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There was a ring on the vicarage doorbell one day, and when I answered it, I found a woman standing there. She was ripe in years, barefoot and holding a half-empty bottle of brandy – neither being unusual for her. What was unusual was that she was wearing a wedding dress. Behind me our five dachshunds began to bark.

‘Father Richard?’ she said.

‘Yes?’

‘Will you marry me?’

‘To whom, Pauline?’

‘You.’

‘You want to marry me?’

‘I do … I do, I do, I do, I do, I do,’ she sang, like ABBA.

‘Afraid I can’t do that.’

She looked at me with suspicion. ‘Why not?’

‘Because Father David got there first. You know this.’

She tilted her head to one side and thought about it. Then she said, ‘So you won’t marry me?’

‘No, I’m afraid not.’

She lowered her head and went into a sort of boxer’s stance. ‘Then I’m going to blow you to fucking kingdom come.’

‘How will you do that, Pauline?’

‘With a BOMB!’

‘Do you have a bomb? I can’t see one.’

‘I AM A FUCKING BOMB!’

‘Well, please don’t explode,’ I said, and wondered if what she had said qualified as a threat with a weapon, in which case if I called it in the police would have to send a van, a costly procedure which had happened before. On the other hand, if it kept on happening, police involvement would make a mental health assessment more likely and improve her chances of receiving inpatient care, which we had been trying to sort out for some time.

‘I’ve already exploded,’ she said. ‘I AM THE EXPLOSION.’

I remembered this as I walked around Kettering on a cold December day. Father David, who ‘got there first’, had died. I had enough of my wits about me to know where I was, to recognise the shops and the pubs and the petrol stations, and I had my phone, and my debit card, everything I needed to buy the necessities of life: milk, bread, Private Eye, dog food.

This time I am the explosion. I have just detonated, but in such super slow motion, you would not notice at first that I am disintegrating in front of you, micrometre by micrometre, in the madness of grief.
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