Living In Sin
a short story by lan R MaclLeod

| can still renenber the |ast burning.
| was ten or maybe | ess. Too young to understand, but | knew it was
somet hi ng special. The priests chanting and the crowds pushing to see
t he
man bound to the stake above the heaped pallets, old carpets and
par af fi n-soaked newspapers. Everyone straining to catch sone kind of
understanding fromhis face, wondering how it must feel. And then the
procession of torches up fromthe back of the tennis courts where the
par k
keeper had his hut. The special darkness of the smoke lifting above the
congregation and the hanburger stalls and the football pitches and the
i nes of coaches parked behind the houses. Everyone trying hard to stay
quiet and listen for the screans that never came. My nother snatched ny
hand in the press of bodies, whispered that to God the snoke was |ike
i ncense, he breathed it as the purest air. Took all that was bad into
hi s
great holy lungs and turned it into good. Pity the poor sinner, but
pity
nore us poor nortals who must remain in the shame of our know edge.
|'"ve been living in sin with Annie these past twenty years. W're
al nost
respectable. She's a non-destructive tester at Matsi Plastics on the
i ndustrial estate and | started work there in sales, trying to get
shopkeepers to stock the cheap icons we produce. Then | deci ded that
shift
supervisors had it easier, wandering around the shopfloor, telling
peopl e
what to do. The follies of youth. But that was how | net Annie,
wat chi ng
her between the vats and hydraulics with her white overalls stained
yel | ow
fromthe processes they use, then catching glinpses of her calves as we
all knelt for blessing in the works chapel on the "A" lunch shift. Her
hair was nostly red then, strands of it falling down from under her
protective plastic cap in a way that seened pretty to ne. | was
separ at ed
fromny wife and living alone, in ny late twenties and al ready dri nking
too much and putting on weight, losing my hair. My early marriage had
failed even before it began, and Annie's story wasn't nuch different.

started flirting, dating, going out for drinks. W fell in |ove.
O course, we both knew that there was no chance of the Church granting
annul ments to the marriages that tied us, or blessing our union. But
there
was never any direct discrimnation against us. W rented our two
bedr oom
terraced house across the road fromthe church of Saint Anthony's
al nost
as easily as anyone el se m ght have done. The nei ghbours were friendly
enough, synpathetic even. They nodded to us each norning as we all
t rooped
yawni ng in our slippers to church for Matins. They let me borrow tools
every w nter when our pipes burst and chatted over the hedge in spring.
In
the early days, Annie's hands often used to bleed fromstigmta after
we
had made | ove. But that dimnished, in honesty probably as our own



passi on
| essened. Still, even after May was born, our chimmey was |icked by
lightning every tine there was a storm
Anni e havi ng May changed a | ot of things. Kneeling at the pews of Saint
Ant hony' s at Evensong whil st she was pregnant, we had prayed
frantically
that our baby would be ordinary. But still we were as surprised as
anyone
when our prayers were answered. Wo had ever heard of God bl essing
adulterers with an undeformed chil d?
The people at work began to share our table and play doni noes at
[ unchti me
in the canteen, to kneel close to us along the lines of stacking
pl astic
chairs in the works chapel. Ms Hew son next door in our terrace even
knitted May a matinee suit frompink and |linme green acrylic she'd had

| eft
over froma cardi gan. Once people saw May in her pramand realised that
she wasn't obviously damaged or defornmed, | think they all expected the
kid to be special, to start reciting the scriptures around the side of
her
dunmy or piss holy water like the ones you read about in the papers.
But

it seemed that God had answered our prayers. He had given us
fornicators

an ordinary child. An ordinary life. He had reached down fromthe
heavens

and touched our brows with the sweat of ordinariness.

The days at Matsi Plastics dragged by. The years happened quickly. They

flew, and all Annie and I could do was watch. And draw slowy apart. W

| oved May, but that becane a thin thread as she grew ol der and went out

with her friends and we began to share the house together alone with

our
age and our di sappoi ntrments, the unbroken wei ght of our adulterous sin.
Maybe if we could have got married, if the stigmata and the |ightning
hadn't returned every now and then to rem nd us. Maybe this, maybe
t hat .
Sitting with the TV on and the eveni ng paper spread on ny |ap, ashaned
of
the | oose and heavy flesh it covered with Annie slouched hal f asl eep
across the roomand hating her for the silence and the ways she had | et
go
of herself and the | oose grey hair that fell fromher bun, | could see
t he
spire of Saint Anthony's through the little bay w ndow, crooked and
beckoning like a finger. And | could hear a young girl's |aughter down
t he
street that was breathless and coul d have been May. Then sone kid too
young for any sense gunning a notorcycle. Where in name of Lord Jesus
did

May go these evenings? Only the week before 1'd wal ked into the
bat hr oom

and found her standing there dripping and without a towel, |ooking |like
Aphrodite. | thought of the lads that sometines came to the door
nowadays,

rawf aced with knuckl ed hands | couldn't bear to watch yet couldn't |ook

away as they nmoved themrestlessly. Said fine Sir if May's not in I'l

just call tonmorrow God willing. All those polite words to make ne think

they were good | ads when | could see their hands and | know what | ads
wer e



like Ch yes.

| tried to close ny mnd and watch the TV. The news was full of new
mracles, the word of God spreading out from Europe and America, across
the whole world. The sunset full of angels and cherubi m above Cairo,

t he
pillar of fire that had burned for three days and three nights in the
Forbi dden Gity. The newsreader was grinning. Ch, how foolish those
foreigners nust feel as they try to disguise their anguish and turn
their
creaky foreign mnds towards the Faith!
| stood up and grow ed sonet hi ng about a wal k, throwi ng the paper down
deliberately Ioud and hard on ny chair. Annie's eyes didn't flicker
They

were closed, showing just thin glitter of white like a dog's when it's
sleeping. | pulled on ny old anorak and took the cigarettes that Annie
woul dn't et me snmoke at hone fromthe pocket of my office jacket.
slammed the front door and it bounced back the way it always did. |
pushed
it gently shut.
Qut in the street, the air was tainted with the scent of factories,
snoke
of chi meys, faded aftermath of the evening's cooking and dog turds
pl aced
al ong the pavenent |ike pieces fromsone new board gane. A ripe snell
t he
feeling warm and close, intimte as your underclothes. The gunning
not orcycl e and the breathl essly | aughing ol der kids had gone. Just a
few
young ones who should by rights have been in bed were rattling
skat eboar ds
on a makeshift ranmp between the cars, shouting fuck this and screw that
and then crossing thensel ves just in case and gl anci ng back over their
shoul ders at the spire of Saint Anthony's souring crookedly beyond the
rusted railings.
The church rose over tonbstones and trees. Bl ackened stone that was old
enough to have been here when there was nothi ng but sweet green haze as
far as the horizon, in days of saint and knight and dragon. The story

was

that the spire had been straight until G deon Kenna -- who was Lord of
t he

Manor when there was still a Manor to be Lord of -- took to the pul pit
at

Matins one bright Christmastine and bl asphened. Said there was no God.

Well, | nean. The church spire twisted at that very nmonent as a sign
for

all to see and has stayed tw sted ever since.
But things were nore easy going now. There hadn't been a burning since
that one in my youth. People used to take a stricter view They
bel i eved
that only flames could purify a soul so tornented as to reject God. And
the pendul um was swi ngi ng back that way. Articles in the tabl oids.
Ser nons
fromthe priests. Prophets shouting in their rags about the decadence

of
our ways. These things come and go as God wi shes, soft or strict, the
ot her cheek or the plagues of Egypt, and if it sometinmes seens that He
changes his mnd, then we nust renenber that H s ways are to us as our
own

ways are to an ant. Terrible. Inexplicable. Undeniable.
| lit a cigarette and let the snoke Iie on ny tongue to take away the



taste of the evening. Past the newsagents and then down the all eyway
around the back of the houses, the pages of an old girlie nag were
crunpl ed and spl ayed besi de a bi ke-rutted puddl e. Sonething the kids

had

got hold of, soneone's daughter spread out there on the page, fading in

the rain and the sun

Why does He allow us to sin in these ways? | can still renmenber the

terrors of ny own youth, those sweet floods of sweat and pl easure
fol | oned

ni ghts of sl eepless agony when ny eyes literally wouldn't close. But
hi s

puni shments are never quite strong enough. They join at the edges of
our

lusts and fears until sonetimes, poor sinners that we all undoubtedly
are,

the pleasure and the pain becones indistinguishable.

But May was out in the town. Qut al nbost every evening, pecking at her

di nner, her eyes deep and absorbed, glancing up occasionally with an
odd

kind of certainty that was enough to nake you shiver, hair looking Iike
it

needed a wash even when she'd just done it. OCh yes she was up to

somet hi ng. School didn't seemto count, her bedroomwas a tip and she
went

out straight after dinner and Evensong sayi ng she she'd done her
horewor k

in break and Really Daddy everything is absolutely alright honestly.
It's

a free country isn't it. Surely Daddy you don't mind. Wth that smle
t hat

woul d nelt butter and her eyes glinting as though the whole world was
sone

secret that we shared. Just you and | Daddy. And | couldn't help
t hi nki ng

of her standing there in the bathroom and the wet sheen on her skin,
t hat

sweet kid. And that we were bl essed and she'd never conpl ai ned about
bei ng

let's face it a bastard. And | had to | ook away and pretend that

everything was fine, fine.

Maybe it's easier for girls. God gives themthe bl ood of Eve but he

doesn't burden themw th the lusts of the nmale. Mary smiles down from

every church when all a man can |l ook up to is Christ in his |ast hot
agony

on the cross. | tossed ny cigarette into a tangle of garbage bursting
from

a bi nbag behind the garages and crossed the allotments. No sign of the

ki ds. Just a dog barking at its own echo off the backs of the houses,

oni on seed heads waving gently in no breeze at all

Just where did May get to these evenings? Yes | can renenber what it
was

like, this thing of being young, the rooftops shining with possibility

under a rosy sky. First flavour of beer, cigarettes, press of a tongue
and

bl and bacony taste of another's saliva. Al part of grow ng up, grow ng

old and the things you did yourself and still you think no way will a
kid

of mine no way never. But God snmiles on the hot follies of youth. He
gave

even me a Sign when I was, oh, no nore than fourteen. A toy Madonna



like
the stuff we still nake at Matsi Plastics that | kept on top of ny
war drobe with the dustballs and a nodel airship I'd never got around to
finishing had spread her tiny hands and glowed |ike starlight. She had
sm | ed down at nme, whispering words of synpathy and neaning that |
couldn't quite catch. God had given nme a sign. Then he | ooked away.
Through a gate beyond the allotments and down to the High Street, a kid
| eani ng on the bonnet of soneone el se's car caught ne staring and gave
ne
the finger. Another had spots and his armup tight close to the breasts
of
a sinpering girl who could have been May but thank God wasn't.
Ever yt hi ng
seenmed to be quiet; the lights on at backs of the shops only made the
grainy evening nore enpty. | turned down the footpath beyond the
library
and the public toilets into the municipal park, expecting the air to be
sweet er and darker and greener. But instead there were crowds.
Ki ds and ol der people too, sitting on the grass, |aughing, nurmuring,
pointing up towards the low hill that the Council had | andscaped years
ago
for the kiddies playground. What renai ned of the sun was streaning
acr oss
the playing fields through di stant chi nmeys and skel etal goal posts. No
trick of the light that it should fall on May like the blind eye of a
searchl i ght as she bal anced miracul ously atop the highest bar of the
| argest clinbing frame her skin, her open duffel coat, the white of her
bl ouse, her very eyes all shades of gold. My tal king, her voice
everywhere and cl ose to your ears as sunmer flies. Wrds of God,
intricately speared on shafts of music and sunset.
May. Qur kid. The baby we prayed at Saint Anthony's beneath that
cr ooked
spire Please let it be fine and ordinary. And here | was where | could

see
for myself and laugh at ny fears that ny daughter was a slut. No slut
no.
She was in the park, drawing the crowds and tal king Sweet Holy Jesus
like
a prophet. And the people were nurnuring and smiling and raising their
hands as a flock of starlings streaned over the swings and the slides
and
the bowing green to roost and the darkness rose up fromthe soft danp
grass and swal l owed their grins and their eyes and May was in |ight
al one.
| broke away fromthe crowd and the gol den buzzing in ny ears, running
like | hadn't run in too many years, slanmng nmy knee like a foo
strai ght

into a park bench, linping the rest of the way back to the High Street.
And into the nearest pub. Lucky |I had enough noney to get decently

dr unk.
There was a fat bald guy beside nme and anot her fat bald guy across the

bar

inthe mirror. After a few beers | started talking to them both. About
how

we' d prayed for May but we should have known and it's never the things
you

worry about with kids that actually happen
Waddyouknow, ny daughter's a prophet. You've seen them ny Friend,
| ooki ng



crazed and thin, the hot light flooding out of their eyes. None of them
l ast | ong, pouring that nuch power into one soul is like lighting a

candl e

with a bloworch, putting rocket fuel into a nmoped. It burns them up
They

shrivel down to the eyes and teeth and cheekbones. They go mad. Then
t hey

die and the angel s weep and the clouds churn thunder and the stars fal

fromthe heavens |ike dazzling snow. There was a prophet laid out in
our

church for years when | was a kid, the bony body incorruptible and
reeki ng

of violets until someone found the courage to give the thing a decent

burial. It wasn't natural, it wasn't human. Wio needs to go on about
t he

exi stence of God when the evidence is all around? | suppose it draws
t he

cromds for a while, gives them sonmething to watch. But then so does a

football match. And so does a burning.

| gave a belch. The fat bald guy in the mrror bel ched back at ne.

Fi ni shed ny drink and started another, thinking of G deon Kenna late
Lord

of this Manor when there was still a Manor to be Lord of. At |east he
t ook

a risk, said sonething | ess than obvious fromthe pul pit at Saint

Ant hony's on that dim and distant Christmas. Maybe it was just too nuch
of

ye mull ed wine or the kids had been playing up and ungrateful about
their

presents the way kids always are. But it was bold, you know, he took a

stand, right?

The fat guy on the right of ne was tal king at cross purposes but he
nodded

anyway. The whol e bar was now doused in a gol den haze not unlike the

one
that had illumnated May in the park but a whole [ot nore confortable.
Peopl e were getting sentimental and singing the old hymms the way you
do
after you've had a few. The way you do, at |east, when your daughter's
not

a prophet. But we all have our troubles. Friend on the right was
telling
me that his wife had had would you believe it nine kids. They'd tried
prayi ng and fasting and contraceptives and everything but nothing
wor ked,

the things just kept on coming. | nmean, you |l ove themall when they
cone,

but sweet Jesus why so many? Why? | sl apped himon the back and struck
out

into the night.

I mredi ately | was outside, the anger that |1'd been trying to swall ow
with

the beer rose up. A prophet. This was ny daughter. May. A prophet.
Bal ancing on the clinmbing frane like a bird. Burning with |ight.
Coul dn' t
she have a life |like anyone el se? Maybe even take a few of those
girlish
risks that worried ne as long as it was nothing too stupid and | didn't
get to know. Then get married and stay married and have not too nany
ki ds.



Go on holiday and wal k the seafront and eat candyfloss and throw bread

to

the gulls. | looked up at the stars the way you sometines do when you
pray

even though God is everywhere. Please understand, | said to Hm 1'd
narry

Annie if | could. Even |ooking the way she does now. You've got it
wr ong
if you think you're punishing us with May and if you're bl essing us
pl ease
don't. You have to tell God these things sometines, even though of
cour se
he al ready knows.
But tonight the stars weren't listening. They were dancing. Not the way
the stars al ways do when you're drunk, but wheeling, spinning, swirling
like the lights of a fairground. One or two other people hurrying home

gl anced up as well. | saw them shake their heads and cross thensel ves
or

just pretend it was nothing. There were cel ebrations in the heavens

toni ght. My daughter was a prophet. Hallelujah! She would spread the
wor d

of Cod.

The sky had settled down by the time | got back outside our house,

sticking to the main roads and avoiding the alleys just in case | got

mugged by some poor sinner still searching for the Wy. A few people
back

fromthe pub or who had slept in front of the TV for too | ong were

scurrying through the gates of Saint Anthony's, up the graveyard path
to

catch the last of evening Vigil and prayers. Automatically, | started
across the road nysel f, then paused and stepped back to the pavenent. |
really had nothing left to say to God that evening that could safely be
said in my own mnd, let alone in church, and filled with this much beer

was concerned that ny stomach night betray nyself. You risked being
accused of trafficking with the devil if you sinply sneezed during
services. | didn't like to think what would happen if you threw up over
the pews. Staying away from church just this once seened |ike the

| esser

ri sk. Everyone m sses occasionally: after all, we are only human.

The lights were out at hone. | nmade nore noise than |I intended getting

into the hall. Muy's duffel coat wasn't back on the hanger. She was
still

out, spreading the word. | yanked off nmy shoes and crept up the worn
stair

carpet on fingers and toes, not that | cared about waking Annie, but it

was a point of pride that she didn't hear nme stunbling around drunk.

ti ptoed along the |Ianding and peered into May's enpty room

Drifts of starlight through the wi ndow Things |I'd been too wapped up
in

nyself to notice. White tears the Blutac had made on the wal |l paper
wher e

she had peel ed down all her posters of ponies and pop stars. The big

crucifix that 1'd been given free as a faulty mnoul di ng from Mat si
Pl astics

years before that now hung above her bed. | wondered whether she'd
noti ced

that the nailed right hand had six fingers, or whether she thought it
was

a Sign. And maybe it was. Nothing was certain now. Even the air had



| ost

used

Now

like

the bedroom snells of slept-on sheets, spilled jars of cheap makeup
flesh, nylons drying on the radiator and the cigarettes May soneti nmes

sm | ed.

t he

am d

to

to smoke and thought we didn't realise. Instead, it was cold and sharp
like a church filled with flowers

My daughter. May. My Jesus Goddamm daughter. Annie grunted from our
bedr oom and turned over in her sleep. Sonewhere, a car horn sounded.
that ny eyes had adjusted, | saw that the crucifix was glow ng dinly,
a kiddies nightlight. Jesus turned his plastic head towards me and

| stunbl ed back down the stairs. Sitting in the kitchen darkness with
cold Form ca table pressing ny el bows, ny fingers kneading ny eyes, ny
daughter's sweet face gazed up at ne fromthe well of the past. My

the sparkle of the kiddies swi nming pool. Then holding a cold flanne

her forehead as she noaned and threw up next day, bilious from

swal | owi ng

too much chlorine. And skipping beside us that wonderful nisty day

al ong

the canal towpath. And May in church, praying with half a mnd and hal f
an

eye |like any other kid. And how proud we'd felt, thinking how we had
been

bl essed with ordinariness even with all the sin in our lives. And My

naked fromthe bath, the sweet pink womanly flesh that made you proud
and

hurt and wondrous and ashaned.

| turned the kitchen radio on. This late at night when nost of the

stations have gone off air you can hear the whisperings of souls. Those

breathl ess lips, grey as noonlight. But even with the radi o up high,

could only catch the odd word. Frost...candle...pain. The unforgiven
dead,

stream ng across the night sky, searching for an entrance to heaven.
Maybe

G deon Kenna was still up there too, tunbling over the sleeping
roof t ops

and Saint Anthony's twisted spire |ike a sycanore seed, flapping his

cl umsy nedi eval w ngs.

The beer was starting to wear off. | was wound up so tight that | could

feel the skin of my cheeks and forehead stretching |like drying | eather
I

wi shed there was some booze in the house. But | knew there wasn't.
Anni e

never got any when she went to the supernmarket; said I'd only go and
drink

l'i no.

it.

Then | heard the front door. May's breathing as she took off her shoes,
her duffel coat.

"Why are you sitting in the dark?" she asked, standing in the kitchen
door way.

"How did you know I was down here?"

"Of course | knew "

| cringed as she clicked on the light. She raked a chair across the



Sat down opposite.

"This is far too late," | said, forcing nmy eyes up to neet hers. "No
father lets his girl stay out this late."

"You know where |'ve been Daddy. |I'll always be safe as long as God is
with me."

"Way didn't you tell us?"
She smled. Soft pink lips that made ne think of the col our of her
ni ppl es
as she stepped out fromthe bath although the thought made nme fill with
shame. What sort of father was |1? Jesus some sort of pervert. She
smil ed
agai n. She was gazing straight into ne across the Form ca through the
yel low kitchen light like | was made of dirty glass. Seeing all the
t hi ngs
you woul d kill to hide
"You' ve been drinking Daddy. You shouldn't. It draws you away from

God. "

"Why you, May? You've got your whole..." My nose was suddenly starting
to

run fromthe beginning of tears. | wiped it with the back of ny hand.
Not

caring I was a slob. "...whole life."

"This...my whole |life?" She | ooked around at the kitchen, half smling,

half in tears herself. "...this. W' ve got all eternity Daddy."
realised

suddenly that the radio was silent. Her presence nust have frightened
away

t he ghosts.

"God is waiting for us all," she said. "He cares, he even gives us
si gns

so that we can be certain. But still people have to be told." She
| ooked

straight at ne, her eyes wet and bright and hot. "Still people have to
be

told."

"So evenings you go down the park. That's the beginning." My voice
started
to trenble. "The people point and gather round. That's the begi nning.

You

know what wi |l happen don't you?"

"One day God will break this vessel, just as he will break yours. Does
it

really matter how or when?"

| nodded and heard ny neck creak and said nothing. But yes it did
matter.

I was made fromflesh and sin and folly and May was mny daughter...ny

beauti ful, beautiful daughter. | |oved her because of these things, not
in

spite of them Even the foolish hurts and fears. The shaneful things
t hat

make us weak and make us strong. And now sonet hi ng had possessed her
t hat

was power and know edge beyond belief and all possible understanding.

smled at me like plastic Jesus and slithered wet ropes of steel behind
her eyes.
"Let's pray, Daddy," she said, taking ny hands. Her cool fingers, sharp
and dry. "We'll wait through the night. Go across to Saint Anthony's
together for Matins when the dawn conmes. Let's be the first there.

| ove



it when the light comes in on the darkness and the stained glass starts

to

gl ow. "

And we waited. And the clock ticked in the |ounge. And the house
creaked

gently. And light at the wi ndow brightened. And the mlk carts rattled
in

the morning. And the kitchen was grease-stained walls, the faint snell
of

gas that | could never trace, the Brown and Pol son cl ock that never
told

the tinme, scratches on the Fornica table, everything that shrank into

ordi nari ness when you |l ooked at it |ike a punctured ball oon

But May retai ned the power of the night.

"Come on, Daddy," she said. "Let's go."

"...your nother."

"Let Mummry sleep. There's time for everything."”

W crossed the road. The air was fresh and clean now and the | ast of
t he

stars were fading. | was in slippers and neither of us had bothered to

change or put on coats. Sour sweat wafted up fromny crunpled collar
but

May's white bl ouse still glowed |ike sonmething froma soap advert or a

cheap religious painting. Her steps were light on the gravel path as we

wal ked up through the graveyard. It was too early for shadows but |
felt

the dark weight of Saint Anthony's |eaning out of the rosy sky. The
spire

seenmed to tilt and sway.

Under the Norman arch | | ooked back beyond the railings towards the
tight

rows of houses. A few people were already starting to emerge, headi ng
this

way down the street. Modre front doors opened as | watched. Dogs began
to

bark, the sparrows began to chip, lights cane on behind yel | owed
curtains.

It was hardly six. The streets were waking up too early; normally you
only

got the crazies and the painfully devout in church for Matins at this

time. But they were conming in a ranbling streamthrough the sw ng gate,

expressions of childish expectation on faces still stiff with sleep
They

knew t hat somet hi ng was goi ng to happen

The church door was open as always. d eam of gold and jewels at the far

altar: precious riches that no one would ever dare to steal. | felt ny
way

through the m sty di mess, breathing the scent of hymm books and ol d

stone, the faint acrid tang of violets.

"You always sit at the back, Daddy," My said.

"Not today." | shook ny head.

At the transept where the tall stained glass was beginning to weep
col our,

the ancient pulpit was a castle of dark wood. | unhooked the rope that

barred the steps and clinbed the spiral

"...are you doing?" | heard May's stern voice behind ne, but she didn't

fol |l ow

Looki ng down at her fromtw ce nmy height fromthe top of the pulpit, |
felt a reckless sense of freedom
"You can't just..." She | ooked up at me with the slide of steel behind



her

eyes. Her voice grew | ower, deeper, half inside ny head. Conmmandi ng.

"You

cannot speak. Not here in My house.™

| forced nyself to look into those eyes. | saw everything and not hi ng.
The

open wound of eternity. "You gave ne free will," | said. "To do what?"

"To worship Me. To do My will." Her lips noved awkwardly, like a

poor | y-dubbed foreign film but the sound was overpowering. The bones
in

my skull rattled like | oose floorboards.

| swal | owed once, then again. "And if | choose to exercise ny own wll.

VWhat will you do? Bring down the church, twist the spire like a kid in
a

tantrun®? Destroy nme? Haven't you done that already, given ne a life
wher e

the days run and stick to one another like...like so nmuch wet
newspaper .

Just who do you think you are, you bastard!"

May's face grew bl ank and al nost ugly with puzzlement. The terrible
power

faded from her eyes. She | ooked crunpled and dowdy, her blouse in need
of

a change, her hair in need of a wash. Just a kid, just a kid.

"May," | said, "I love you," knowi ng that He was still there, that He

never went away, that He was still in me even as | defied H m But
per haps

there was still enough of the real ne there to fight it.

"Look, Daddy," she raised her hands in a frustrated shrug. "Just what
do

you think you're going to do? This is so..." she glanced around at the

fat, drunken pillars, the creany white of the nmarble nmonunents on the

walls. "...so enbarrassing."

Enbarrassi ng. Yes, that was good; enbarrassing. An ordinary human
enot i on.

It was a victory. | smled. Victory. | knewit couldn't last for |ong.

"Sit down," | said, waving a hand, getting the feel of being up here in

the pulpit. "I just have sonmething to say."

She was about to argue, but the door at the back of the church booned
open

and the people began to pour in. | saw Ms Hew son from next door in
one

of her horrid cardigans, faces fromwork. And Annie was there too

shuffling in baggy socks like the old | ady she had nearly becone. They
al |

| ooked up, but no one seemed that surprised to see ne, the sinner, the

adul terer, gazing down at themfromthe pulpit. The priest hurried in
from

the chancery, half in and half out of his cassock. May saw himand ran

over, whispered sonething to him | never knew what it was, but it was

enough. He sat down with all the others.

The pews were full. May on the front row, |ooking up at nme. | saw ny
own

face in hers, and Annie's when she was younger and her hair was pretty
and

red. | saw joy and weakness, uncertainty and sin. The sun had risen now

and |ight was pouring through the wi ndows, gl eam ng on the bal di ng
heads

and the spiderwebs of grey hair, the innocent and w cked, the upturned
faces. The air was filled with the human snell of themall, like the



taste
of cigarettes and the night that was still in my nmouth. | could hear

t he
whi sper of their lungs, their hearts pul sing.
Over head, along the high roof, one of the wooden angels that buttressed
the hanmer beans shivered its dusty wi ngs uneasily, like a bird keepi ng
bal ance on a di ppi ng branch. The fluttering spread anongst the others,

dry sound like paper twisting in a fire, like | eaves bl own across
concrete. The congregation hardly bothered to | ook up, but to me it was

Sign. | could alnmost feel the whole church trenble; the wood and the
stones and the tw sted dunce's cap of the steeple held together nonment
to
monent by force and unreason
| glanced down at the lectern in front of me. The pages of the Bible
wer e
| ai d open and marked, ready for the first reading of the day. Exodus
3: 14,
The part where Moses asks God how to describe himto the Children of
Israel. And God says, Tell them| AM THAT | AM
| closed the heavy pages. Dust drifted in the gathering sunlight. |
opened
nmy mouth, then checked nyself. Normally -- if there is a normally for a
time such as this -- | would have been a stammering, shivering weck by
now. But although the whole world and the heavens were agai nst me and
already | could snell the paraffin and feel the first hot tickle of the
flanes, | was strong. | imagined the ghost of G deon Kenna. A sad,
ear nest
face blotched with the sufferings of years, pushed one step too far
al ong
a road he didn't want to follow. H s arns were supporting ne, his
fingers
pushing ne on. Age to age. One man to another with nothing but time and
air between us. Wanting only to live in peace, to die and know t he
certainty of darkness. And | felt a hot surge in nmy blood. | felt ny
strength and knew that it was anger. Sinple. Hot. Righteous. Anger
| balled nmy fist and shook it at the roof and the at sky, at the
trenbling, fluttering angels. My voice echoed through the silence in a

great and gathering how. | wi ped the spit frommy lips with the back
of

my hand. Slob that | am

| leaned forward over the lectern. | began to speak

Afterword

"Living In Sin" was published in Amazing Stories in January 1991

|'"ve always had a bit of a |ove-hate relationship with religion, which
has

probably reached its culmnation in ny first novel, The G eat Weel

whi ch
is due out fromHarcourt Brace in the USA this sumer, where | ended up
managi ng what 1'd like to think is a reasonably synpathetic portrait of

Roman Catholic priest. Religious convictions, of course, are basically
illogical; they are wild leaps in the direction of aspirations and
i deas
that have little if anything to do with the practicalities of everyday
life. Religion makes pronises of serenity and fulfilment that it never
keeps. Religion | eads people towards self-centred certainty, bigotry
and



or
of

Wer e

Sin',

el se,

violence. But it also encourages quite staggering feats of altruism
Religion is, in fact, alittle like that other great human nystery -
sexual love. It often nmakes people |l ook ridiculous, but it can also
transcend every other aspect of life. In the future, no matter how it
happens and we witers choose to envisage it, | don't think either |ove
religion will ever go away; or not, at least, until humans are got rid
al together. God, on the other hand - the kind of God that nobst of us
brought up to believe in the world's main nmonotheistic religions - has
ny view nuch less to recoormend Hm He's the anti-hero of 'Living In
meddling in a world that would get on better without Hm If nothing
the story is an argunment against all those people who say that, if God
exits, he she or it would surely reveal his, her or itself to us. Do we

really want to know? \Were the Hell (and | choose the worl d advisedly)
woul d such know edge get us?
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