knock it,
Fenn. It made sense. And it had got him here

therefore

today.

“In a moment,' Southworth was saying, 1711
introduce

you to a few people. Your colleagues are already well
into

them, but 1™m sure they will want to speak to you as the
man who was "on the spot.’" Mass will begin at
eight-thirty
so you"ll have just'--he checked his watch--"just under
half-an-hour to interview."
"Will | get to talk to Alice?"”
"We plan to have a brief question-and-answer session
after Mass. Only twenty minutes, I™"m
afraid, and only if
Alice feels up to it. I"m sure she will."
Page 164



James Herbert - The Shrine
He moved closer to
Fenn and said In a conspiratorial whisper,
"1*d like to
invite you to dinner tomorrow evening. | think you®d be
most interested in coming along."
Fenn raised his eyebrows.
"1 still haven"t forgotten our little chat at the
beginning
of all this business, Mr. Fenn. By the way,
it"s Gerry, isn"t
it? Do you mind if I call you that? It"s far
less formal. 1
think at the time you said the story would probably
die
out."
Fenn grinned wryly. ""Someone once said that about
Lennon and McCartney."
"1 think your opinion was very fair. But you
remember
my offer? Yes, well, | think you may have
suspected my
motives at that time. You can see now that the
publicity
machine is In motion of its own accord and needs
absolutely
no impetus from myself, or the parish council. It
may need just a little steering from the inside, though, and
1 think you could be helpful in that respect.”
"l don"t understand."
"We have enough confidence in you, having read all
your articles in the Courier, to invite you to write
the
complete story of the Banfield
Miracles.™
"For my newspaper?"
"For any newspaper you care to work for. Or for a
book. We would make you privy to all council
meetings
and any other decisions, discussions, and plans
concerning
this whole affair."
Fenn®s eyes gleamed. It was too good to be
true. The authorized chronicler of the Banfield
Miracles. Any newspaper editor would jump
at serialization rights and any
publisher would give his right arm (or his marketing
manager®"s right arm) for the rights to the book. There had
to be a snag. "Why me?" he asked.
"1 believe you asked that question before, or something
like 1t. The answer®s simple: because you were there at the
beginning. You already have more inside knowledge than
anyone else in this matter apart from the clergy. And
even
they--Father Hagan and Monsignor Delgard--
were not
there at the very Beginning."
"Would the priests be agreeable?"
"1"ve already broached the subject
to Bishop Caines.
He"s interested but warv."
""Oh?"
"He"s pragmatic enough to realize the story has
become
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almost exclusive to you. However, he is not altogether
sure that, to use an old-fashioned phrase, your

"intentions
are honorable.
"Are his?"
"1 beg your pardon?"

"It doesn"t matter."

“"That"s the reason for my invitation to dine with us
tomorrow evening."

"Bishop Caines will be there?"

"Yes, along with Father Hagan and Monsignor

Delgard.

Our meeting initially is to talk about the

development of a
shrine at St. Joseph®"s and Banfield"s part

in it. Bishop
Caines is insistent that there should be full

cooperation and
liaison between the parish council and the Church."
"It"s moving things pretty fast for them,

isn"t it? 1 thought
it took years for the Church to allow a shrine to be
authorized."

“"Normally it would. Fortunately or

unfortunately, whichever
way you care to look at it, the pilgrims are

going to
come and nothing will stop them. The bishop wants to be
prepared. Officially, the Church cannot declare St.

Joseph®s
a shrine, but that won"t prevent the public from

regarding
it as such.”
Do the two priests know I"ve been invited?”
"Yes. Bishop Caines, himself, told them."
"And they agreed?"

his

"Reluctantly. | suppose you could say the
bishop gave

them little choice. 1 hope, after all this, you are
interested?”

"What do you think? Where and when?"

"My hotel, eight-thirty."

“1*11 be there. His

“Fine. Now, let me introduce you to a few
people."

Fenn spent the next twenty minutes talking
to assorted

""guests, "
who was not

himself a Catholic but professed a deep interest
in all

religions; several members of the clergy, whose
titles he

instantly forgot; certain leading members of the
local

community; the Reverend Mother of the convent; and

most interesting of all, the Apostolic
Delegate to Great

Britain and Gibraltar. Fenn understood that this
clergyman

was the official go-between for the Catholic Church

in Britain and the Vatican. A quiet-spoken,
unassuming

among them the local Tory MP,
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man, he seemed genuinely pleased to be
introduced to
Fenn and gently Ted him to one side so that he could
question him on the articles he had written and what
he
had personally witnessed. Soon the reporter
began to feel
like the iInterviewee, but he enjoyed the priest"s
frank
questioning and the deference with which his answers
were treated.
When the audience was over, for that was what it felt
like, Fenn realized he had asked hardly any
questions
himself. He was puzzled by the priest"s accent and one
of
the gray-garbed nuns who was flitting through the
crowded
room urging more tea or coffee on the
assemblage provided
the answer: The Most Reverend Pierre Melsak
was from
Belgium. Fenn accepted a coffee from the sister
and wished
he"d declined the ginger biscuit which resisted all
attempts
to be bitten. He left it on the saucer, his
teeth groaning
after the battle, and was sipping the lukewarm coffee
when
a husky voice said, "Hi."
He turned to see a dark-haired
woman smiling at him; at
least her lips were smiling--the eyes were too
calculating
to be easily happy.
"'Shelbeck, Washington Post" she told him.
"Yeah, somebody already pointed you out to me. How"s
Woodward?""
"Redford was better. You"re Gerry Fenn, aren"t
you?"
He nodded.
"1 liked your copy. Maybe we can get together
later?”
"That"d "be nice. What for?"
""Compare notes?" Her accent was pure New
York.
“I*m ahead."
"You could benefit."
"How?""
“"Financially, how else?" The smile had finally
reached
her eyes.
"Okay ..."
The buzz of conversation stopped as sliding doors
covering
one side of the room were drawn back.
Another room,
white-walled and low-ceilinged, lay beyond. Fenn
guessed
it had once been a double garage attached to the
house that
the Sisters of Our Lady of Sion had had
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converted into a
small chapel. The altar was simple, no more
than a rectangular
table covered in a spotlessly white cloth on which
stood a crucifix. Small benches stood before
it, enough to
accommodate the nuns who lived in the convent.
“If you would please take your places,”
Bishop Caines
told the select group, "“the Mass will begin in a
few moments.
1"m afraid there isn"t room for everybody
to sit, even
though our kind sisters have volunteered to stand throughout
the service, so could the male journalists please
take a
position at the back of the chapel.”
People began to move into the next room and Shelbeck
winked at Fenn. "I1"1l1 talk to you after
the show,™ she
w-hispered. "The name®"s Nancy, by the way."
He watched her push her way into the chapel,
heading
for a seat near the front. Her age could have been
anywhere
between thirty and forty, though he guessed it was
at the higher end, say thirty-six or comseven.
She wore a
sensible gray tweed suit, the kind native
New Yorkers
managed to make look businesslike yet
attractive. Her
figure was slim and, from the back, her legs were
good
(which was the real test for legs). At a quick
appraisal, she
was abrasive, brittle, and more than a little
shrewd, the
kind of woman who could imtimidate the more
easily
intimidated of the male species (which was most of
them).
She could prove interesting.
"Um, could we leave the front bench
free for myself,
Reverend Mother, Alice, and Mr. and Mrs.
Pagett?" Bishop
Caines said, a beaming smile on his face.
""Monsignor
Melsak, would you please join us at the front?"
The small Belgian priest did as requested
and the bishop
turned his attention back to the rest of the congregation.
“"Alice will join us presently. The service will
be kept short
and she will be the first to take Communion. May |1
ask
our friends from the media to refrain from asking any
questions of the child when she enters the chapel. 1
promise
you"ll have the opportunity as soon as the Mass
is finished.
Only twenty minutes, of course, but you must
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remember

she i1s under considerable strain.”™ He tried a
disarming

smile. "I need hardly add that no pictures

will be allowed

and members of the press have been invited
on that

understanding. So if any of you have cameras hidden

about your person, please keep them that way--hidden

and unused.”

Soft chuckles greeted his last remark, and there
were

one or two embarrassed smiles among the
pressmen.

Everyone soon became settled and Fenn found
himself

standing to one side of the room at the back. He was
above

the congregation, for three steps led down from the
general

room into the chapel itself. He thought the drawn

doors might be a good spot to lean against if the
service

wasn®"t as short as the bishop had declared. There was
an

air of expectancy, the same excitement
present at St. Joseph®s

on the previous Sunday. The nuns of the convent
knelt

around the side walls, heads bowed, rosaries
entwined

between fingers. The politician and some of the other

dignitaries looked uncomfortable, not sure of the
ceremony,

anxious not to offend. He caught a glimpse of
Nancy

Shelbeck as she turned her head to study, and no
doubt to

make note of, her surroundings. Whispered
conversation

faded and the congregation settled into an uneasy
silence.

Fenn turned as a door behind him opened. A man

walked awkwardly into the room and Fenn quickly
recognized

him as Len Pagett, Alice"s father. He
wore an ill-fitting

suit, one that had seen better days, its
obviously

recent dry-clean giving it a short-term
smartness. He looked

with trepidation across the room into the chapel and Fenn

could see resentment in his eyes. He stood back
from the

door, revealing the small figure of Alice.
She emerged

from the darkness of the hallway, a nervous, doelike
creature,

her face pale, eyes wide and darting. She
wore a pale-blue

dress and her blond hair was tied back at one
side with a

white bow. Her father muttered something and she moved
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more quickly into the room. Her glance went immediately
to the large patio windows overlooking the convent®s

garden
and Fenn felt she was like a young caged animal,
yearning to be on the outside, away from the smothering
kindness of captivity.
Immediately behind came Molly Pagett, an
uncertain
smile on her face as she urged Alice
onward into the
chapel. A nun was the last to enter; she turned
to close the
door, then stood with her back to it as though a
guard.
All heads turned as Alice approached the
steps; she
stopped for a moment to take in the scene before her.
She
seemed even younger than her eleven years, yet
there was
a subtle change in her features, a look that
made her less of
a child than before. Fenn could not define the change.
Maybe 1t was in the eyes . . .
She turned toward him as though suddenly aware that
he, in particular, was watching her. For a brief
moment,
something chilled him. Then it was gone, had passed,
and
he was only looking into the face of a small,
timid child.
Something lingered with him, though, and it was a feeling
he could not understand.
Alice stepped down into the chapel as Bishop
Caines
beckoned her forward. She genuflected before the
altar,
then disappeared from view as she sat with her parents
on
the front bench.
Once again, the door behind Fenn opened, the nun
who
had been standing in front of it quickly
stepped to one side
as the handle turned. Father Hagan entered,
dressed in the
bright robes of the Mass, followed by Monsignor
Delgard,
who wore his customary black garb. The first
priest carried
a covered chalice as he swept through the room
into
the chapel, his eyes downcast. Monsignor
Delgard gave
Fenn a brief nod of recognition as he
passed.
Both men made their way to the altar and stood behind
it, facing the congregation. Fenn assumed Delgard
was
there to assist Father Hagan in the absence of altar
servers.
Again, the expression on another"s face disturbed
the
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reporter, for Hagan looked desperately
tired and unwell.
He placed the chalice on the altar and even from
where
Fenn stood, his unsteadiness was evident.
Though he was
still leaning forward over the altar, the priest”s
attention
was taken By someone seated in the front row. Fenn
knew
that Feather Hagan was staring into the face of Alice
Pagett.
The priest became still for several seconds, then
appeared
to remember where he was, and the service began.
Fenn was getting used to the Mass by now and was
relieved it was to be a short one. Short though it
was, he
was soon looking around, totally unmoved by the
service
itself. Daylight, gray and depressing on such a
morning,
flooded the small chapel through a broad
skylight, presumably
built into the roof when the garage had been converted.
The walls themselves were still of rough brick but painted
gleaming white, and the floor was carpet-tiled. There
were
no windows, just a heavy, locked door leading out
into the
courtyard. The congregation, led by the nuns and the
invited clergy, responded to the priest”s
intonations and
Fenn tried to follow the proceedings In the Mass
book
handed to him by the same sister who had served him
coffee. He lost his place several times and
eventually gave
up- He found it difficult to understand the appeal of
such
a weekly ritual to someone like Sue, who was a
levelheaded,
sensitive, and capable woman. She was also
pretty smart,
certainly nobody®"s fool. So how come she was
hooked on
all this?
Something caught his eye. A sudden movement above.
He looked toward the skylight and smiled. The
shadowy
form of a cat was moving across the slanted, frosted
glass.
It stopped and the ghostly head grew larger as the
cat tried
to peer through the unclear glass. It rested
its front paws
against the pane, head weaving from side to side as if
frustrated. Its body appeared to stiffen, then it
eased back
down the slope and sat, only the shadow of its
upper body
visible.
Fenn and the other reporters knelt when the rest of the
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congregation knelt, stiffened to attention when those
seated
stood, and generally responded to the service in a
superficial
way. He realized it wasn"t out of reverence, but
more
out of respect for the sweet-looking nuns, who he
felt
might have been upset if the correct movements
were not
adhered to. A tiny bell rang and heads bowed.
Fenn,
kneeling uncomfortably, knew it was almost time for
Holy Communion. He eased himself upright, srrc
that he
wouldn™t be noticed at this crucial point. The
silence in the
room was disconcerting. In a church,
atmospherics and
general rustling of restless bodies, moaning children,
and
muffled coughs were enough to combat any true silence,
but here in the little chapel, even a rumbling stomach
had
no camouflage.
Father Hagan stood before the altar, the chalice and
Communion wafer in his hand. His eyes were almost
closed.
Fenn saw Bishop Caines lean over and whisper
something
to Alice. For a moment she did not move and he
had
to whisper again. She stood, her hair bright
yellow, the
white bow like a butterfly nestling in wheat. She
looked
frail, too small, and Fenn found himself
concerned, caring
about her. She had been through so much, this little
squirt, and he wondered how she had remained so
calm
throughout.
She was looking at the priest, still not moving.
Her mother touched her arm, but Alice did not look
at
her. Eventually it was the Reverend Mother who rose
and
led Alice toward Father Hagan. The priest
looked down at
the little figure and his eyes widened. His hand was
visibly
trembling when he held the Host forward.
Fenn frowned, aware of the tension in the priest.
My
God, he thought, he®s frightened. Something®"s scaring
him
bloody silly.
Alice®™s head tilted backward slightly, as
though she were
offering her tongue to take the Communion wafer.
The
priest hesitated, then seemed to resolve something
in his
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own mind. He placed the wafer on Alice"s
tongue.

Her head bowed and for a moment both she and the

priest were still.

Then her small body beebban to shudder. Alice
fell to her

knees as the retching sound screeched from her.
Vomit

splattered onto the floor. Onto the shoes of the
priest.

Onto his white robes.

Then out has she ta"en a silver wand,

An®" she®"s turned her three times roun® and
roun”;

She mutter "d sic words till my strength it
failed,

An" 1 fell down senseless upon the groun .

"Alison Gross,™ Anon.

"father, YOU"VE HARDLY TOUCHKD YOUR soup.-
Is there

something wrong with it?"

The priest looked up, startled. 1, uh, no,
of course not.

I"m afraid I*m just not very hungry.™
Southworth looked

relieved.

Bishop Caines laughed jovially. "l swear
you"re wasting away before my eyes, Andrew. Come
on, man, you must

eat, especially if you®"re going to cope over the
next few

months.™

Father Hagan picked up his spoon once more and
dipped

it into the mushroom soup, his movements slow,
distracted.

Bishop Caines and Monsignor Delgard
exchanged concerned

glances.

“Are you still unwell?" Delgard asked
quietly. The others

on the table were watching the priest with interest.

The man®s decline in health had spanned the past
few

weeks, but the overnight change had been more
dramatic.

Father Hagan sipped from the spoon. "It"s just a
chill, 1

think," he said unconvincingly.

“"Would you like me to take you home?

"No. Our discussion tonight is important."

Bishop Caines dabbed at his lips with a
serviette. "Not

important enough to keep you from a nice
warm bed. 1™m

sure that®s where you"d be better off, Andrew.™

"1*d rather stay."

"So be it. But 1 insist you see a doctor tomorrow
without

fail."”

"There"s no need--"

“"Without fail,” the bishop repeated.

Father Hagan nodded, then laid down his spoon.
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He sat
back in his chair, feeling strangely detached from
his
surroundings. Occasionally it was like viewing the scene
through the wrong end of a telescope. Even the
conversation
sounded distant.
He looked across at the reporter who was sitting
on the
opposite side of ti“dg round dinner table,
between the hotelier
and Bishop Caines, and again he asked himself the
silent question: why had they involved this man? Fenn
wasn®"t a Catholic and didn"t appear to have
any sympathy
at all toward the Catholic
religion. Objectivity, Bishop
Caines had said. They needed someone like Fenn, an
agnostic, to write objectively on the
Banfieid Miracles,
someone without bias who would be more credible because
of it. He would report the untainted facts, and
after
all, that was all that was necessary here, for the facts alone
would convince and perhaps convert.
Would the young reporter listen to him? Would he want
to hear? And what could he, Hagan, really tell

him? That
he was afraid? Afraid of a child? Afraid of .
- - his What?
Nothing. There was nothing to fear. Nothing at all
"dis . . Alice is fine." Bishop Caines was
speaking. "I ™m

afraid all the excitement yesterday was a little
too much

for her. Her own doctor gave her a thorough
checkup and

said there was nothing to worry over. She had a
slight

temperature, but that was all. A few more
days of peace

and quiet is all she needs."

“1"m pleased to hear it,” Southworth said. "She
had us

all worried yesterday. Mercifully it didn"t
happen up at

St. Joseph®s in full view of the crowds. Very
wise of

you, iIf I may say so, Bishop, to keep the child
at the

convent."

"Yes, much as | understand the need for people to see

Alice, her own best iInterests must be considered.™

"Does that mean you won"t let her return to the
church

for some time?'" asked Fenn.

"Oh, no, no. It would be quite wrong to keep
Alice

from her beloved St. Joseph®s. She"s known the
church all

her young life, Mr. Fenn; it"s a second
home to her. In
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fact, you could say she was practically born
there.™

"You mean she was baptized--"'

"1 think it would be wise to keep Alice away
from St.

Joseph®s permanently."™

The interruption surprised everyone sitting at the
table.

Bishop Caines studied his parish priest with
evident

impatience.

“"Now, Andrew, you know that would be impossible.

Reverend Mother tells me she has found the child
weeping

in her room because she misses the church so much.
We

can"t keep her locked away forever." He quickly
looked at

Fenn. "Not that we are keeping her locked up, you

understand. Alice is free to leave at any time
her parents

wish her to."

"But she wants to leave," Fenn said.

"Of course it"s no fun for a little girl to be
shut away in a

convent, Mr. Fenn. Naturally she would like to be
seeing

her friends, playing with them, carrying on with
all the

usual activities young children indulge in. And
she will,

before very long."

"Don"t let her come back to the church. Not

yet."
"Andrew, | cannot understand your attitude in this
matter." The soothing amiability had left the
bishop®s

tone, although his words were still softly spoken. "Just
what is it that distrubs you about the girl?"
_ Fenn leaned forward, elbows on the table, interested
in
the priest™s reply.
Father Hagan looked uncertainly about at the
dinner

guests. "... I"m not sure. It just . . .
doesn"t . . ."
""Come now, Father,"™ said Bishop Caines. "I

think it"s
time you shared your unwillingness to accept these rather
wondrous events with us. Don"t worry about our
Mr.
Fenn here--we will have no secrets from the press.
I you
have doubts, please voice them so that they can be
discussed.”
The door opened and the headwaiter unobtrusively
entered
the room. He quickly surveyed the dinner table,
then nodded at someone just outside the door. A
wailtress
hurried through and began to gather up the used dishes.
"Oh, I"m sorry. Father,”™ she said, about
to take the
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priest"s soup bowl.

“It"s all right, 1°ve finished.”

The dish was taken away. Nobody spoke
until the waitress

had left and the headwaiter had closed the disdoor,

abruptly cutting off the noise from the public
restaurant

and bar below. Southworth had deemed i1t wise
to hold the

dinner in a private banqueting room on the first
floor,

away from the hotel®s other guests, who that week
were

mainly visiting journalists.

"Andrew?" the bishop prompted.

“It"s difficult. Bishop,™ the priest said
quietly.

"1 beg your pardon?"

"l said it"s difficult. Difficult to put my
feelings into

words."

Do try." It was said kindly.

"Something . . . something is wrong. | can"t say
what it

is, but something doesn"t feel right. The church
... St.

Joseph®"s . . . somehow seems . . .
empty."

“"Empty? 1 don"t understand."

"1 think 1 know what Father Hagan means,' said
Monsignor

Delgard. All eyes turned toward him.
"1"ve been

concerned over the atmosphere inside St.
Joseph®s for a

few days now and I believe 1 understand what Father

Hagan is trying to say."

"Then perhaps you®d enlighten us,
Caines.

"It seems to me the church has become
spiritually devoid."

“I*m very surprised at you, Monsignor,' the
bishop said

coldly. "That remark could be regarded as
sacrilegious.

The House of God can never be spiritually devoid--
it's

impossible, contrary to all our beliefs to hold
such a view."

"A church is just a building made of stone.
Bishop,™ the

monsignor replied calmly.

Bishop Caines® face reddened and Fenn hid his
smile

behind his wineglass.

"It might be better to confine our discussion tonight to

the more, er, "material" aspects of the
situation,'™ Southworth

cut in. "Don"t you agree, Gerry?"

“"Well, no. I--"

"Yes, you"re absolutely right," Bishop
Caines said, not

wishing to hold a theological debate now in
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front of the
reporter who could so easily
misinterpret everything. "We
can talk of this later.” He looked meaningfully
at the two
clergymen.
"As you wish," Delgard responded stiffly.
Father Hagan opened his mouth to say more, but on
seeing the stern expression on his bishop®s face,
he refrained.
Fenn was disappointed.
Southworth allowed no respite. "One thing
I"m sure the
media will want, Bishop, Is a statement on
Alice"s health at
this present moment ...
"Haven"t | already told you?'" The bishop was still
watching
his two priests, but he turned to give
Southworth a
warm smile.
"Yes, but I meant her state of health generally.
Yesterday
was an exception.™
"Yes, that it was. A culmination of events, if
you like. It
had to catch up with the child sooner or later.
The monsignor
has the latest information from the medical team."
"A medical report is generally private to the
individual,"”
said Delgard. He nodded toward Fenn. *‘Why
should it be
made public by the press?”
"We have an understanding with Mr. Fenn," Southworth
said.
Fenn looked at him in surprise. "Now wait
a minute.
The only understanding that we have is that 1°1l write
the
truth.” Then he added, "As | see it."
“Naturally, Mr. Fenn,' Bishop Caines
assured him. "We
woulld not expect otherwise. However, we would
expect,
er, discreet journalism."
"Oh, 1 can be discreet. It"s secrets |
can"t keep."
He caught the glance that passed between the bishop and
Southworth.
"Okay," he said, raising a hand, "l understand
your
dilemma. You want the story told without
frills, without
exaggeration, and truthfully. That"s good, that®"s what

want to do. On the other hand, you want personal
privacy

respected and anything that could cause embarrassment

smoothed over, if not scrubbed out.”™ He paused
to take a

breath. "1°11 go along with you on the first count.
No
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exaggeration, no exploitation. As for personal
privacy, I™m

afraid that went out rhc window when Alice saw
her first

vision. Not just for her. For you. And for the whole of

Banfield. On the third count--revealing
anything that could

cause embarrassment--well, you have to leave that
to me."

“I"m not sure that"s good enough,' said the bishop.

"1t"1l have to be." Fenn grinned. 'Look, 1
know Alice*s

father is a drunken old sot, but at this stage,
1 don"t think

it"s essential to the story. It"s not exactly a
state secret, but

I don"t intend to make anything of it.
Discretion, right?”

"Yes, Mr. Fenn, but not much of a concession on
your

pan.''

“"True enough. But it"s all 1 can offer.”

It was Southworth who saved the situation. "Why
don"t

we rely on that good old journalistic standby,
"off the

record?"" That way you can be intimate with the
situation

as a whole, but professionally bound to keep certain
items

to yourself."

It"s either that, or be blown out entirely, Fenn
told

himself. "Okay, so long as there aren®t too many
off-the-records, "

he said.

"Agreed, Bishop?'" Southworth asked.

Bishop Caines was thoughtful. "You understand, Mr.

Fenn, that we do not want to veil
anything. The Church

doesn®"t work that way."

Oh, no? Fenn said silently. Get the Pope
to tell the

world the third secret of Fatima. Or disclose
all the Church"s

financial assets, exactly what companies and
properties they"re

into. And any other items of world interest that the
Catholic

Church is keeping to itself.

"We want only the truth to be written,"
Bishop Caines

continued, "but we do not wish any person to be
harmed

by it. If you take our view, then I"m sure
there will be no

problems between us. 1°m sure there are many other
jJournalists

who would be only too pleased to understand."

You wily old bastard. You know 1 can"t
refuse. "All

right. But one proviso: if 1 really believe
you"re holding

Page 178



James Herbert - The Shrine

back on something that needs to be told--
I mean, if 1

think it morally wrong not to publish--then 1 go
ahead

and do so."

"Are you suggesting we would lie?”

"Not at all. But you might want to withhold
information

that doesn®t suit the Church"s image."

“"Then we"ll let you be our conscience, Mr.
Fenn."

"Okay."

Southworth breathed a sigh of relief as Bishop
Caines

and the reporter relaxed in their chairs. "You were
going

to tell us the medical team®"s findings to date,"
he urged the

monsignor.

“"Their report is very detailed and extremely
technical in

parts, so 11l try to break it down as concisely

and simply

as possible. If you require the full text,
Mr. Fenn, 1 can

obtain a copy for you. | He sipped

his wine, then set it to

one side. "First, let me deal with the findings on
Alice"s

previous infirmity. There has been no
physical change in

the organs of her ears and throat, which
consolidates the

long-standing opinion that her handicap had

psychological

origins. There never had been any discernible
damage to

the auditory nerves, no apparent disorder to the
ossicle,

cochlea, or eardrum of either ear. There may
w"ell have
been some infection due to her illness seven years
ago, but
there were certainly no signs that it had lingered. There
had been no hardenings or formation of bones iIn the
inner
ear, no inflammation of the membranes.
Mastoiditis, otitis
media--1"m sorry, that"s middle-ear infection
--had been
discounted long ago. As for her vocal
cords, there was no
damage or disease to the laryngeal nerve. Her
condition
was always thought to be a result of hysteria."
"You"re saying Alice was just suffering from prolonged
hysteria all these years?" Fenn asked
incredulously.
"It"s not quite that simple, not is it as unusual as
your
tone suggests. There may very well have been other
infections
present that were not detected by her family doctor
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when Alice suffered mumps at four years of
age, infections

that could have been the root cause of her condition. The

doctor considered it to be a routine childhood
illness and

looked no further in the early stages. Tests
came later

when the disastrous consequences became evident. |
should

add that there is no criticism leveled at the
GP in the

medical report--at the moment we"re dealing
purely with

conjecture."

""Has the family doctor seen this report?"
Fenn asked.

"No. And, of course, he would undoubtedly deny
any

suggestion of negligence on his part. But I would
hate you

to draw any hasty conclusions--this is partly theory
now,

jJust an attempt to offer reasons."

“"May 1 remind you of our discussion a short

while ago,"

Bishop Caines”™ said, looking directly at the
reporter.

was "‘Discretion” was the favored word, 1
believe."

“"Don"t worry, I"ve no intention of getting
into a lawsuit
with an aggrieved general practitioner over something
that
couldn®t possibly be proved after all these years.
Anyway ,
the medical team could be entirely wrong."
"Yes, they could well be," said Monsignor
Delgard.
"The point they are trying to make, however, is that
the
shock of being unable to hear or speak was sustained
psychologically by Alice in her own mind. The more
afraid she was of her handicap, the worse her
mental block
became. Medical records are full of
similar case histories:
fears growing into phobias, phobias
into physical infirmity.
The subconscious mind has its own peculiar
logic. It took
an altogether different kind of shock to break down the
mental block Alice had imposed on herself.
The vision--be
it imaginary or real--released Alice from her
self-inflicted
illness.”
"You"re saying categorically, then, that there was no
miracle cure in Alice"s case?" said
Fenn.
"After seven years of silence she can speak, she can
hear. Whether or not her disability was due to a
mental or
physical disorder, the result is still the
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same ..."

... the church ... the church . . . everything that
happened

to Alice was centered around the church . . .

Father Hagan put a soothing hand to his temple,
pressing

the thin flesh there, gently rubbing. The voices
sounded

distant again, somehow hollow, as if they were all in
a vast

cavern, the others far away on the other side.

Or in a

church ... a vast, dark church. He was beginning
to hate

. . . the church.

No! The church was the House of God! No one
could

hate it! Especially nut a priest . . .

"dis . . general health?" Bishop Caines was
speaking. "“How

is she?"

"It can be summed up very simply and without any
medical jargon,'" Delgard replied. "Alice
is a perfectly
normal, healthy child. A little tired
perhaps, and somewhat
withdrawn, but that®"s to be expected after all she"s
been through. There is one small abnormality,
however,
but iIt"s something she®"s had since she was a baby,
according
to her own doctor."
Fenn, wineglass halfway from the table to his
lips, asked,
"What"s that?"
Delgard hesitated, regarding the reporter
warily. "This
has to be off the record. It"s not very
important, but it
could cause the child some personal embarrassment. |
promise you it has nothing to do with her cure."
Fenn considered for no more than a second. ™l
wouldn*®t
want to hurt the kid."
"Very well. Alice has a small growth on
her body. It"s
on the left side of her body, a few inches
below her heart.™
"A growth? Good Lord ...' Bishop Caines
began to
say.-
"Don"t worry, it"s nothing serious,"™
Delgard reassured
them. "It"s what®"s known as a supernumerary

nipple ..."
. - . Supernumerary nipple ... a third
nipple ... he
knew something about that . . . had read something somewhere
oh. God, what was it . . . his
"dis . . nothing at all to worry about. It has

increased a
little iIn size since her doctor examined her
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last, but then

her body is developing naturally. There"s no
reason to

believe that it will grow any larger.™ Monsignor
Delgard

sipped his wine once more. "And there you have it.
Alice

Pagett appears to be healthy in every way,
except for this

slight, er, blemish."

"That®"s very good news indeed," asserted Bishop
Caines.

"Thank you for your lucid report,
Monsignor. Do you

have any questions, Mr. Fenn?'*®

At that point the door opened and two
waitresses entered

laden with dishes.

"Ah, our main course," said Southworth. "The
hotel 1is

rather busy tonight, gentlemen, hence the slight delay.

A

foretaste of the coming months, 1 believe," he said,
beaming

happily. And hopefully, the coming years, he
thought.

The conversation concerned itself with generalities as
the food was served and Fenn found himself looking into
the haunted eyes of Father Hagan. The priest
averted his
gaze and Fenn was puzzled. It was obvious that the
priest
was ill: there was a light sheen of perspiration on his
sallow face, his eyes were dark and shadowy; there was
something brittle in the movement of his long,
delicate
fingers. Bishop Caines should make the
man take a rest.
What was it they went into? Retreat. That"s what
he
needed, a complete break away from all this. And the
going was only going to get worse once the
publicity
machine was rolling. That, he understood from
Southworth
when he had spoken to him earlier that evening, was going
to be one of the items on the agenda. Fenn smiled
down at
the medallions of veal in herb sauce placed before
him and
sipped his wine while waiting for the vegetables to be
served.
He listened to Southworth as the hotelier
tentatively
broached the subject of publicity.
“1"m sure we all realize by now. Bishop,
that we have a
situation here that private enterpreneurs from all
over the
country will endeavor to make money from. I really do
think it"s time for us to seriously consider the setting
up of
an official publicity machine to monitor
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... somewhat premature ...
... no, not at all. VV-EVERY must plan ..."
“"dis . . Lourdes is not the best example
to follow, George . . ."
. . 1 cant eat. The bishop shouldn®t have

insisted . . .
“dis . . hired for the papal visit to England in
Il82 _ _ -ll
“dis . . but, goodness, that organization took something

like twenty percent of profits ...

... worth every penny ..."

. . . each night, the feeling gets worse . .
. even with the

monsignor nearby ... the feeling of being alone
- - . empty

. . - yet there is something there!

"dis . . statues, T-shirts, records of the
services . . ."

“"Andrew, you must try to eat. It will do you good."

"What? Yes, Bishop ..."

“"Entrecote Roquefort is one of the chefs
specialties,

Father. I"m sure you"ll enjoy it.”

"Of course ..."

... we cannot be seen ...
--.. I understand your feelings. Bishop, but the

Church

has to keep a shrewd eye on the commercial world
... as

it has always done in the past ..."

- - - her eyes . . . why did she look at
me in that way . . . why

was the Host unacceptable to her . . . his

"_.. Findings from the Institute for the Works of
Religion,

the Vatican itself. Bishop ..."

... think not __."

"dis . . bank itself . . . 1"m sure they"ll

accept a modest
collaterial from the Roman Catholic Church .

. . already
spoken with the manager . . . member of the parish
council __."
- - - meat . . . no taste . . . must eat,
Bishop says must eat . . .
her eyes. . . she knew . . . what are they
saying . . . his Must stop
them . . .

... design a centerpiece, something like the one
designed for the papal visit to Phoenix Park in
Ireland . . .

stunning simplicity ...

. . -.can"t swallow . . . the meat . . . can"t
swallow . . . oh,

my God . . . it"s growing . . . the meat is
growing . . - in . . . my

"Father!™

Delgard rose from his seat, the chair clattering
backward
onto the floor. He reached for the choking priest,
alarmed
at the bluey-redness of the man®s face, the wheezing
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breath

squeezed from his open mouth.

Fenn ran around to the other side of the table.
"He"s

choking!" he cried. "For Christ"s sake, he"s
choking on

something!™

. . disfilling me. . . can"t breathe . . .
growing, growing . . . 1

Father Hagan twisted in his chair, hands tearing at

throat. He tried to speak, tried to scream, but
his words
were blocked by the meat that was expanding in his gullet.
He fell forward on the table, his wineglass
tippine, cutlery
Jumping with the impact. His dinner plate crashed
to the
floor as his upper body straightened and fell
back into his
chair, a terrible, anguished rasping sound coming from
his
throat as he tried to suck in air.
"He"s having a heart attack!"™ Bishop
Caines cried. "His
heart is weak. Quickly, he must have his pills on
him!™
“"No, he"s choking!”™ Fenn insisted. "Get him
forward so
I can reach his back."
Delgard held on to the squirming priest and
Fenn brought
his fist smashing down between the priest"s shoulder
blades.
Father Hagan jerked with the force. Only a retching
sound
came from him. Fenn hit him again.
"It"s no use, It won"t shift!"” said
Delgard.
“1*11 get an ambulance."”™ Southworth ran from
the room,
glad to be away from the priest®s agony.
"It"s a heart attack, I tell you," said
Bishop Caines.
"Okay, let"s get him back and his mouth
open."™ Fenn
reached for the priest®"s forehead and hauled him back
into
the chair. Monsignor Delgard cupped a hand
beneath his
colleague®s chin and held his mouth open. The
priest tried
to twist away, the pain, the yearning to draw air
into his
starved lungs, unbearable.
Fenn looked into the open mouth, down into the darkness
of the throat. "There"s something there, 1 can see it!"
He stuck his fingers into the priest®s mouth, probing
deep, desperate to reach the object lodged there.
It took
all his and Delgard"s strength to keep
Hagan from rolling
to the floor.
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"1 can"t reach it! Christ, I can"t reach it!"

. . -hands . . . hands onme . . . can"t .
. . can"t breathe . .
help me. God . . . eyes, her eyes . .

His throat muscles were jerking spasmodically, but
still

the lump of meat would not dislodge. Instead it sank

deeper. And grew larger inside him.

His body arched in a paraxoysm of fear and pain and

choking. He fell to the floor, taking the two men
who were

trying to save his life with him.

"Get his head down! Maybe we can dislodge it
that

way!"

- . -nogood . . . it is too late. . .
oh. God, the pain . . . in my

chest . . . inmy arms.. . . oh, Jesus,

they should he told . .
"1"ve got it, I%ve got it! Hold him,
I can . . .
The priest screamed and the sound was just an
agonized
gurgling, a clogged scream of mortal dread.
His body
threshed wildly, his face took on a bluish
tinge . . .
- . . into Thy hands . -
. . hi-s eyes reflected the fear of
approachlng death . .
- - - 1 1ommend . .
_ . . tlie noise from his throat was continuous, a
wet,
rattling sound .
- - - my spirit . .
. . . that died just “seconds after he died . . .
. . Fforgive me . .
And did the Countenance Divine
Shine forth upon our clouded hills?
And was Jerusalem builded here
Among these dark Satanic Mills?
"Jerusalem,”™ William Blake
cold. BLOODY BALLS-CI1ILLLNC
COLD.
Fenn locked the car door and pulled the lapels
of his
dark overcoat ti caret ht around his
neck. Vapors from his
mouth spread a small round mist over the side
window as
he stopped to insert the key into the lock. He
straightened
and looked toward the church.
Vor once the entrance to the grounds wasn"t
crowded
with pressmen. Probably yesterday"s funeral
had satiated
their appetites for a while.
He trudged toward the gate, the earth verge beside
the
road, long since trampled of its grass, hard
and brittle.
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Jagged ridges crumbled beneath his boots. A
solitary figure

watched him warily as he approached.

"Cold morning,™ Fenn called out.

The man nodded.

“1*"m Fenn, Brighton Evening Courier™ the
reporter said

when he reached the gate.

"1 know you,' replied the man, a volunteer
helper to St.

Joseph®s, "but 1"d better see your press
card."

Fenn fumbled for his wallet, his fingers already stiff

with the chill. He flicked it open and produced his
identity

card. The man grunted, satisfied.

"lI*ve come to see Monsignor Delgard."

The man opened the gate. "Yes, he left
word."

Fenn stepped through. "Not so busy this morning."

The man carefully closed the gate, then looked
at the

reporter. "They"ll show up later. Most are
down at the

convent." He pulled out a handkerchief and blew his
nose.

"1"ve just passed it. There®s a few there, not
many."

"1 suppose they had their fill yesterday.
Leeches.™ He

stared at Fenn, no apology in his gaze.

"Did you know Father Hagan well?' the reporter
asked,

ignoring the slight.

"He was a good man. A good, hardworking
man. This

was all too much for him, 1 suppose, with his weak
heart.

We"1l miss him."

Fenn moved on, leaving the man shaking his head,

blowing his nose.

He went to the house and the door was opened by a

young priest, one that the reporter either hadn®"t seen
or

hadn"t noticed before. There were several at St.
Joseph®s

now, acting as clerks, secretaries, crowd
controllers.

The priest smiled and said in a soft, Irish
accent, "Mr.

Fenn? Ah, yes, Monsignor Delgard is
at the church. will 1

fetch him for you?"

“It"s okay, 111 go over.”

Fenn turned away and the priest watched him walk

toward St. Joseph®s for several moments before

quietly

closing the door.

The reporter shivered. "l here was a faint mist
rising up

against the old building and swirling around the
scattered
green-stained headstones. He knew the freshly
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dug plot
was on the other side, a secluded place in the
graveyard
close to the boundary wall, and felt no desire
to see it.
Watching Father Hagan®s coffin lowered into its
frigid pit
had disturbed him as much as when his parents, both
dying within weeks of each other, one of cancer and the
other, like the priest, of heart disease, were buried.
It was
as though the covering of earth were really the final and
irrevocable consummation of life, the moment of death
itself just the first phase. He had known others whose
deaths were premature (didn"t death always seem
premature,
even among the aged--not many were ever quite ready),
but none had affected him in this way. It had been
understandable
with his mother and father, for they had died
when he was still in his teens and their mutual
parentsstson
affection had not had time to sour; but the priest had
been
almost a stranger, had even seemed to dislike
Fenn. Perhaps
it was because he had tried, and failed, to save the
priest®s life, that he felt the loss so much.
But then there
was little he could have done anyway, for the postmortem
had revealed that Hagan had died of a heart
attack; the
meat he had swallowed may have started the priest®s
initial
panic, but it was hardly big enough to have choked him.
So why his own guilt which compounded the sense of
loss? It was a question to which F"enn had no answer.
The church doors were closed and he twisted the
heavy
black metal ring to open one side. It was
bitterly cold
outside, but the church interior had a special
chill to it. He
closed the door and walked toward the altar, toward
the
black Figure sitting near the front.
Monsignor Delgard did not turn
around at the reporter®s
approach; his eves studied the stained-glass
window above
the altarpiece, but his gaze was inward.
Fenn sat next to the priest. "Monsignor
Delgard?"
The priest continued to stare. "What is happening
here?"
he said, and the words were not directed at the
reporter.
“Sorry, what was that?"
The priest blinked and said, "1 don"t understand
what is
happening to this church, Mr. Fenn. 1 don"t
understand
why Father Hagan died, why he was so afraid."
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"Was he afraid?"

"Oh, yes. He was in mortal fear."

"He was ill."

"Yes, he was ill. But something more. Something else

took his strength."

“1"m not following you."

The priest sighed and lowered his face. He turned
to the

reporter. "Do you believe in God,
Mr. Fenn?" he asked.

Fenn was surprised at the question and a little
embarrassed

by it. "1 think so. 1"m not sure. Guess I
haven®t

given it enough thought."

"Everybody gives it enough thought, Mr. Fenn.
Are

you reluctant to offend me because I"m a priest?”

"No, it isn"t that. 1"m really not sure, that"s
all. 1 can"t

believe in this great Father figure in the sky, if
that*s what

you mean."

“"There®s no need to. In fact, it would be rather
naive to

think of Him as such. Let me ask you this, then:
are you

afraid not to believe?"

"l suppose most people are."

"But you?"

"Count me in with the crowd."

Do you fear death because of past trangressions?"

"No. 1 just hope when I get up there,
He* 11 accept my

apology. Look, what"s all this got to do with
Father Hagan?'*

The monsignor returned his gaze to the altar.
""He was a

devout priest, a truly good man, yet he was
afraid of

dying."

"Maybe he had secrets you didn®"t know of."

"Yes, we all have our secret shames.
They"re usually

trivial; important--shameful--only
to ourselves. Strangely,

I heard Father Hagan®"s confession just the night
before he

died and I know he had nothing to fear."

P"enn shrugged. "Just death alone is enough. It"s

a big
leap and no guarantee of a soft landing. Or any
landing at

all. 1t doesn"t matter how strong your
beliefs are, how

deeply religious you may be, there®"s no
guarantee been

given, right?"

"Not quite true, Mr. Fenn, but 1
take your point."

"So when it came to it. Father Hagan was no
different

from the rest of us--scared of the pain and a little
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apprehensive

of the Great Moment of Truth.™

"Father Hagan was afraid of what he would leave
behind.™

Fenn looked puzzled.

"He was afraid of what was happening to his
church."

The big priest turned to face the reporter
once again,

leaning one elbow on the backrest of the bench, his
long

fingers clasped together. "You know, he hardly
slept at all

after the first so-called miracle. For some reason
he no

longer felt secure in his own church grounds.™

"l noticed his appearance was getting worse each
time 1|

saw him; 1 put it down to general ill-health,
though.™

"You met him for the first time when you found the

child in the field, didn"t you?"

"Yeah. And he didn"t look the picture of
health then.

But like I say, he grew worse each time I
saw him. 1

thought it was all the pressure that"d been laid on
him."

""He was undergoing great mental stress long before

that, I"m afraid. During my stay here we had
lengthy

discussions about St. Joseph®s, the child, Alice
Pagett, and

her visions. And about Father Hagan himself. He was
a

troubled man."

"Did his, er, assignment in Hollingboume have
anything

to do with his troubles?"

Delgard®s features sharpened. "Who told you of
that?"

“"Nobody. 1 just remembered the uncomfortable
silence

at the press conference when a reporter from that area

asked him about it. What was the problem, or is it
still a

big secret?"

The priest sighed. "With your tenacity I"m sure
you

would find out sooner or later. It"s all iIn the
past and really

not very important.”

"So if it isn"t, tell me."

On the understanding it will go no further?"

"Absolutely."

Delgard was satisfied. If he refused
to tell, Fenn would

be even more interested and would dig around until he

raked up something; this way he was sworn
to secrecy

because of their off-the-record agreement a few
nights

before.
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"Father Hagan was young, a novice, when he was
sent
to Hollingboume,™ he began. '""He was uncertain
of himself,
but hardworking, eager to learn. And he was
vulnerable."
Delgard fell silent and Fenn grew
impatient.
"Are you trying to tell me he had an affair with
one of
the parishioners?"
"Not exactly. Not exactly an affair and not with
one of
his parishioners."”™ Delgard shook his head
sadly. "He . . .
he formed an attachment towards his senior
priest."
"Oh, Jes--"
"There was no sexual involvement, let me make
that
quite clear. If that had been the case, then neither one
woulld still be in the priesthood."
"Then why--?"
"Rumors spread. A small place where things
are noticed.
Affection--deep affection--couldn®t go
unnoticed. It came
to the attention of the bishop of that particular diocese
and
he quickly stepped in, fortunately before the
situation
could develop.™
"Forgive me for asking, but just how do you
know it
hadn=t?"
"Both priests would have confessed the moment they
were confronted."
"You®ve got a high opinion of human character.”
"They wouldn®t have lied."
"So Father Hagan was assigned elsewhere.™
"Yes. The other priest--his name isn"t
important--left
the parish some time later. | know what happened had
tortured Father Hagan throughout his ecclesiastical
career,
and | also know such temptation was never succumbed to
again. He buried himself in work and prayer."
"But the guilt was always there?"
"He was a sensitive man. | don"t believe
he ever purged
himself of the guilt.”
“"That"s something your religion dotes on, isn"t
it?" It
was difficult to keep the rancor from his voice.
"An unkind remark, Mr. Fenn, and not true.
However,
a debate on the theosophical ideals of the
Roman Catholic
Church would be rather pointless at this moment. Let"s
confine ourselves to the topic of Father Hagan and his
fears
for this church.™
"That"s something that"s been puzzling me since the
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night he died. He said there was something wrong with
St. Joseph"s and you seemed to be in

agreement."
"Look around you, Mr. Fenn. Does It seem
dark in here

to you?"

"Well . . . yeah. But it"s misty outside,
the light®s pretty

poor."

“"Now close your eyes, tell me what you
feel."

Fenn closed his eyes.
"What do you feel?"
"Stupid."
"Don"t. Just think of the church, think of where you
are.
He didn"t like it. He didn"t like having his
eyes closed
inside the church.

"NoI"

His eves snapped open and he looked at the
priest in

surprise. "I"m sorry," he said. "l
don"t know what made

me shout."™ He shivered. "1 _.. I don"t
know what

happened."

“Did you feel an atmosphere?' Delgard
prodded gently.

“"No, 1 felt nothing.” He frowned.
"Christ, that was it! I

felt nothing. It"s empty in here. I don"t
mean it"s empty of

people . . . but what was it you said the other night.
Something about the church being spiritually devoid ..."
"I ... 1 don"t know. It"s cold, and it"s

creepy, let"s face

it. But there"s something creepy about any empty
church."

“"Not to a man of the cloth. A priest finds only
tranquillity

in an empty church, a place to pray,
to meditate.

There is no such peace here, just a sense of
desolation."

Delgard shifted from his position, sliding forward
to the

edge of his seat and resting his clasped hands over the
seat

in front. Fenn studied the man®s profile, the
high-bridged

nose, the firm chin, the deep furrows on his
brow. Only

one heavy-lidded eye was visible from that angle and
there

was a sadness in its gaze, a weariness reflected
from within.

When the priest spoke again, his voice was strong,
deep,

but the inner sorrow was somehow contained iIn its
timbre.

“If Alice truly had a visitation, then the
presence of the
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Holy Spirit would be overwhelming inside this
place.™
"You said yourself a church is just a building made of
stone,"” Fenn said.
"I mean that it was a physical container that could be
drained of its contents just like any other container.
Bishop
Caines should have understood that. This church has been
drained."
"1 don"t get it. How can you tell?"
"You only have to feel. Just as you did a few
moments
ago. Father Hagan had been going through the same
trauma
for many weeks, only his perception was greater, his
feelings
stronger. You noticed yourself how he was changing
physically, how his vitality was being sapped.”
“"The man was ill. His heart . . _."
"No. His life-force was being drained just as the
spiri-
tual essence of his church was being drained. 1 should
have
been aware sooner, | should have realized what was
happening
when he told me of his doubts. He didn"t
believe
the cures were miraculous, Mr. Fenn. Nor
did he believe
Alice saw the Blessed Virgin. At first he
wasn"t sure. Alice
had always been such a good child, an innocent
who liked
nothing better than to help her mother in her work at
St.
Joseph so. He"d known her since she was a
baby--"
"Before she was struck deaf and dumb?*
"Oh, yes. He arrived in the parish just before she
was born . He watched her grow, gave her her
First Communion,
encouraged her to play with the other children despite the
disability. Yet, towards the end . . . these last
few weeks
-.. he was afraid of her."
“"Afraid of an eleven-year-old kid?"
"You were there at the convent last Sunday."
"Sure. She was sick.™
"Before that. The way Father Hagan looked at
her."
"You"re right, he was scared. With everything that"s
happened since, 1*d forgotten. He looked
terrified." Fenn
tapped thoughtfully on the bench. "But he was
cracking
up,”™ he said. "Sorry, Monsignor
Delgard, 1 don"t mean to
be disrespectful to him. But you know yourself his hinges
were loosening. He was just about ready to fall apart.”
“"That may be so, but for good reason. The stress he
was
suffering would have been too much for any man."
"You mean the publicity--"
Page 192



James Herbert - The Shrine

"I mean nothing of the sort. That was only part of
it.

1"m talking of the mental anguish he was going
through,

knowing his church was being raped, knowing a child was

being used--"

"Hey, wait a minute. This is all getting a
little farfetched,

isn"t it?"

The priest smiled, but it was a grim smile.
"Yes, Mr.

Fenn. Yes, you would think so, and I can"t say that
|

blame you. You"re a born cynic and I think
it"s probably

the cynics who suffer least in this world." He
regarded the

reporter with eyes that held pity in them. "Or
perhaps

they suffer most, who can say?"

Fenn swung around in the seat, facing the altar,
away

from the priest”s gaze.

"It"s your very cynicism that may help in this
matter,

Mr. Fenn," he heard Delgard say.

He slowly turned his head to look at the priest
again.

"You"re not a great believer in anything, are you?"
Delgard

said. "You"ve no deep religious beliefs, you
have no family,

no wife--"'

"How do you know that? You don®"t know anything

about me."

“Oh, but I do. 1"ve had a long discussion about

you with

Miss Gates, you see.™

""Sue? She wouldn®"t . . ." His words trailed
off as the

priest nodded.

“Susan is a regular visitor to the church
nowadays. 1™m

afraid she"s very confused about you at the
moment, Mr.

Fenn."

"Yeah, 1°d noticed. But why should she tell you
about

me?""
"Because 1 asked.' Delgard®s voice became
brisk. "l
need your help. I found out as much as possible about

you--First, because of the association you now have with
the Church under Bishop Caines®™ edict, and
second, because
1 think you may be able to help in other ways."
"You"re losing me again."
“Your employer tells me you"re a good
jJournalist. A
troublesome one, but basically sound. Apparently you
have an inquiring mind or, as your news editor
puts it, a
shooper®s nose. He wasn"t very complimentary
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about other

aspects of your character, unfortunately, but that does
not

concern me greatly.”

"1 can imagine what he said."

""Good. So you and I are both aware of
your faults."

"1 didn®"t--"

"It was Susan who told me you had a
clinical, open

mind towards most things, expecially where your work

was concerned. | must admit, having read your first
article

on Alice and St. Joseph®s, | thought you rather
too

emotional, hardly objective at all. But she
explained that to

me, In fact made me realize just how
objective you could

be. It was somewhat perverse, but 1 suppose |
should

respect your opportunism in some way. You
didn*"t believe in what you wrote, although you wanted
your readers to

believe. You very skillfully sensationalized the
story without

giving any clear credence to what happened. It"s
only

on second reading and with some knowledge of the author

that one can detect the deliberate ambiguity of
your

statement. That was your objectivity: you wrote a
crude,

yet on the surface, sincere piece of
journalism to promote

your own interests. In other words, you wanted a
scoop.

And that you surely got.”

"Maybe you®"re giving me more credit than 1
deserve.

That"s if you are giving me credit . . . I™m
kinda confused.™

"You have a sharp mind, Mr. Fenn. And that"s what
|

want. 1 need your objectivity also."

"Can you get to the point of all this?"

"The fact that you"re cynical about the Church could

mean you“re also cynical about its opposite. It
could give

you an advantage.™

"Over what?"

"Over the evil that®s surrounding us now.™

Fenn grinned. "'Oh, yeah?"

"You see, if you don"t believe, then you won"t
be so

afraid. Evil is a parasite that
breeds on people®s beliefs."

"1 thought it bred on ignorance."

"1t"s often the ignorant who have unreasonable
beliefs.

But yours is not that kind of ignorance. You would
believe

something if it was proved conclusively to you and,
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furthermore, you would seek that proof; the
ignorant would

not. And that"s what I want you to do, Mr. Fenn.
I want

you to seek."

Fenn tucked his hands into his overcoat pocket.
He

wasn"t sure iIf It was the conversation or the church
itself

that made him feel so cold. "just what is it you
want me to

seek, Monsignor Delgard?

"I want you to find out about this church."

Fenn looked at him in surprise. "Surely
that"d be easier

for you to do."

"Objectivity, Mr. Fenn, and
practicality. | shall be too

busy in the next few months organizing St.
Joseph®s itself,

preparing for pilgrims, supervising the building
work that

will have to be carried out. As for objectivity, I™m
too

ensconced in the dreadful atmosphere of this
place, too

involved with the tragedy of Father Hagan, to see

any
thing in a pure, objective light. More than that,
1 want you

to find out about the village. It needs a
researcher”s eye,

someone who can dig deep, find answers. You"ve
already

reached an agreement with Bishop Caines and
George

Southworth; this would merely be part of that work.
Aliil ask is that you look for something more, something that

could have happened here in the past."

"Like what?"

"I don"t know. That"s for you to find out."

Fenn shrugged. "Okay. As you say, it would be

part of
the job anyway.™
"And one more thing: I want you to find out more about

Alice Pagett. And her parents. There®s
something missing

and I*ve no idea what it is. I only know
we must find out."

"1 think you may be coming a little unhinged yourself,

Monsignor."

Delgard studied him coldly for a moment, then
said,

“"That"s good. | want you to think that way. But before

you leave, 1 want to show you something." He rose
from

the bench and Fenn quickly followed suit, stepping
into

the aisle so the priest could get through.

Delgard genuflected before the altar, then walked

toward the right-hand side of the church. He turned
back

toward F"enn when he was below the statue of Our
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Lady.

"Would you please come here?'" he said.

Fenn, hands still tucked into his pockets,
followed. He looked curiously into the face of the
tall priest, who indicated the statue with a
nod of his head. "Father Hagan

told me Alice loves this statue, that she used
to spend long

periods sitting before it. You could say it was almost
an

obsession. If her visions were merely the
hallucinations of

a disturbed mind, it"s not improbable that they would
take

the form of something she was fascinated by. Take a
good

look at the statue.™

He remembered studying the statue just two weeks

before, on the Sunday of the miracles. He had
noticed a

flaw then, the faintest crack running from beneath the
chin

down one side of the neck.

Now the effigy was a mass of black lines, a
crazy

network of thin jagged veins that covered almost every

inch of white stone. Cracks running from the
corners of

the Madonna®s lips gave her a grotesque
smile, an obscene

leer. Even her sighness eyes were cruelly
scarred.

Instead of a finely sculptured and compassionate
image

of the Madonna, it seemed that a hideously
wrinkled harridan

stared down upon the two men, her ravaged palms a

mocking gesture of supplication.

Fenn stepped away, as If fearing the stone
figure might

reach down and touch him.

Dame, dame! the watch is set:

Quickly come, we are all met.

From the lakes and from the fens,

From the rocks and from the dens,

From the woods and from the caves,

From the churchyards, from the graves,

From the dungeon, from the tree,

That they die on, here are we!

Come she not yet?

Strike another heat! "Three Witches"
Charms,' Ben Jonson

he WALKED DOWN THE GRAVEL path toward
the gate.

Overhead, the branches of the leafless
trees pined, forming

a weblike canopy. Thin, winter-brittle
branches snapped

against each other, the cold breeze that shifted the
mist

causing their movement. His footsteps were
unnaturally

loud, as they had been inside the church, but now there
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was no echo, no hollow sound to reflect the
emptiness of

the sanctum. It was dark beneath the trees, almost as
dark

as inside the church.

The whole business was crazy! Bloody stupid
crazy!

What was Delgard trying to pin on the kid? An
eleven-year-old,

for Christ"s sake! How the hell could she cause

any harm? And why should she? Was he implying she
was

in some way responsible for Hagan®"s death? She
hadn*t

even been there!

He stopped for a moment, breathing fiercely.

Delgard was becoming as neurotic--as
paranoid--as Father

Hagan. He just couldn®"t be serious! He had
almost

begun to believe the priest. Christ, he was
nearly as crazy

as the two of them.

He continued walking, shoving his hands deep into his

overcoat pockets.

But the statue. What the fuck had happened to the

statue? A flaw in the stone? Huh! I hat was
a new one!

Running cracks like ladders in panty hose.
Maybe someone

had been secretly pounding away at it. No

way. It

would have been chipped. The statue had scared him.
It

was somehow . . . repulsive! Jesus,

Delgard was to blame.

He was the one making him jittery.

He jumped when something stepped out of the shadows.

“"All finished, Mr. Fenn?"

"Jes--. You gave me a fright.”

The man chuckled as he opened the gate for the
reporter.

"Sorry about that. | was just keeping out of the
breeze. Bit chilly.”

"Yeah." Fenn stepped through the gate, glad to be
outside

the church grounds.

"Hey, Fenn,'™ a familiar husky voice
called out. He

turned to see the journalist from the Washington
Post approaching. "What gives?" she said. '"You
look white as a

ghost."

"It*s the weather,

he replied, heading for his car.

"Funny. 1 usually get a red nose.' She
kept pace with
him.

There were one or two cameramen loitering by the side
of the road, but they lost interest when they saw it was
only a fellow journalist who had emerged from
St. Joseph®s.
"1 saw you drive past me in the village,™ the
woman at
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his side told him. "Figured you were on your way
up here.

How about a lift back to the hotel?"

He opened the car door, then
straightened. "I1t"s Nancy,

isn*t it?"-

"Yup. Shelbeck. We met last Sunday."

He nodded. "Jump in."

With no further heeding, she ran around to the other

side of the car. Fenn climbed in and opened the
passenger

door. She joined him inside and smiled her
thanks.

“"You®re right,” lie said. "You do get a red
nose." He started the engine.

She waited until he had pulled out into the
road, reversed

back, then headed the Mini iIn the direction of the

village, before asking, "How come you get into St.
Joseph®s

when nobody else can?"

"You could have got in through the field next door.™

"""You wanna bet? They"ve got a couple of
priests posted

out there."

He took a quick glance at her. Even though her
nose was red, she was an attractive woman. He
noticed she had

green eyes.

"So you were going to tell me?" she said.

"Tell you what?"

“"Why you were allowed in."

"The Pope®s inv uncle.”

"Come on, Fenn, give."

"You could say 1"m there by, er, papal
appointment.

1"ve been officially authorized to write the
story of St.

Joseph®s and the Holy Miracles."

“Shit, how did you manage that?"

"I hey know an ace when they see one."

“"Forgive me for saying so, but you don®"t seem so
happy

about 1t. Money not too good?"

, He laughed humorlessly. "D"you know, 1
forgot to mention

money."

"How remiss. 1™m sure you"ll make it iIn
other ways,

though.™

“1*11 do my best."

"As a matter of fact, that"s what I wanted
to talk to you

about. Remember I mentioned it last
Sunday."

"You dissd something about comparing notes.™

"Uh huh. Look, why don"t we stop and have a
drink?"

"At this time of the morning?"

"It"s past ten. Nearly half-past, actually.

Your country

pubs opm early here. Come on, you look as if

you need a
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snort,"”
"You don"t know how right you are,
his head.
They had almost reached the edge of Banfield, where
the first of the village®s two public houses
stood. He indicated
left and pulled into its courtyard. There were several
other vehicles already parked even at that early
hour, but
he knew many of the locals used the pubs as
coffeeshops
that early in the morning, as they did the Crown
Hotel
farther along the High Street.
The White Hart had just one L-shaped bar;
polished
brasses and hunting horns adorned the walls,
and the
heavy beams set in the low ceiling gave the
interior a
feeling of ancient solidity. A freshly lit
fire blazed in the
huge inglenook fireplace. There were no more
than a
dozen people drinking, some of whom were vaguely
familiar
to Fenn. He recognized them as pressmen.
“"What d"you want to drink?" he asked the
Washington
Post reporter.
"No, let me. It was my invitation."
Fenn acquiesced. *Make mine a Scotch,
no ice, no water."
He found a seat by a window while she ordered the
drinks from a tall, bearded, and bespectacled
barman, and
settled into it with a silent sigh. Jesus, his
legs felt weak.
The statue ... it was hard to clear the hideous
image
from his mind. How could something like that happen?
He could understand the stonework cracking into such a
fine network over the years--and it would take a good
many years for such results--but to reach that st"ate in
just
under two weeks? It was impossible! And what was
Delgard
insinuating? What was--his
"l got you a double. You could use it."
He stared blankly at the woman, then at the
glass she
was offering. "Thanks,™ he said, taking the whiskey
and
drinking haTf in one gulp.
"I was right," she observed. She sat next to him
and
sipped her drink from a half-pint glass.
“"Bitter?” he asked in surprise.
“"Sure. 1 like to try your beer. Want to tell
me what®s on
your mind?"
Fenn studied her closely, taking in more than he
had on

he said, shaking
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their first meeting. Her dark hair had a reddish
tinge to it,

not one that came from a bottle, though (at
least, not

obviously so). It was still difficult to determine
her age, for

she was one of those women who could be either younger

than she looked or older, but never guessed
exactly. Her

eyes, which were alert, watchful, said older--maybe
approaching

forty--but her skin, which was pale and smooth,

and her lips, which were not full but were well-defined,

said younger. Her nose was a little too straight
to make her

pretty, but it gave her an appearance of
attractive strength.

She had removed her topcoat and her figure was
trim, if

not particularly shapely, beneath the roll-topped
sweater

and straight-legged trousers. He had noticed the
high-heeled

boots she wore earlier and they were of thin
burgundy

leather, stylishly cut.

"1 feel as though I*m under a microscope,"”

she said.

"1 was just thinking," he said. "You fit the
image."

"Hmm?"*

“"The hard-bitten New York reporter
lady."

“"Thanks. You must have a way with women."

He laughed. "Sorry, 1 didn"t mean that
nastily. As a

matter of fact, it was a kind of compliment."

"Yeah? 1°d hate to hear your snipes.' She
sipped her

bitter again, then reached inside her bag for
cigarettes. She

offered him one first and he shook his head. She lit
her

own with a slim Dunhill lighter.” What"s the
problem,

Fenn?" she said, blowing blue smoke across the
small

table.

"My name®s Gerry," he said evenly.

She smiled. "1 think I prefer Fenn.™

He returned her smile, beginning to enjoy her
company .

"1 think I do too."

“"Is it the death of the priest, this Father Hagan,
that”"s

upsetting you? 1 understand you were actually there when

he had his heart attack."

He nodded. ""The postmortem said it was a heart
attack,

but 1 was sure he was choking. | tried to save
him." He

took another long swallow of Scotch. "I™m
certain | saw
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the meat in his throat. Christ, 1 even tried
to yank it out.”

"But the coroner would have known if it was
asphyxiation."

"Maybe it was both, 1 don"t know. Maybe
he just imag-

ined he was choking. The priest was in a pretty
hysterical

state towards the end.”

“"That"s likely when your heart is seizing up.”

"No, 1 didn"t mean then. He was in a
highly strung

state for weeks before."

She was thoughtful for a moment. "I noticed there was

something peculiar about him that Sunday at
the convent.

Are you saying, in your sweet way, that he was
bananas?"

“"No . . . just, well, neurotic. He was
upset by what was

happening at the church."

"But that had to be fantastic for any priest. He
actually

witnessed the miracles himself. What was it he
didn"t like?

The publicity?"

Fenn realized he was saying too much. As a
reporter

himself, he should have known better. He quickly changed

the subject. "Have you got a deal to offer me?"

She raised her eyebrows. "Where®s your
British reserve?

Okay, to business. How"d you like to form a
partnership

with me in this little enterprise. We work together, you

supply the information, 1 write the story for my
paper, 1

get you a fat fee. I also get you your name
alongside

mine."

"Are you kidding? Why the hell do I need you?"

"Because I*m a better writer."

He put his empty glass down. "l need
another drink.™

"At this hour of the morning? Hey, wait a
minute, don"t

get sore. Look, you"re good, but 1 hate
to say it--you're

Erovincial. Come on, don"t get up, just
listen. You haven"t

ad the experience of working on a national yet. |
know,

I1"ve checked. You haven"t the experience of working
under

a good editor, 1 mean, someone who"s going
to kick your

butt "till you get it right, someone who"s going
to show you

how to get it right-- His

"My butt®"s been kicked plenty of times," he
said in weak

defense.

"Yeah, but there®s different ways to kick different
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asses.

AlIl 1™m saying is that you haven®t had
the right guidance

yet. Sure, you"re good to a degree, and okay,
you re going

to get a lot of offers, but I can make whatever you
do with

this thing better. Believe me, much, much better.
And if

you want to get down to figures--"

Fenn was no longer paying attention. He was
looking

toward the door, which had just opened. A figure
stood

there, Staring around the pub as if looking for someone.

Two men immediately rose from their seats at the bar and

hurried toward the man.

“"That"s Len Pagett," Fenn said, more to himself
than to the woman.

"Pagett? Oh, yeah, Alice"s father."”

Fenn was already out of his seat, quickly making toward

the three men, who were now shaking hands. Nancy

Shelbeck soon followed.

“"Mr. Pagett?” Fenn said, barging into the group
and

offering an outstretched hand. "You®"ve met me before.
1*m

Gerry Fenn, Brighton Evening Courier"™

One of the other men quickly stepped in between Fenn

and Pagett. "On your bike, Fenn,'™ the man
said, his voice

almost a snarl. "Mr. Pagett"s ours.
We"ve made an arrangement."'

"Who"ve you?" Fenn asked, but he had already
guessed.

He now recognized one of the men as a reporter
from one

of the heavies.

"He"s signing an exclusive contract with the
Express,™ the

other man, who was just as belligerent, told him.
"'And

that means he doesn”t talk to any other
papers."

"Don"t be bloody silly. You can"t--"

"Piss off."™ A hand shoved him, and the first man
took

Pagett by the arm. "Let"s go somewhere quiet,
Mr. Pagett,

where we can talk. We"ve got the contract ready
for you."

Pagett looked confused. "Can®"t | have
a drink first?"

"We"ve got plenty where we"re going,' the first
reporter

assured him. "It"s not far.”™ He guided him
toward the

door.

The few other journalists in the bar who had been

taking a sneaky morning nip (purely to keep out
the cold

for when they took up their vigils outside the
church and
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the convent) were converging on the shuffling group.
“"What"s going on, Fenn?" Nancy asked when
she reached

his side.

"These bastards have done a deal with Alice"s father.

They won®"t let him talk to anyone.™

The second Express reporter blocked the
doorway. "That"s

right, he belongs to us now."

"Wait a minute,™ the New Yorker said.
""Has he signed

any agreement yet?"

"That®"s none of your business."

Fenn smiled thinly. "1 just heard you
say you had the

contract ready. That means he hasn"t signed.™

The Express reporter wasted no more time with
words.

He whipped open the door and sped through, slamming
it

hard behind him.

"What"s going on here?" the tall, bearded
barman blinked

through his glasses as the crowd barged through the
doorway

in pursuit. He welcomed the business, but
wasn*t too

keen on the rowdiness of the journalists.

Outside in the car park, a silver-gray
Capri was revving

up its engine and the Express reporter was running
toward

it. He pulled open the passenger door as the car
moved off

and jumped in.

Fenn and those who had followed him from the pub had

to step back to avoid being hit.

“"Where®"re they taking Pagett?' Nancy
Shelbeck yelled.

“"Probably to some nearb®y hotel. They~lIlI
keep him locked

away for a few days where no one can find him."

"That can"t be legal."

"It is if he agrees to it."” Fenn broke
away, heading for

his Mini. He climbed in, thankful that he
hadn"t locked

the doors. Through the windshield he saw the other
jJjournalists

scurrying for their own vehicles. The Capri was

disappearing into the High Street. His passenger
door

swung open as he started the engine.

“"This is ridiculous,”™ Nancy said, and she was
laughing.

"It"s like the goddamn Keystone Cops!™

Fenn didn"t have time to enjoy the humor, nor
to tell

her to get out of his car. He shoved it into first and
roared

across the car park, swinging left into the High
Street,

barely looking to see if the coast was clear. He
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was in luck:

the Capri carrying Len Pagett and the two
jJjournalists had

been forced to stop at a zebra crossing while
two old

ladies, lost iIn conversation, ambled across.

He slapped the steering wheel in triumph.

"Got the
bastards! They won"t lose me now."
Nancy laughed aloud. "I don"t believe
this!”

Tires burned the road as the Capri screeched
off. Heads turned as Fenn pushed his foot down and
followed suit.
"Take it easy, Fenn. It isn"t worth
getting killed for!"
Both cars roared down the High Street as
others, driven
by the slower journalists, began to emerge from the car
park. Vehicles were parked on both sides of the
road,
making its center a narrow channel and forcing the two
cars to slow down when they met others coming from the
opposite direction. Fenn was aware that it would be
tougher
to keep up once they were through the village
and out on
the open road, but he had an advantage: he
knew the
roads. He guessed they were heading for Brighton,
using
one of the many hotels there as a hideaway, and
cursed
them (although he didn*t blame them) for their
opportunism.
Somehow, because of his involvement, he felt that he was
proprietor of this story and that the other
newspapers were
infringing on his territory. From what he had
learned of
Len Pagett, and from what he had surmised of the
man
himself, he wasn"t surprised he had sold out
to checkbook
jJjournalism. No one had to be famous anymore
to make
money from selling their own personal story; they just
had
to know somebody who was.
The Capri was fifty yards ahead, approaching
the end of
the village. Fenn could see the road junction in
the distance,
the small roundabout, the garage next to it, the
convent.
Clear of parked vehicles, he increased his
speed, desperate
to keep up with the Capri, guessing it would turn
left at
the roundabout, keeping to the main road rather than
carrying straight on into the minor one. The High
Street
was busy with shoppers, many of whom shook their heads
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in disgust at the racing cars, perhaps resigning themselves
to the advance symptoms of what their once peaceful
village was about to become.

Next to him. Nancy Shelbeck bit into her
lip, amused

by the chase but a little alarmed also.

They were nearing the roundabout. Shoppers were hurrying

in and out of a grocery shop on the left, bags
full,

purses not so full. A huge yellow-and-green
tanker stood

in the garage forecourt on the right, shedding its load
into

the tanks beneath the pumps. Fresh virgin cars
gleamed in

the large showroom windows by the side of the service

bay. A green, single-decker bus negotiated
the tiny

roundabout, rolling over the white-painted bump in the

road as it headed into the village. The driver was
accelerating

as his bus straightened up.

The Capri barely slowed as it approached the
roundabout.

Fenn did not know why he glanced ahead at the
cream

walls of the convent; the compulsion was just there.

He saw the small white face at the window,
blackness

behind giving i1t prominence. Instinctively he knew
it was

Alice. Watching the High Street. Looking
at the cars.

Too late he saw the car in front weaving from
side to

side as though the driver had no control. He was
almost

upon it. Nancy was screaming. He was
trying to turn the

wheel, trying to avoid crashing into the erratic
Capri. But

the wheel had no say in what direction the
vehicle took. It

moved in its own wild direction.

He jabbed hard on the brake, but it was too
hard, too

panicked. The wheel locked, the car skidded.

The green bus, horrified faces peering from its
windows

like a row of peas in a split pod, turned
to avoid the wildly

spinning Capri, but there was only one direction the
driver

could take. Into the garage forecourt. Where the
tanker

was emptying its contents.

The Capri smashed into the front corner of the
bus, its

hood buckling instantly, its engine rising up and
sheering

through its own windshield into the screaming faces of the
two men in front. The bus driver went forward with the
impact, through the large front glass of his
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cab, hurtling

beneath the tanker a split second before his bus hit
it.

Mercifully he was dead before he could realize what
was

going to happen.

As the long tube pumping fuel into the underground
gas

tanks was sheered by screeching metal, sparks
flew 1n all

directions showering into the s