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    Gráinne, quite simply, is unique; a moving and magical tour de force that ranks with Keith Roberts’ s best.


  Ostensibly, the novel charts the career of one Alistair Bevan, writer and adman, from his beginnings in a post-war Midland town. Here though any parallels with our world cease. Through Bevan’s vivid memories we meet Gráinne; blue stocking, seductress, darling of the media. Painfully human yet mysterious as her great namesake, the girl-goddess doomed by her own proud nature who plunged all Ireland into war and shadow. But there’s very much more. Gráinne proposes new and startling answers for the origins of the Celts themselves, answers that irrevocably link the fate of East and West; though the wide-ranging narrative wears its erudition lightly. We glimpse Oxford in the sixties, Ireland and Wessex, a London that has yet to be; through and between them, like the spirallings of Celtic thought itself, runs a strange graffito. How does it relate to the tenets of the Buddha, the heady eroticism of Hindu art? One by one the answers are made; by Gráinne, human and divine, a proto-myth for the coming millennium.
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  Epigraph


  

          SCAIL Ó MIAN, AIN SAOR.


          Dublin graffito, 1978.
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  FIRST SESSION

  Anuloma


  There is no point at which one recovers consciousness. As there is no point at which one can be said to sleep. The man in the bed reflects on this. Seen as a metaphor, its inference is clear. Birth and death alike are unremembered. What cannot be remembered cannot exist. It is not real. He wonders that he has never before understood such a very simple thing.


  He keeps his eyes lightly closed. In the brownness behind the lids, faint colours swim. Soon, they will turn to faces. The young girl in her sky blue gown, the doctor with his beard and curly chestnut hair. He savours, without desire, the moment of return. Finally he moves his head. The young man says, ‘You are with us again.’


  He smiles. He says, ‘I have never been away.’


  ‘Do you wish to talk?’


  He inclines his head slightly on the pillow. ‘I will tell you what I see.’


  ‘And what is that?’


  He considers. Finally he says, ‘A door.’


  ‘What sort of door?’


  ‘It’s a big door. Wide. Deep panels. It’s painted a light grey. The paint is nearly new.’


  ‘What’s so important about it?’


  ‘It’s closed.’


  ‘And why is that?’


  ‘Because I closed it myself.’


   


  He stirs in the bed. The clean bed, clean at last; sheets to his chin, and warmth. An emotion enters him. He examines it with care. It is not happiness. But he does not wish for happiness. Happiness is imbalance. The raising of a Spirit, perhaps. The Spirit may be beautiful; but always a devil slips in, by the same unguarded gate. He does not wish that gate to be opened again. He has no need of it.


  Contentment then? But contentment is a round-shouldered word, bowed through overwork. The shopkeeper is perhaps content when he bolts his doors for the night. Contentment is unawareness; the telly mouthing, bedtime cocoa and ageing without complaint. Unawareness is the true death.


  Stasis. That’s surely it. But that can’t be right. Stasis is not an emotion, but a state of affairs. The halting, for an instant, of Change. He decides he must be confused. Perhaps he has always been confused. Though at times, briefly, events seemed to become more clear. A chink in a curtain, through which for an instant he might peer.


   


  ‘That’s a good metaphor.’


  Good heavens, had he said all that aloud?


  The voice smiles. ‘This is a place for saying things aloud. Tell me about the door.’


  He closes his eyes. The door. So very much to say about the door.


   


  It’s in a big building. A school. Silent now, though in his memory its corridors ring with voices. Hundreds of voices; and the rush and bang, the clatter, the indifferent flying of feet. The silence invites contemplation. He contemplates.


  Beyond the door the corridor, grey-painted too with wainscotings of bright pink-brown, leads to the Hall. The Hall that doubles as a gym, the hall with its beams and bars, parallel bars that rattled once and creaked, gloss-grey as the rest. And the horse and box, the six great ropes hooked to the ceiling, worn leather at their tips, drawn gracefully aside. To shin a rope, that was manhood’s test, unspoken; climb and climb, to pat the coffering three storeys high. So the great ceiling grew faint ghosts of hands, though never his. The test defeated him; as the Swallow’s Nest defeated him, he couldn’t make the Swallow’s Nest, not ever on the ropes. They banged him on the back, low down; but he wouldn’t relax, let his body flop into the curve. Couldn’t, for fear his heels would slip from where they clung. While the Shirts wrestled v. the Skins at handball and the Roll of Honour hung above the dais, plain oak with its gilded columns of names, draped forever with its flag. Though that was over for him now, the fear, new term’s polish on the floors, new ink in the little cracked white and pale blue pots. Let thy Father hand be guiding all who here et-cet-er-a. They tore their caps up on the way out through the gates, black caps with the red and white proud Rose, scattered the road with sacking pieces and the stiffeners from peaks; but never he. He wore his home to hang it, mind empty, on a peg in the little anticlimactic hall.


   


  ‘It’s still important to you.’


  The other smiles in turn. ‘The cranes are always flying.’


  ‘When was it? When are you thinking about?’


  ‘There is only now.’


  ‘Agreed. What date would others give it though?’


  He considers. ‘Nineteen fifty two.’


  ‘What was the door?’


  The man in the bed says without rancour, ‘The Head’s study, of course.’


   


  September it was, and summer already becoming autumn, long rise of the Avenue blueing nights and mornings. Tall wet-footed houses in their rows; then the great spire at the top of the hill, pines echoing from the cemetery where they put his Grandma just in time for the mock-O’s, the cemetery where once the whole town saw a ghost. And round by the Market House, traffic grinding close, ironstone wall where they dug with pennies, twisting, waiting for the bus to come. The ironstone yielded easily, gave up ginger dust; so they tunnelled and joined the tunnels, carved and sculpted inches deep. Drawing is for the mute, inchoate; so Grammar School boys made no graffiti. None on their desk tops, save initials sometimes; and none here, just holes mined deep and wide. A joyless exercise, some might think; but satisfying withal. The man, the patient, wonders if he marked their efforts jogging past that morning and cannot remember. But it doesn’t matter. He remembers now.


  Strange to walk in through the empty gates, past the silent cycle lockers with their corrugated roofs. He crossed the Quad in sunlight. He was exactly on time; but why should he not be? Five years of walking the Avenue and he could gauge time to a second. He pushed the side door and it opened. Inside he halted, and maybe he was frowning. He saw the corridor, the big old oil of St. Peter blessing; beyond it the boards with the Oxbridge honours, the charter from Elizabeth that the High School nicked each year to read out at their Speech Day though they were only founded in ’04. It was an old chauvinist joke; but now it didn’t appeal. He held one arm awkwardly, across the jacket with its telltale Badge. He shuffled forward, straightened self-consciously and tapped the door. The Headmaster said, ‘Come in.’


  The Mother dressed him, that bright morning; aye, dressed him, prodding and tweaking the great hulk of him that was clumsy because she pronounced it so, setting her mouth, staring with her bitter bright blue eyes. She twitched his tie straight, or straighter, produced finally the new black jacket. His Dad had won the cloth, and proud he was of the feat. ‘Barathea, Ducks,’ he’d said, stroking the warm black bolt. ‘Barathea, that is…’ While The Mother clicked her needles faster and said nothing, conveying, as ever, contempt by silence.


  They’d gone widescreen, at the theatre where his Dad was Chief, where he ran his Box like the bridge of a spotless ship. The great curved backward-sloping plane intrigued him; he’d stayed on through the night while they laced it to its latticed frame, while the d/e stamped about in baseball cap and gardening slacks and swore. Borders were draped, green borders, because the motorized masking hadn’t come; and the d/e flung the cap down. ‘Like washing on a bloody line,’ he said, and cursed the day he ever heard of Rank. Lastly they pulled the speakers forward from the lined horn chamber. The backing cloth, vast as the screen itself, they slashed with carpet shears, up round the ten foot woofer box, again to let the twin-throat horn come peering through; and his father gathered it as it fell. ‘Barathea, boy,’ he said, the first of many times, ‘bloody barathea,’ and spirited it away to be made up by the little gnomelike man he’d somehow met, into jackets for them both. In the morning they rode home, six through the sleeping town, left the new screen standing proud, filling the hall with a scent of outer space. His father balanced the precious bolt on his handlebars, still gloating; and for once he didn’t see the church or School, calm against the bright-flecked sky. This was the other life he lived; the tinsel of it called him, from five or was it six, when they lifted him to see the carbon image flicker on the outside of a lamphouse, though then he didn’t understand. He puzzled his Dad; to him it looked like a picture of a little coat, hung up on a hanger. A moment of childhood, irrelevant; though it came back to him later, sitting in the study of the Head of Northerton Art. A detailed, immense drawing hung on one plain wall, the finest drawing he had seen in all his life, a picture of a walking dragline. ‘Gets in the blood,’ his Dad was saying proudly, while he sat stiff-backed and cringed again inside. ‘Gets in the blood, y’know…’ Something of all those million showbiz words, heard by his Dad with his elbow on the fader box, impinged on his awareness, surfaced at times like these; and so he watched the digger, the way one can watch a drawing, and tried to shut everything else away.


  He hadn’t seen the jackets, didn’t know they were done. Till The Mother produced one, holding the shoulders, shaking it irritably for him to slide his arms into the sleeves, and at first his eyes didn’t light on the great gold-crusted Badge. He tried then to explain the calumny; how he hadn’t joined the Old Boys when the Second Master came round with his slips, how he couldn’t join with his fate still undecided and couldn’t wear their Badge, how he must put on the jacket in the hall with its faded red and white emblem, cuffs so honourably frayed. But The Mother, as ever, didn’t listen; was incapable, he sometimes thought, of even hearing that which might displease her, ruffle in any way her icy preconceptions. He had attended the School, had he not? And so he was an Old Boy. Why must he always argue? He saw the blue eyes spark and flash, the anger that was always there well up, and turned away, fearing perhaps not words but silence; the silence with which she would pay and punish him, the chill days that would follow even a minor infringement of her Law. With silence she controlled him from an infant; it was to be years yet before he broke free of her, answered with a silence of his own.


  Later, striding fast and anxious up the hill, he had time for second thoughts. He wished now that for once in his life he had resisted; for another thought had come, allying itself insidiously with the disgraceful Badge. The jacket was made from the backing cloth of a CinemaScope screen; wearing it he felt immense, clumsier even than she pronounced him. Small objects, surely, would fly from tables as he passed, struck by knees and elbows, his plunging, gigantic feet. He was defeated before he ever reached the School.


  It was a ritual, this Reading of the Marks. A ritual, and for him a penance. The letter had announced its onset. ‘Your examination results have now arrived. If you would telephone my secretary and arrange an appointment I would he pleased to discuss them with you…’ Stasis was disrupted, as he had known it must be; he practiced with the unfamiliar, sweaty phone, juggling the buttons, A and B, six times before he chirred the digits through. While a woman knocked the glass, impatient, and mouthed at him to hurry. He had hurried, stumbling; as a result he was here.


   


  ‘Listening to the Head.’


  ‘Perhaps.’


  ‘Are you not sure?’


  ‘Not any more.’


   


  There had been an Acting Head; surgical-booted, huge in voice and gut. And an affair of a cut detention. A little enough matter; but he’d still been given a choice. Caning, or suspension. Though he realized in later years it had been no choice at all. The mock-O’s were looming; his record was first rate, The Pot didn’t have the right. Yet still he bent across a chair. For the first and last time in his life; and in this very room.


  ‘Mr. Wallis, you will witness that I am punishing this boy fairly and by his own agreement…’


  But the old Latin master had witnessed nothing of the sort; he stood back obstinately turned, shoulders hunched and hands clasped behind him, and watched the traffic move on Bowling Green Road. The Pot stared at him with his angry, bulging eyes; for a moment it almost seemed he might speak again, but that moment passed. Perhaps it should have meant more than it seemed to at the time.


  The locum didn’t swish the cane as he advanced; his sadism, if sadism it was, was of a different, subtler order. An insult was to be conveyed, a ritual debasement. His body was to be degraded, furtherance of a degradation already deeply felt; for his member was unruly.


  How quickly it came on him; or so, in retrospect, it seemed. Once, books were his world; through them the pond-things swam, the batrachians and Dytiscidae, molluscs and crustacea, delicate shells that he fixed in lines to cards. After them sailed the ships of Nelson’s fleet; he knew them, knew their rigging, from chains to topgallants, bobstays to topping lifts. They towered and glided in his mind, while cannon roared defiance. The bright flags fluttered, ‘confides’ to ‘expects’, and England stung his eyes. Now it was swept aside, for Picturegoer; secret, guilty, the hint of a gravured navel. On swimming mornings his classmates dived and yelled, wool scraps round them, filling the Public Baths with din; rose hairless yet, showing the roots of pricks while he sat in the gallery, bulky and ruffled, excused time and again. He knew of course of sex, had always known; from his books, the courtship dances, spermatophores of newts. But he had stood aloof; while the High School filled and emptied, the crowds of bikes wheeled ticking, to and from the gates. The herds of them in summer gingham, belted macs, impinged not at all; till his classmates whispered, waving the note, gave it him finally to see. Even then he didn’t at first believe; but they hadn’t forged it, the neat looped backward-sloping hand was like no other he had seen. ‘Form 4Q’, whispered the words, blue ink on dark blue paper, ‘and he’s very handsome. His name is Alistair Bevan…’ He shrugged and dithered, dismissive; tucked it, for safe keeping, in his sock. Of all damned silly places, his sock; from where it warmed his shin and then the whole of him with burning radiance. He read it again that night, warm still, curved to his ankle; in his room, lamp on and the bedcover, wet wind skirling and the books in friendly lines, Sanders and Chingachgook, Legends of the Sea, Two Years Before the Mast; threepence and sixpence in Walt Keach’s warehouse, books that could never be the same again. He became aware of her, a girl called Paula, aware of her address, her father a bandmaster famous in the town, the bus stop where she waited after school. Past which he walked time and again in four o’clock blue, face averted, feeling the radiance from the little corrugated shelter. Not knowing what he wanted, even if she was there. Through her, he became conscious of them all. Now, they had faces; and eyes. He became nonchalant, mornings, evenings, swinging the satchel, cap back on his head, not square and central; or hands in pockets, sauntering. Till one of them behind him laughed; after which he stumped, face set and sullen, came to long for weekends when he was free. But she invaded that safe time as well; a Saturday morning, flowers for his Gran’s new grave, the square white chamfered-cornered pot, grey zinc liner and shears to cut the grass. Beyond, the great black cedar at which he never stared, he felt its pressure too; beyond again the nodding pines, the top gate and the London Road. He asked himself a hundred times, a thousand, why he used the London Road that day; because she sat there on a shiny bike and smiled. So grown-up in her new town clothes, little jacket and a bright full skirt, he almost didn’t know her. One foot was on the tarmac, her hand was on the gate. The wrought iron stood ajar; and yet she barred the way. He stood transfixed at the fall of chestnut hair, the almond-tilted eyes. She was Beauty; Beauty he had never seen, not on the silver screen. ‘Come on,’ she said, ‘come on…’ The iron creaked wider; and he all but dropped the shears. He scurried past, scarlet in the face, ran the whole way home. Hating himself for failing, he knew he had failed a test, like touching the high beam in the Hall. ‘Hello,’ he should have said, ‘good morning, Paula,’ but the moment had passed, would never come again. The tide that rules the lives of men had passed, left him bound by shallows. Once he worked the switches at the theatre, under his father’s eye, and routine was a joy; new reel and hold the leader, brass disc on the hook, top sprocket and set the intermittent, middle sprocket, sound gate, two perforations to the takeoff though the book said three; and check please, run to seven, finger-whimper on the flywheel as he stopped the machine true. Always, she was in the audience; the mighty Sound Track spoke what he could not. Now, in hopelessness, his body would not be controlled. Her image he had kept pure; it was defiled. His bed was haunted, in the hot spring nights; till he made sacrifice, kissed the pillow he hated for being her. Mornings, the singing in the Hall was dim; he knew he would faint again like he fainted in the Infants, time and again, because he was Growing Too Fast, all those years ago. Almost he wished the others would taunt again, to keep the love alive; but they had long forgotten, moved to better things. All moved to better things; save him alone.


   


  ‘It was a phase. We all go through it.’


  The other shakes his head. ‘Not him. He hated himself for it. Never quite came to terms.’


  ‘Why do you think that was?’


  ‘It demeaned his intellect.’


  A pause.


  ‘And The Mother? All this time?’


  The man in the bed smiles. ‘A new, most awful weapon. He kept it from her. The one wise thing he did.’


  ‘What happened to her? The girl at the gate?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘Nothing. She’s still there. Spinning a pedal, catching it with her toes.’ He pauses in turn. ‘She was the first’, he says. ‘Crying in the wilderness. She said, “Make straight the way”.’


  ‘For whom?’


  ‘One who was to come.’


  ‘Do you believe that?’


  The other chuckles. ‘That’s a good question. Can I have notice of it?’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘Because it’s a koan. It might take sixteen years.’


   


  So a summer passed; and they held him in the top stream, which surprised him vaguely. Sledger called the roll, first morning back; The Sledge who they’d had as form master two stinking years on the trot. While they sat in sunlight, satchels in front of them, waiting.


  ‘Avis, go to 5R…’


  ‘Allen, 5P. Ashby, 5P. Bates, 5Q…’


  ‘Bevan…’ And a little pause. Then, ‘Form 5Q…’


  He expected a final shot, some parting sarcasm. But there was none; not a twitch of the tufted ginger brows. The Sledge was bent over the register again, delineating further fates. He shouldered his satchel, thinking about nothing at all, climbed to the formroom high above the rest. Where you could see the cattle market, and the cemetery pines.


  The Head had almost finished his report. Scripture, a scrape pass. A bonus he hadn’t expected. Geography ditto, history rather better. Not a bad mark in fact. Art of course, never a problem with that; and Latin, for him, had been another bye. Interest died a little at the fifth declension but the other four had seen him through; while as for the literature paper…He had his Virgil word for word, surely they all did. Apparently not; for they fumed and fretted and bit their pens the whole two hours. Even Bates and Coe, the stars. It was his favourite scene too, the Lares and Penates standing on the moonlit floor; he finished the translations in forty minutes, sat bored and watched the traffic. Till the Invigilator, who had a squeaky shoe—it was funny really, like a Laurel and Hardy—came tramping down the Hall and asked him if he understood the questions and he had to hiss, ‘I’ve finished,’ and the whisper ran across a hundred desks and there were glares. The passes mounted steadily, every paper he had sat. Till the Head looked at him, he thought, a little oddly. Maths, another scrape. He’d been lucky there. English literature…ninety three per cent.


  He felt like laughing aloud; because nobody pulled ninety three. Not on an Oxford paper. It wasn’t possible; though he knew in a vague way what had happened. It had happened often enough before, in Lower School. ‘I’m not going back through thirty books knocking two marks off each one’, Mr. Coates would say coolly, ‘so Bevan gets twenty. Don’t think he’s written a perfect essay; because he hasn’t…’


  It wasn’t for him, that crazy ninety three; it was for the Girl of the Gate. She of course was Lucy; hers the grave the Earth whirled round in senseless orbits. The rest of his pampered Stream, to a man, misplaced the vicious little quote, strode off into the wilderness of Intimations, blew thirty per cent of their stack. A whole top set would be sitting again at Christmas, the School had reddish ears; but he had known her epitaph word for word. As for the rest; he’d got bored again, wandered off the syllabus, pulled Shakespeare quotes from plays he’d read for fun. He thought for sure he’d be slapped back for woffle; instead he’d pulled the sky down. And tasted ash. She was the violet by the mossy stone; and nobody knew but he.


  The Head was speaking again. ‘You’ll be coming back to us of course…’


  It seemed he had to pull his mind from distance. ‘I don’t know, sir’, he said. ‘I haven’t decided yet.’


  The other looked annoyed. ‘But with results like these; good heavens, boy, there isn’t a choice to make!’ He wanted his name of course, for the gold lists in the passage. He sensed it in a dim, disjointed way; the only way, it seemed, he could perceive. Between him and the clear sight he once owned, bodies were intruded; her body in sweater and tight black knickers, achingly full where he longed to grope and thrust. Yet always he must turn his face away. They called him in the yard, clustered round the windows of the Hall when the girls were at PT. ‘I say, Bevan…Bevan, come and look. They’re Fifths. Bevan, they’re on the ropes!’ He’d circle, irritable, unsure, wanting with all his mind to rush and ogle; till the mistress would come, wave irritable through the glass, close the long dun curtains. Indecision was ended then, relief was sweet.


  The focus of his Headmaster’s gaze had shifted. ‘Bevan,’ he said, ‘what is that on your jacket?’


  ‘My jacket, sir?’


  The other said deliberately, ‘Take your arm away.’


  He did so, slowly; and then he sat up straight.


  ‘Have you joined the Old Boys, Bevan?’


  ‘No, sir,’ he said. ‘I haven’t.’


  ‘Then that,’ said the other deliberately, ‘is very unfortunate.’ He repeated the words, drawing them out for full effect. ‘Very…unfortunate…indeed.’


  ‘I’ve made my mind up, sir,’ he said. ‘I shan’t be coming back. I’m going to study art.’


  ‘Art?’ said the other incredulously. ‘Art?’


  ‘Yes, sir. I have an appointment at Northerton next week.’


  The Headmaster didn’t speak again; instead he rose, stood staring through windows at the muted traffic. As Woofer Wallis had stared once, long ago it seemed. After a while he began to talk; but those words were lost. Something there was, certainly, of duty to the School, the duty he had come to owe; but much more of himself. The wasting of his brain, his natural gifts. He heard them; but he was unmoved. The School was big; but it didn’t own his soul. Once, it had insulted him; now it had happened again. Despite himself his arm had crept back forward, across the guilty Badge. There was an explanation, certainly; but he had not been asked for it. And she had gone, so nothing mattered now. Save that he studied art. One day he would learn to draw her; sitting the bike in memory, with the sunlight coming through her dress.


  The Headmaster sat down, finally; a slim man in a shabby, black-creased gown. He shuffled the papers together, spread them out again. He pursed his lips then, looked up keenly. ‘Very well,’ he said, ‘go to Northerton. Go and study your art. Within a week you’ll find the mistake you’ve made. But I’m going to be generous.’ He leaned back. ‘I’ll hold a place open for you in the Modern Sixth until half term,’ he said. ‘All you’ll have to do, until that time, is walk back in and claim it. I can’t be fairer than that; or give you a better chance.’


  The boy looked uncertain. ‘But what about the work I’d have missed, sir?’


  The other shrugged, and looked back at the papers. He said, ‘It wouldn’t be a problem to you.’ He rose, and held his hand out. ‘Goodbye, Bevan,’ he said. ‘Think it over, will you?’


  ‘Yes, sir,’ he said. ‘Goodbye.’ But he knew, before the door had closed, that he would not come back.


   


  ‘And did it take a week to find out he was wrong?’


  The patient, if he is a patient, moves in the bed. ‘No. It took less than a day.’


  ‘But he still stayed on.’


  ‘He stayed.’


  ‘A penance?’


  ‘Perhaps. Or maybe he’d simply ceased to think.’


  A pause. ‘Did he really do that? Throw a career away for a whim?’


  ‘It depends on how you define a whim.’ The other shakes his head. ‘Maybe. I can’t remember.’


  ‘Perhaps there were other reasons.’


  ‘There probably were. They didn’t like him working at the theatre. They’d already told him if he went into the Sixth he’d have to leave.’


  ‘And he resented it?’


  ‘Bitterly.’


  ‘Why should it mean so much to him? It was only a part-time job.’


  ‘He respected his father’s ignorance.’


  ‘He sounds a little confused.’


  The other smiles. ‘Aren’t we all?’


  The voice is soft. ‘And what did your young friend do then?’


  ‘You wouldn’t want to hear.’


  ‘Try me and see.’


   


  He strode back home, fast as he had come. He pulled off the hated jacket, slung it on a peg; then changed his mind, disposed it on a hanger. The house was empty; curiously so, with the Grandmother no longer there. The sour, square old woman in her ‘eppon’ of floral print, huddled by the fire of nights, grabbing at warmth, taking Queen Mary’s medicine. He opened the drawer of what she had called ‘the chefferneer.’ He’d been in the Thirds before he found the word chiffonier. It taught him how one generation is not enough, to rise. He took out the medallion they’d awarded him, for Achievement in the Arts. His to hold for a year, and six months still to run. A ripple that had caused as well, through the theatre they hired each year because the Hall was no longer big enough. ‘The Alderman Thompson Medal…Bevan, 5Q…’ The Head had spoken twice, sharp the second time; The Sledge had had to hiss at him, bang his shoulder before he woke up from his daze, climbed to the stage. Like a snail no doubt, with its house upon its back. He turned it over, read as he had read before the names of his five peers. Sixth formers to a man, two of them School Captains. After his name was added there would be no more room; so perhaps they’d have to throw the thing away.


  He put it back in the drawer. Never before had it gone outside the Sixth; but the thought brought him no pleasure. He saw it as a bribe now; which perhaps it was.


  He went upstairs, sat in his room awhile. To one side, crammed in at the foot of the bed, was the old treadle sewing machine, the table top of which had been his childhood desk. By it stood the metal chair The Mother had hauled back for him from some sale. It was both ugly and uncomfortable; nonetheless he used it dutifully. Beyond the backyard trees, across the allotments they knew as garden fields, the new Tech rose beside St. Mary’s Road. Beyond again were house roofs, over them a bright fringe of trees. A mile off maybe, or perhaps a little less. Between them, invisible, the London Road curved between Playing Fields and Park.


  He opened the door of the wardrobe his Dad had built, took out the old brass telescope. The barrel was leather covered, the stitches giving a little toward one end. He opened it, slid up the shutters from eyepiece and objective. He rested one end on a pile of books and focussed. Once Aldebaran swam in the field like a spark; now the wooden pavilions with their verandahs and white-painted window-frames came up clear. Both were identical; but as always he studied the boys’ side first, before he swung the glass. Like his own, the windows of the High School building were opaque to above head height. Behind them she had once taken off her clothes, felt the mystery of wood beneath her feet.


   


  ‘He was trying to understand.’


  ‘Not really. It was his secret sin, you see.’


  ‘Looking at a sports pavilion from a mile away? It doesn’t seem so terrible to me.’


  ‘It was to him.’


   


  There were mysteries other than Aldebaran.


  Summer was hardest; when they wheeled their bikes out one by one through the gates, through the high hawthorn hedge. Outside, always, the girls would wait; straddling their cycles or lined up form by form, blazers and boaters, gingham in pink and blue. Everywhere it seemed the almond eyes, the freckles; mouths that laughed, gave forth the chattering of water, purer by far than he.


  ‘There goes Alistair Bevan…’


  ‘Hello, Alistair…’


  ‘He isn’t very polite…’


  While he wheeled the bike and couldn’t, daren’t turn; kicked the pedal round and felt the pressure from them, pressure from the eyes, heat like a great bright fire. Surely if somebody could build a meter the needle would jump round, quiver; as he quivered, riding away to tea and fishpaste sandwiches, the homework he had come to loathe. Sometimes he played Stan Kenton, new-discovered; a world that mirrored his own, a place of glass and jagged shards. Till The Mother raged and he would fling upstairs and take the telescope, peer till daylight faded. Now he had left his school; and the whitewashed windows still retained their puzzle.


   


  ‘So he never went back?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘He’d made a decision. The first in his life. He stuck to it.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘The Mother mainly. Taunting him. She said he had no guts.’


  ‘Do you think that was fair?’


  The other shrugs. ‘I can’t remember. Perhaps. It takes one coward to recognise another.’


  ‘Tell me about art school.’


  The patient considers. Then he bursts into song.


   


  ‘With the parting of her stays,


  ‘Both her tits fell different ways,


  ‘And left a gaa-ping hole…’


   


  He pauses. He says, ‘I’m sorry.’ The girl in the bright gown stares at him. There’s no expression on her face. The words too are brutal and jagged, full of shards. They have no meaning for her; so she doesn’t relate to them.


  ‘You were going to tell me about art school.’


  ‘I am telling you about art school.’


  The bearded man smiles. He says, ‘OK. Carry on.’


   


  It’s a big room. Grey light filtering through high windows. There’s a range of glass fronted cupboards with Matisse prints pinned inside them. On one wall hangs the isometric of St. Paul’s. It’s glassless and a little browned. To one side stands the litho press. Its tympan is green stained at the edges because they will still use the bearfat on it. A dais is piled with stones. They’re dusty. The stones have to be ground in the Ducts, three floors and a five minute walk away. But the HMIs ordered the press upstairs after the last Inspection, because the basement room wasn’t ventilated enough. So nobody does litho any more. They switched to relief etching.


  Four people sit round a table. Three young men and a girl. It’s one of the men who’s singing. It’s a parody of a current hit. He wears a white linen shirt, an old school tie and a crazy knitted waistcoat. Its points hang round his knees. His voice is deep and rich and his father’s an engineer. Sandy looks down her nose at him. Her eyes are blue and slightly tilted, a fact of which she’s inordinately aware. Her nose really ought to be retroussé to match. But it’s not. The singer glances up from his board. ‘Christ, Sand,’ he says, ‘you are an ugly bitch.’ She shrugs and turns away, but Alistair doesn’t look up. Just sets his mouth and hunches over his drawing. He’s been being funny with her for months though. ‘Bev the Pez,’ Fizz Kelly christened him. She won’t say whether it’s short for pessimist or peasant. Either would bloody suit.


  Griff slings the board down. He says, ‘Got any fags, Bev?’ and the other nods. They slope out together, down to the cloakroom opposite the print shop. Jonesey never pokes his nose in there, and the printers couldn’t care less. Nolan’s inside, sitting on the floor with a box of strikes. He’s playing at lighting farts again. Last one’s a beauty, jagged blue edges on the flame. He’s going to have some trouble one of these days.


  The Pez opens up his smokes. Nolan taps him for one as well. He offers him twopence but the other shakes his head. He says, ‘Pay me back sometime.’ Nolan’s not a bad bloke. For an Inter. Also he gets all his Frenchies for nix. Got three or four mates at home who daren’t go in for ’em, so he charges thirty per cent for the service. One a packet. It’s a thing that surprised Bevan considerably when he first heard. To achieve the woman then balk at the ancillaries seemed a topsy turvy state of affairs.


  Old Ackroyd comes in. The Painting and Decorating boss. He’s a big dark slab-faced man who always wears leather-patched jackets. He gazes vaguely at the haze of smoke and grunts. He hops onto the step, performs, and shakes himself thoroughly. ‘Allus piss more in the wet,’ he confides to nobody in particular. ‘Never fails…’ He ambles back out.


  Nolan pinches his fag and blows through it. He says, ‘See yer, mates,’ and slopes after him. Griff flicks ash thoughtfully. He says, ‘Keep it up, you’re bloody getting to her.’


  ‘Getting to who?’


  The other glances under his brows, and laughs. He says, ‘Don’t give me that.’


  The tall youth says, ‘I don’t know what you mean.’ He looks at his watch. Another hour to kill; then he can get the bus back home.


   


  ‘So that was what it was like.’


  The man in the bed nods. ‘A fairly typical afternoon.’


  ‘It doesn’t sound a very edifying place.’


  ‘On the contrary. I learned all there was to about art.’


  ‘I think you’d better define your terms a little.’


  The other laughs. It’s easier said than done. So what’s art? The central Fact of it? Hard to come at frontally. Impossible perhaps. So fill in the surround. Look for the negatives, like doing Life. A burly Yorkshireman wiping his feet on your board, because you’re still a Basic and you’re trying to cut a dash. The sketching afternoons, hour on hour in the cold while your feet go numb and your hands and you lose whatever line you owned. It’s Midnight Black and 303 nibs, Kauffer and Barbara Jones, the wiry way she had of drawing a bread roll. And night wind in the mansards while Joe the model sits with sash and cutlass, singing pirate songs; overtime on an etching plate you’re bored with, when your eyes have gone and you’re seeing three of everything. It’s learning semi-cursive in a snowy March, front room Christmases with the chrome firescreen for company and the radio through the wall. While Johnny Ray cries, Frankie Laine hews his daily tonnage. It’s Durer’s floating Venus with her massive gut, Holbein’s engraver carried off half through the Dance of Death. The clock ticks in the big Crusader church, the tallies hang in gloom; while the rest go to their dances and their parties and you realize for yourself that Death is a Fact as well. Till you sit on a jerking red bus and watch the skeletons laugh, hear the gristle squeak and click as they giggle little secrets, trade their lovebites. You hold your arms out from a million miles away but Sandy pays no heed. If only she knew how short life was, if only you could say. You’re on a string, she’s laughing at you; everybody’s laughing, but you can’t break free. The flakes are whirling, over Nash’s Winter Sea; everything’s whirling, pretty girl on bike is whirled away, vanishes in dark. She doesn’t matter any more, maybe she never did. You threw it all away, for a third form dream. ‘Tricky-wicky-icky,’ says Jones the Illustration. ‘Tricky-wicky-icky. Bevan, you’re not big enough.’ And twitches his bull head, his handsome, harassed eyes. Not big enough he says, for the sake of Christ. Big enough. You. So it’s back to the fish heads, angry dustbins. This is art.


   


  ‘Were you in love with her?’


  ‘With who?’


  ‘The girl you mentioned. Sandy.’


  The man in the bed considers. ‘Her father was a steward,’ he says. ‘Boats or an airline, I’ve quite forgotten which. She played the Clair de Lune once. Very badly. Then the Town Painter did her portrait. Her mum said it would be lovely when it was finished.’ He shakes his head. ‘I wanted to screw her. See it run down her thighs.’


  ‘And did you?’


  The other chuckles. ‘What, a Catholic?’


  ‘It has been known.’


  He shakes his head. ‘They went to the limit. A sort of dishonesty.’


  ‘The worst sort, would you say?’


  ‘Perhaps.’


  ‘So what did you do?’


  The man in the bed laughs. ‘Studied the Catechism. Starting from a shirtbutton, I could prove the Infallibility of the Pope.’


  ‘And could she?’


  He considers. ‘I shouldn’t think so for a minute. She switched her brain off at the age of seven. If it was ever turned on.’


  ‘Why did you do it then?’


  ‘Something I thought I could share.’


  ‘And did you?’


  He shakes his head again. ‘That wasn’t the idea. Protestants were working class and male. Catholics made good marriages.’


  ‘It seems a funny way to look at Faith.’


  ‘Remember she was English. One has to make allowances.’


  The bearded man rubs his face. He says, ‘Go on.’


  ‘Where to?’


  ‘Anywhere you like.’


  ‘Could I have some water please?’


  The other signals, and the girl comes forward. The cup sparkles in the dim light of the ward. The patient pushes himself up on his elbow. ‘That, I do declare,’ he says, ‘is Waterford crystal.’ He settles back. He says, ‘It’s difficult.’


  ‘What is?’


  ‘The sex talk.’


  ‘You feel an inhibition.’


  ‘Good heavens, no. It’s because of what came later.’


  ‘Expand, please.’


  ‘The flood of Outspoken Novels. Crashing the fuck barrier. Breaking conventions became the new convention.’


  ‘You mean people come to disregard it.’


  ‘Precisely. Or think you’re adding an obligatory relish.’


  ‘And you’re not.’


  ‘I’m trying to create a mood. Very exactly.’


  ‘And that’s important to you?’


  The other smiles. ‘It comes of having been a writer oneself. One can’t help making patterns.’


  ‘Is your pattern working?’


  ‘That will be for you to say. In a little while.’


   


  This was art as well. Standing in front of a mirror, feeling the pressure grow. Watching yourself rise, knowing it will never be any good to you. The wind bawls over the rooftops, like when you were a kid. You could get a hard then just from wearing wellies. Only you didn’t know what to do with it. You don’t know now.


  Always a roaring, in the Clipper Bar. The air conditioning he supposed, for the restaurant upstairs. It added to the effect. ‘One day,’ he said, ‘we’ll walk out of here and find we’re in Hong Kong.’ She smiled, in a tight sort of way. It wasn’t a very good joke, and in any case he’d made it before. But he couldn’t think of anything else to say. So he sat and toyed with a spoon and watched her sip her coffee, smoke the fag he’d given her. When he produced the packet she said as she had always said, ‘God, you’re an angel.’ She wouldn’t say it again though. This was the last night, she’d made that very plain. The one and only time she’d go with him. Because things needed sorting out. She wanted him for a friend, she’d always wanted him that way. Respected him. So he mustn’t do anything silly, above all he mustn’t leave. Or she’d…well, couldn’t he imagine how she’d feel? But in between times, he must leave her alone. Just stop embarrassing her, in front of all the rest. He had to do that for her, please. He had to.


  It was raining, in town centre. They walked together past the big Wren church. This night, and this night only, he could take her to her train. A final dispensation, from the real world he was leaving. Sitting on the platform, he made himself start to tremble. A last appeal; such was the state to which he had been reduced. Or reduced himself. While time expanded, the wet platforms shone. Eight minutes stretched eternal; yet rushed on doomlike, spiralling to nothing. Some silly talk there was, a muttering; caging of butterflies, when he had no right. He said, ‘This will sound silly to you,’ but she shook her head. ‘Tell me,’ she said, ‘please tell me…’ She wanted it all, while the clock hands jumped and quivered. ‘No,’ she said, ‘you mustn’t think like that, it’s wrong. It was my fault all along, I let you think…And then I didn’t know. I didn’t know what to say. An’ that’s the honest truth…’ She put her hand inside his coat then, rubbed. ‘Stop it, Alistair,’ she said. ‘Please stop, for me…’ And so he did; all words were spoken and the train came in, the doors slammed on the carriages, once she waved. A little gesture of the hand, a last sad smile. The yellow lights swayed off along the track, he turned away to lifelessness. The dark of outer space.


  Only the place he came to was not dark. Rather, a curious radiance informed it. The bus swayed as the train had swayed, on the long drag home; while happiness came to him, he all but bubbled into song. Happiness as he crossed the market square, stared up at the vast and rearing church; happiness as he plunged on down the Avenue. On the platform he had squirmed, a worm and less; now, he had glimpsed redemption. He had tried to soar; he, of ail folk. Yet instead of anger, she had used him kindly. Now, truly, he could show the greater love; be happy for her, in her, and cease to cause her hurt. And she would understand. It would be a secret, that much she had promised; something between them, something shared at last. Once he had hated mornings, with a grey recurring hate; now tomorrow couldn’t come too soon. He would do what she required; be point-devise, the very man.


   


  ‘Malvolio?’


  ‘Perhaps. I suppose there are affinities.’


  ‘It all sounds rather strange.’


  The man in the bed grins. ‘It was a rather strange time. Sweets had only just come off the ration.’


  ‘He didn’t lose his sense of humour then.’


  ‘At the time? Totally, I assure you. He thought he’d found the Path.’ He shakes his head. ‘If we knew how very far we had to go, I don’t think any of us would start.’


  ‘Perhaps we have no choice.’


  ‘There,’ says the other solemnly, ‘you may just have a point.’


   


  It was a bleak time for him. Sitting the bus each day and getting down, crossing the Racecourse to where the Tech stared glumly, vista of pallid brick. Each end of the big square U developed a hasty effusion of Doric. ART faced TECHNOLOGY; each ignored the other, stolidly. Behind, the ground fell away; the storeys climbed one on the next, busy with plumbing. The canteens stood there, redolent of bacon rolls. Beyond, the valley curved away house-lined, became the Blackthorpe Dip. There was a flaking cinema, the Ritz. The BTH man visited once a month; he’d take his sandwiches down, share them in an atmosphere of gas. Clinging to the past made sense out of the present. Sometimes.


  The lino cutting was good fun. For a couple of days. Old Woman with a Birdcage, Swans in the Park. Then he took to wondering what he was doing, sitting playing kids’ games. For Christ’s sake, stick printing would be next. Or remember to bring a potato. Also the Albion press was on the blink. Every dozen pulls, the wedge fell out. Kiss printing was a joke; you put your foot on the runners, heaved and hoped.


  There was very little talking. Not right at the start. The classroom was too fresh in memory. Later there was far too much.


  Life drawing was a letdown too. The big fires making soporific heat, old Boris standing yawning; and the girls all giggling because his loincloth gaped a little at the sides. He painted with a pencil, happily; till Pete Caswell took the thing away, shaved it to a two inch point. That wasn’t funny, not on thirty bob a week; so he switched to pen and wash. 303s were cheaper come by.


  There were new Gods. Once it was the Sixth; now it was the Illustrators. They came and went in a great yodelling mob, pink and black scarves flying; they’d squat outside the Ladies’ Cloaks, on drawing boards they ranged along the hot pipes, bandy the magic names. Minton and MacKnight Kauffer, Rembrandt, Klee. They stole books from the County Library, said they’d lost them and paid up the fines; and so he came to discover Mediaeval glass. Scandal figured prominently too, some mornings; how Terrel had had Fizz Kelly in F3 locker, how a blackie had bitten some girl’s tit off in the Regal, how if they’d caught him they’d have beaten him up until he killed them. Till Jonesey would come down from the staffroom, hard-on-the-heel tread, angry sidelong glance; and they’d scuttle ahead of him to Room F4, the pink door of the sanctum would be gently closed. And sometimes they’d snatch his sketchbook, bandy it from hand to hand. They’d deliver fierce little lectures then, about Application, and Drawing being the Art of Leaving Things Out. Their drawings, when he glimpsed them, were things of wonder; the figures leaped from paper, sidelit as if burned by giant arcs. Because that was the way, in those days, to get to Royal. Plus drawing every bolt, on a ship or a walking dragline.


  He realized, now, the full extent of ignorance; and sometimes the days passed swiftly. Half term was in the past; he wondered, suddenly, where the time had gone. Bonfires were building on the Racecourse, in the great central dip that all but hid a line of poplar trees; and Guy Fawkes’ Night came round. A party had been planned, Basics and Intermediates, even some of the NDDs. A glance from a girl it was, that killed it for him. Her people owned a great town centre store and sometimes in Needlework she raised an angel’s voice that drifted up, and her face was ultimate beauty though her hips were a little broad. Sometimes the Inters pinned her down and painted her, great daubs on cheek and chin; and then she screamed, though still melodiously. She passed him in the corridor; and he turned vaguely, puzzled by a problem. She turned too, with the instinct some women have; and the flash of a glance took him forward in his studies of the Human Predicament. Then she was gone, clattering down to the Ducts, and he too was away, out through the gates and across the Common though Bill Adams, who had been kindest among them, tried to call him back. He sat the bus and smelled the smoke of hell; and afterwards, because the incident had triggered urgent thoughts, tried conversation with The Mother. Which was ill-timed, for the rage that was always in her built again; condenser-like, it needed to discharge. So he took himself upstairs and read SF, fresh-discovered; Aldiss and Bradbury, Kornbluth, Pohl. It seemed he needed new words, aniline thoughts, like a creature that licks salt. He stared up at the Grammar School next morning; the cliff wall of it in sunlight, creeper-hung. But the image of walking in, of pleading, refused to form. He had made his bed, so he must lie on it. Just as The Mother had snarled. Also the narrow corridors, bright-brown lino floors, loomed oppressive now in memory. The black peaked cap, even with a Prefect’s gilded tassel, was no longer a thing to contemplate. He had tasted, he supposed, a species of freedom.


   


  ‘So that was his last chance.’


  ‘One could say that.’


  ‘It seems unfortunate. A big decision. For such little matters.’


  The man in the bed smiles. ‘None of us make big decisions. If we walk along a street, we can choose the sunlight or the shade. But we still walk along the street.’


  ‘That’s very good. Zen, I take it.’


  The other nods. ‘He took a straight enough path. For all his doubting.’


  ‘I see you don’t identify with him yet.’


  ‘In what respect?’


  ‘Use of the third person.’


  The patient smiles again. ‘A novelist’s device. We have our little foibles.’ Besides, he’d never favoured the first singular. Its appearance irritated, on the written page; the forest of little stark ‘I’s,’ like saplings after the Somme.


  ‘This isn’t being written down.’


  ‘It may be one day. One must allow for things.’


   


  He hadn’t yet begun consciously to resist. Small tides moved him haphazard. So he found himself on the dance floor of the Northerton Salon, in the arms of an unhappy, stalwart girl. It was the bravest action of his life; equally, the most pointless.


   


  ‘Why was that?’


  ‘Because he couldn’t dance. He’d never had a single lesson.’


  ‘That doesn’t matter now.’


  ‘It did then. It was life and death…’


   


  He took her back to the table, after the shuffling and checking, the contrary pumping of arms was done. His face was burning, he said, ‘Pretty useless I’m afraid’ and she said tiredly, ‘Oh, you’re not too bad.’ He walked away then, bowing to the impossible. It was his first dereliction. There were to be plenty more.


  ‘You’re not expected to stay with her all night,’ Gee Howell told him in his clipped, somehow mocking voice. ‘But have the occasional dance, for good form’s sake.’ He hadn’t wished a partner, made it plain; but nonetheless the party had been evened out. Also for good form’s sake, though the nuances were lost on him. The meal he ate in the great house out at Dallington, the house full of gadgetry and guns, was salted with fear. He’d worn the blazer with its mocking badge; but when he saw the dress suits of the others, he wished he hadn’t. It was to witness a second defeat, he understood that now. The porch lights blazed, the girls came in their whispering frocks; and far too soon the cavalcade was off. He was unused to private vehicles. The rear door wouldn’t open when they parked; he pawed at it to free his frightening partner, had to swing away. His humiliation was complete before they entered the ballroom.


  He made his way to the Students’ Table in the alcove. Frank Dwyer, the other Inter man, sat moodily amid bright heaps of streamers. He was counting cherry sticks. He seemed to have a pocketful already, and the night as yet was young. Monica was with him, the dark, grave girl who’d come for Dress Design. Her calmness soothed; he found somehow the waltz was possible. She drank port wine, he had to fetch her biscuits. Her folk were Band of Hope.


  Griff came in with the rugger crowd. They were dressed as Cowboys and Indians though it was nothing to do with the theme. He got him started on the beer.


   


  ‘It was a fancy dress ball?’


  ‘The Revel, they called it. He never forgot. Not ever.’


  ‘Why was it so important to him?’


  ‘Macha was loose. The Samhain gates were open. He’d never seen before.’


   


  He wanted to live the rest of time like that. In noise, in swirling colour, with the double folk of Fantasy. Here were the Princesses who stared him down in corridors, approachable at last, magic with their flying hair. They kissed him, he kissed back and laughed. Only a thickness of cloth now; and sometimes the cloth was satin. Doorways were opening, Possibilities. While elves and goblins nodded wise, padded to the troll-song of the band. Boris rode a tricycle, and was an ancient King; Miss Hunter-Dunne languished, in tennis-blistered sadness.


   


  ‘That seems a little hard.’


  ‘He was a savage. Under all the layers. He always had been.’


   


  There were vivid girls from Royal. He was fêted. The only Basic with a real talent. They plied him with strange potions. Chartreuse, Tia Maria. He became, for a little space of time, a lion. The wind was waiting though, among the Avenue chimneys.


   


  The man in the bed is silent for a while. Finally the other prompts him. ‘What do you see now?’


  He considers. ‘The car park’s cracked and broken,’ he says. ‘Crazed, like the surface of a moon. The Salon windows are broken too, and blind. Long lines of them, the clerestoreys. The sky is greenish, there’s a soughing wind. A longnecked figure trudges in the distance. Its cloak flaps round it but it doesn’t lift its head. When it’s gone, there’s nothing moving at all. And no sound. Just the wind.’


  ‘A vision?’


  He shakes his head. ‘From the first short story I ever wrote. I never tried to sell it.’


  ‘That seems a shame.’


  ‘It wasn’t very good.’


  He rubs his face. ‘I’m in a caravan now,’ he says. ‘It stands in a sloping green field. There’s a typewriter in front of me. I stare at it. Then I get up. I rake the stove. The coals are very bright. When the sparks fly, it’s the mirror bowl again.’


  ‘Macha is playing with you.’


  He smiles. ‘They’re all rogue images, there’s only Now. She’ll have to try a whole lot harder than that.’ He pauses. ‘At least I had my revenge on The Jacket,’ he says. ‘Comprehensive, though hardly sweet.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘I was sick up the sleeve. I couldn’t make the loo. I never mixed my drinks again. Not for the rest of Time.’


   


  Gerry Howell left next term, to work for an uncle’s insurance firm. His old-style Prefect had a sticker in the back. RUNNING IN. SOUND KLAXON.


  Sandy Bingham joined. Her breasts were high and firm, her shoulders slim. She genuflected once to Frank, and blushed. But Dwyer only grinned. He was used to the ways of girls from convent schools.


  ‘Nothing much there,’ said Bevan, surveying the clutch of newcomers with the confidence of ignorance. They kept themselves apart the first few days, whispering together like neurotic mice. Only Griff sailed in, indifferent as ever to modesty. Told one of them if she sat on the pipes without a board she’d have an arse like a hot cross bun.


  He’d discovered the costume drawings of Inigo Jones. You could take Nat Dip in stage design, it said so in the syllabus. But you could take Nat Dip in Stained Glass too, and Stained Glass was a shelf of fragments in the Ducts, a kiln that didn’t work.


  Fridays now he travelled with John Merrill. His dad ran a garage up by the big Yank place, he’d given him the contraceptive franchise. Business was brisk; it ran to a Homburg and a furlined collar, cigars in aluminium tubes. So you couldn’t get away from it, whichever way you turned.


  History of Architecture ground to a halt, for lack of Bannister-Fletchers. It started, and finished, with the Temple of Karnak at Thebes. Or was it Luxor?


  He was drawing more in his spare time now. Stuff he couldn’t let the College see. Lizzie Bawden danced amid thumbprints and red dribblings. Fire balloons sailed above Martian hills, pale girls floated froglike in vertiginous pools. He decided he was a decorative artist underneath. But that’s what Illustration really means.


  Some days Sandy would wear a tight red jumper and no slip. Also, it was A-line year. If you turned the hip belt down where it wasn’t supposed to be it waggled two or three inches when you walked.


  Lunchtimes they’d taken to going down the Baths. She had a little one-piece she was proud of. It showed the cheeks of her backside, no way could she pull it down. Not that she tried overmuch. He studied Bosch, became an Adamite. Women were slime; so why embrace the muckbag? It worked quite well. For a time he was sure he hated her.


   


  ‘He guarded the gate of the senses.’


  ‘With conspicuous lack of success.’


  ‘How did the thing between them start?’


  ‘It’s funny. I’ve quite forgotten. Probably a party.’


  ‘Were there many parties?’


  ‘A few. Mostly end of term. If she sat on your lap she’d always cup your hand under her breast.’


  ‘That sounds a little forward.’


  ‘More absentmindedness I fancy. Her eyes were always watching someone else. It was going strong by the time we went to Washton though.’


  ‘Washton?’


  ‘The only unspoiled Perpendicular in the county.’


  ‘It was a special experience for you?’


  ‘It stayed in memory. So I suppose it must have been.’


  The man in the bed considers. ‘It was a long way out. United Counties didn’t run a service. So we travelled on a Yorkie’s coach instead. It was painted dark blue. Old-fashioned seats, high backs.’


  ‘Time of year?’


  ‘March. And a hurricane was blowing. When you climbed the hill it put you on hands and knees. Inside was pale cream stone. A forest of slim pillars. And metal candleholders everywhere. The sockets were shaped like black half-open roses.’


  ‘And you could hear the wind.’


  The other smiles. ‘God’s great Voice, raving. Yet inside, everything was still. It made a tension. As if something was going to happen.’


   


  The tower door was unlocked. He climbed scooped, twisting steps up to the belfry. Fizz Kelly was there, shoulders back against the massive bronze. The harsh sidelighting made her face look piquant. Catlike. He wondered if she did wear woollen knickers. As Terrel always claimed. The wind was a force on the tower, cloud shadows were still racing. Down through the louvres the nave roof was in sideways motion.


  Frank Dwyer was chatting in the porch. A memory of World War Two, a graveyard that the eighty eights had pounded. Armbones jutting from the sides of the shell craters.


  A story was forming. He wanted to call it Les Cloches. But he never wrote it down. Obscurantism didn’t seem to be his scene.


   


  The bearded man smiles. ‘But mysticism is different.’


  ‘Mysticism is precise.’


  ‘What happened then?’


  ‘There was a drystone wall beside the bus stop. Sandy was sitting on top of it. She was wearing the black furfabric coat they all said was so sexy. Griff had his arms round her and his head in her lap. Her eyes were gliding sideways to Bevan. These days she never really left him alone.’


  ‘What did he do about it?’


  ‘Looked down into the valley. The light was blueing, shoulders of the hills getting vague. He was thinking about what Kitson the Painting student said. “And only man is vile. But by God, he makes up for it.”’


  ‘The bus was late. So Annette Clitheroe panicked. Hysterics were her long suit. She ran into the village. They sent Dave Kemble after to head her off. He watched him cross a skyline. Very small and distant.’


  ‘She’s a new name.’


  ‘She was a whole new stain. She tore Skip Nolan’s scalp for him. Only a half inch trapdoor. But there was a lot of blood.’


  ‘Why should she do a thing like that?’


  ‘He criticised the family make of car.’


  ‘The Rolls?’


  ‘Good heavens no, I think it was a Ford. They had a butcher’s shop.’


  ‘I see.’


  ‘Don’t get me wrong. They had a branch as well.’


  ‘Quite a business empire.’


  ‘Precisely.’


  ‘I can’t imagine that sort of thing helping the School.’


  ‘It didn’t. There wasn’t much work being done. The students were banned from most of the town centre caffs.’


  ‘Was there no control?’


  ‘The rot came from the top. You couldn’t really blame him though. Twenty students on a four year course meant five a class. His living was on the line. A name on the roll was a name on the roll.’


  ‘Somebody had to move though.’


  ‘Frank Dwyer did. Have you ever seen a donkey hit a wall?’


  ‘I’ve seen some odd events.’


  ‘Donkeys were the trestle things we drew on. They were quite hefty.’


  ‘And were things better afterwards?’


  ‘For us perhaps. Not for the Inter men.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘The Mob was out for blood. And the Modelling room was small. They taught together. And kept their hands in their pockets.’


  ‘Who told you that?’


  ‘They did themselves. A long time later.’


  ‘Time was the essence, perhaps.’


  The other nods. ‘The School had to cleanse itself. I came at a bad moment. The real workers had gone.’


  ‘Real workers?’


  ‘The Army men on grants. They gave them handles to their names. We were never worth it.’


  ‘And the girl Sandy? All this time?’


  The other considers. ‘Being fair, she didn’t run much with the Mob. Her private games were too much fun.’


  ‘And his mother? Did he keep it from her?’


  The other grins. ‘The Mother, please. An unheroic epithet.’ He shakes his head. ‘She found out finally. It was probably inevitable.’


  ‘What were the results?’


  The other says, ‘Spectacular…’


   


  The School was changing. By the day it seemed. Annette was gone, in the club by a sausage meat supplier; and there were new students. The Mutt, school captain while a Basic, with his slow grin, his blazing mop of hair; Janie and little Cherry; lissom Shirley with her auburn poll, her cool, amused eyes. They widened fractionally sometimes when Sandy was playing him up, rubbing her backside round him as he sat. He’d tell her to piss off, when she irritated him enough. She usually would. Go back to making jellybean eyes, like in the good old days.


   


  ‘An effort of will?’


  ‘By no means. The puppy fat had gone, her legs were getting scrawny. He didn’t feel the lift. Not any more. She broke the string herself.’


  ‘So much for highmindedness. I trust he drew the moral.’


  ‘I fear he did…’


   


  Frank Dwyer was finally stuck with the night classes. Teaching old ladies how to paint their daffodils. He’d been fighting a rearguard action for years. A vision presented itself at the top of the staffroom steps. He’d got somebody to run him up a lilac smock, complete with beautifully gathered sleeves. Palette and brushes were disposed upon his arm; and he wore a velvet beret at a fetching angle. Oddly, the ensemble suited him; the neat gold beard, the longtailed greeny eyes. He’d been a Commando in the War. ‘If any bugger laffs,’ he snarled as he minced by, ‘I’ll give ’em the gate…’


  The air of the corridors smelled fresher. And there were people again. Faces blossomed, among the snouts and muzzles. It saddened him.


   


  ‘Why should that be?’


  ‘He was an old man. His time was almost run.’


   


  There was a final Revel. The Salon set with fragile gilded chairs, gaunt Personages of spotlights wreathed in holly. Sandy wore a new black glittery dress. To his surprise, she sat at the Student Table. She hadn’t brought a partner to parade. Circling the floor with Monica, he couldn’t believe the blaze from behind the domino. Later, the dressmaker discarded, she came to him. ‘Peace,’ she said. ‘Peace, just for tonight.’ He shrugged. As far as he knew, there had never been a war.


  For the floorshow, she changed with the boys. Nolan, who was drunk already, couldn’t believe her tits. After which a harem girl came running through. Her hair was auburn, and her legs divine. She made it her affair to kiss each man. Even the old-timers. Nolan howled his need; and so she kissed him twice.


  Sandy claimed him, for the final waltz. They stood in brown haze, scarcely moving; though once she did step lightly on his toe. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, ‘it’s me, I wasn’t concentrating. One-two-three, one-two-three, hmmm…’ She wanted him to squeeze her breast, but he did not.


  Mercifully, Nolan fell asleep in the car. Twice he woke to mumble his condition; finally, his snores resounded. He came to as they manoeuvred him toward the entrance of the great new highrise. At once his feet shot out, clamped themselves against the doorframes. The little knot of bodies surged forward and back; his voice boomed to the paling sky. ‘Christ, Shirl,’ he proclaimed to the lights snapping on above. ‘Oh Christ, I’ve got the pronk…’ They bundled him finally to a lift; but not before the landings buzzed with woken voices. Peace redescended; Bevan put his head back in the halflight, listened to the breathing from the couch and wanted both to laugh and cry at once. A great, Homeric soul had found its rest.


   


  ‘It’s a pity in a way she wasn’t there.’


  ‘Oh, yes. I fancy she’d have soon settled him down.’


  ‘How, would you say?’


  ‘I’ve no idea. Hit him with a shoe perhaps. But kindly.’


  The speaker falls silent. Finally the other smiles. ‘Is that the end of the story?’


  ‘I don’t think I have very much to add.’


  ‘You paint a convincing picture. But I think there was more to it than that. After all, it was four years of life.’


  The patient nods. ‘I warned you I was making patterns. There’s been some skilful editing.’


  ‘Give me an example.’


   


  The coffee machine gurgles in the hearth. The great white-painted hearth, big as a small room. Beyond, the lounge itself is shadowy. A lamp burns in an alcove, curtains are drawn across the high bay windows. Sheila sits in a neat grey dress, and watches him. She kicks her sandals off, wriggles her toes in warmth. She wishes he wouldn’t smoke so much, he always seems to be lighting cigarettes. But she holds her peace, she knows his tongue of old. She should do, she’s been lashed by it enough. She turns away, fondles the head of the Dalmatian bitch. He says, ‘I’ll have to go soon,’ and she says, ‘Yes, of course.’ Her eyes are shadowed. She’s listening to the wind. She wonders if he ever notices it. Probably not. He never seems to notice anything. Certainly not her.


  The county’s studded over with the great stone farmhouses, relics of more spacious days. Hers is so big the top floor’s never used. And still they’ve got more space than they really want, even with Jim and Sarah living in. Sandy lives in a semi. But it doesn’t seem to matter. Certainly she’s all he ever talks about. And it’s all so silly, she doesn’t want him. Except to hang another scalp on her belt. She could claw her eyes out sometimes. Except she’s not the type. She wouldn’t be like that. She’d…but it doesn’t matter what she would do. Because she’s not going to get the chance. She feels her eyes sting, and gets up to make the coffee. He can’t stand sniffing females, he’s told her often enough.


   


  ‘So he did have friends. Good ones too, from the sound of it.’


  ‘She was gentle, and constant. That’s why her name’s in clear.’


  ‘But he never went with her.’


  ‘She was very young. He couldn’t see the Woman for the bitten nails. It’s just as well. He’d have hurt her even worse.’


   


  He picked up a cripple girl, with blue eyes and a tip-tilted nose and a skin like warm fresh cream. He left the art school with her, the last time ever. He led her a dance; and then he slapped her flat. He knew you had to score, at Northerton.


   


  ‘I didn’t realize he’d become so bitter.’


  ‘He hadn’t really. He was acting out a part. He knew deep down he’d got what he deserved. For sniffing like a backstreet dog.’


  ‘You’re rather hard on him.’


  ‘I’m trying to be accurate.’


  ‘They all seem rather immature to me.’


  ‘Not immature. Ignorant.’


  ‘And that’s the only sin.’


  ‘The very root. From ignorance springs desire.’


  ‘And from desire, birth.’


  ‘And old age, suffering, death.’


  The bearded man broods. He says, ‘The night of the soul.’


  The other nods. ‘And such a night,’ he says. ‘Full of burning buildings, giant worms. Then there was a cool, green Dawn.’


  ‘Tell me about it another time. We’ve talked enough for now.’


  [image: Image]


  SECOND SESSION

  Abhassara


  ‘Abhassara?’


  ‘A Brahmin concept. The Radiant World. Its Beings are self-luminous. They live on joy.’


  ‘And that was where you went?’


  He shakes his head. ‘Not for some little time.’ He stares round him, from the bed. The ceiling lights are out; but day has not yet fully broken. It’s what she called the Blue Time; the dawn dusk. He fancies a bird is singing; but that cannot be right. The windows of the ward are double-glazed.


  ‘She?’


  ‘Gráinne…’


  The patient wrinkles his eyes. He says, ‘You’re not on duty yet.’


  The bearded man smiles. ‘It does not matter. You were awake, so I came. Have you slept well?’


  The other looks away. ‘There were big shadows moving. I tried once calling to them. Which was a little pointless.’ He glances back. ‘One sometimes falls from the Way. Even now.’


  ‘What were their names?’


  ‘I told you yesterday.’ He falls silent, frowning. Finally he says, ‘I own I’ve been subject to doubt.’


  ‘Why so?’


  He considers. ‘I told you some very silly things. Done by some very silly people.’


  ‘You said that you were working to a plan.’


  The other moves his hands. ‘I felt a frame was needed. It was the context that made her marvellous.’


  ‘So there’s no real story as yet. It’s all been background.’


  The other frowns again. ‘There is a story. But it seems to lie outside the words.’


  ‘The particular expresses the general.’


  ‘Would you say that’s a valid approach? Or am I being too ambitious again? It always was a fault.’


  The bearded man looks thoughtful. None of his answers, it seems, are to be hastily made. Finally he nods. ‘If we read that a million folk have starved, it means very little to us. We relate to a picture of a child with a swollen gut. I think it serves.’


  The patient smiles in turn. ‘It has to,’ he says, ‘I can’t tell it any other way.’


  ‘What happened after you left art school?’


   


  The Mother had caused his room to be painted out. Egg yellow, and battleship grey. It clashed with the brown and cream of the exterior. On one of the offending walls he pinned a chart. On it were the names of everybody he had ever met who could conceivably be useful. There were company addresses too, culled from a local directory. As the letters came back, so they were crossed off; obliterated by squares of neat black felt-tip. Finally he was reduced to staring at the garden apple trees. The leaves fell in their season. The birds that clustered the twigs puffed out their feathers; it made them seem unnaturally large. He’d chucked the cinema job; his father never quite forgave him. He was working for a little garage now; decokes and tyre changes, odd driving jobs. His income had improved as a result. Sometimes he made fifty bob a week.


  There was a Revel, far away in Northerton. An invitation came but he ignored it. Heaven and Hell alike were closed to him.


  A girl called Sheila visited one day, out of the blue. For a moment the svelte stranger took his breath. She’d tried a stint as nurse, written the names of dead men on their feet; now she was managing a little beauty salon. And making it pay. He would have gone with her then; but her mother was sarcastic. Something to do with a broken marriage, never quite resolved.


   


  ‘Another Last Chance.’


  ‘It seemed so at the time.’


   


  At first the company didn’t answer his calls. He was puzzled; he didn’t recognize the buzz of a disconnected line. Finally he was granted an interview. His prospective employer was a short man in a bright drape suit. He had a heavy accent, hornrimmed glasses and wavy hair. They would have to train him, that much was certain; but that they were prepared to do. It would be a great opportunity. He became voluble. The money was in the streets, it was important that he understand. To make sure he repeated the phrase. The money was in the streets. To start with he would pay him six pounds ten a week. It was a minor fortune.


  The firm was run from a gaunt little shop in the backstreets of a neighbouring market town. Grubby muslin curtains screened the windows to above head height. To one side a portrait studio was rigged with lights, though he never saw it used. The salesmen usually took their coffee there. They were Polish like the boss. The photographer was a Free State man. His face was curiously pockmarked, his eyes an intense blue. Sometimes he would hand out leaflets about atrocities in Belfast jails. Freddy Rand the Manager would tell him to stick them up his arse. But he never took offence.


  Sometimes they’d let him take the van home. Luxury could know no further bounds. Lunchtimes he patronized an elderly restaurant that overlooked a little Zoopark. The waitresses were elderly too, the food was usually cold. He tried to tell himself he was a businessman.


   


  ‘What was the business?’


   


  His job at first was learning photo retouching, Richard the airbrush artist was a sallow man with a dark hairline moustache. He sat patiently on a high stool every day, fizzing away against a mask made from a piece of neg. Ten/eights of a succession of pudgy children blossomed with colour at his touch. Sometimes when the mood was on him he would argue with the boss. The voices would echo through the clapboard partition, meaningless floods of syllables. Two days a week though, sometimes three, he was on the road. The salesmen were working the new estates round Oxford. They usually claimed to be representing Cow and Gate; but the old hands at HP were never fooled. A woman puzzled him early on by asking who he was fronting for.


  He was on delivery; a Thames van piled with prints in cheap tin frames. The job, essentially, was simple enough. A card was made out for each print delivered. On it went the housewife’s signature, the husband’s first name and his place of work. Which was always Pressed Steel anyway. A deposit was extracted; in extremis, sixpence would do. Pride made them scrape their purses for the coin that sealed their fate. The amount was entered in pencil so it could later be adjusted. The weary folk he called on mostly knew that one as well. The van unloaded, he would drive into St. Giles. There, an HP company flaunted its name in yard-high chromium letters. He would sell the cards, for eighty per cent face value; the following up was left to specialists.


  The Manager was a Cardiff man, and proud of it. He told him the gutter was the proper place to start. It gave incentive, his life had been too soft. He took him round himself once, to point out stumer calls. Where they kept a guard dog, or the husband was home odd hours. He was surprised at the piles of goods they carried. Some of the selling methods were also new to him. He heard the shouting from inside one house while sitting in the car.


  One woman was pregnant. The Manager made a note to send round baby blankets. Later he explained the paradox. Once they got sufficiently out of their depth they took what the firm wished to sell them. Against threats of foreclosure, hidings from their lords and masters. The Manager’s favourite tale was of a cooker wheeled along the path with lunch still simmering on the hotplates. He jutted his pike jaw and laughed. He told him the money was in the streets as well.


  He was learning the city, by degrees. Folly and the Cornmarket, Carfax and the High. He’d wander sometimes, see the crowds of students. Their cars wore little beacons on the fenders; he’d watch the green lights glide mysterious, hear the talk and laughter. He’d turn then into the nearest pub, put three or four back fast. It seemed there was a lot to forget. There are many ways to reach the City of Dreaming Spires; he’d come there late, bearing the eighth plague of mankind.


   


  ‘I’m sorry. He hadn’t deserved that.’


  ‘Ah, but he knew he had you see. A judgement.’


  ‘For what?’


  ‘For squeezing Sandy’s tits.’


  ‘What happened finally? He couldn’t have stood it for long.’


  The other laughs. ‘He didn’t have to. He was run in as an IRA man.’


  ‘How could that possibly happen?’


  ‘Very simply. The work of a mere moment.’


   


  It was a Monday when he gave his notice in. A fortnight, since they’d always kept him two weeks in arrears. The little man was angry; white in the face, a flushed spot on each cheek. Never would he be canvassed like this again. Next time, would be a contract. The training, he had given it for nothing.


  He laughed at him, walked out for coffee. When he got back the CID were waiting. A sergeant and a constable. They bundled him into the studio, got between him and the door. There had been an arms raid in the night, a soldier had been shot. Maybe a bullet in the guts would wake him up.


  He was enabled to be calm. So finally they explained. One of Jimmy’s leaflets stuffed into his smock, the boss panting into the nick, saying please to come and take the Irish spy. Revenge of a pimp.


  He took the Thames van when they finally let him go. He drove to Northerton. They’d been a police digs once to pay his College fares, he knew one of the Inspectors. He was armoured in proof; but anger still made him concise. He told the tale, and the other sat and laughed. They weren’t interested in him; and they knew about James Tuoghy anyway. A little fish, who perhaps would lead to others. He told him the shop was fronting for a brothel, which he hadn’t known. Also that dirty pictures were a sideline. He asked him if a raid would be worthwhile. He shook his head. He had the run of the place lunchtimes; so there was nothing on the premises.


  He went back. Freddy was having a field day, Stan was looking sick. ‘Cut your throat over a drain they will,’ the Manager was saying. ‘You’ve had it this time, Stanislaus. Ksss, right through the fat. That’s what they do with informers…’ He was given three weeks’ money to get out. Told he’d already been trouble enough.


  He caught the bus back home. His bag was packed already. He slung some books in, took his typewriter. The Mother was at the hairdressers, he left a note. Said he would be staying for a time with friends.


  He took the train to Northerton, changed for Oxford. He waited on the platform where once he’d sat with Sandy. The very bench was there, its paint dull and chipped. It meant nothing to him.


  There were colours, lines of force. The Oxford train came in. A pretty girl followed him on board. He smiled, and she smiled back. The engine whistled briefly; a rumbling, and the platforms glided by. He half-reached for a cigarette and changed his mind. He slid the window open, let in bright air.


   


  ‘He seems to have taken it very calmly.’


  ‘It didn’t really touch him. He was going to the Sun. There was room for nothing else.’


  ‘How did you meet her? The first time?’


   


  It was raining, in town centre; and he was off his beat. He stared at the broad counter, watched the shapes of bottles reflecting in the wavy copper surface. He was indulging a fantasy. It had haunted him increasingly of late. He’d majored, and with honours. His first appointment was assured; now was the time of resting. Soon his lover would come, scotch scented on the bar stool, watch him with her brilliant, clever eyes.


  She came.


  He couldn’t believe her. Not at the first glance. She wore a full bright skirt, a little jacket. A bag was on her shoulder; crammed, and bulging. She eased it and watched back. Like he had watched the reflections of the bottles. Women appraise; she didn’t. Her hair was long; worn loose, but tucked back neatly from her face. She wore neat leather sandals, platform heels.


   


  ‘Hair colour?’


  ‘Deep, deep brown.’ The other stirs. ‘Aren’t you recording this?’


  ‘Isn’t it already written down?’


   


  A face had come to haunt him, through the years. It never existed though, not on the earth God made. Now he was looking at it. Never had cheekbones been so broad, so perfect. Her eyes were the colour of brook water, brown that became green. Her voice lisped too when she chatted with her group, and whispered. Water was flowing, there were sunlight sparkles. She’d laid aside the beaded belt when she stepped from Angkor Wat, the crossed scarves of fertility; they weren’t for mortal eyes.


   


  ‘A Goddess?’


  ‘From the first.’


  ‘Most women have no use for worshippers.’


  ‘She had her own philosophy.’


  ‘What did you do?’


   


  He sank his drink fast, ordered up another. He’d seen perfection now, so there was nothing more. He was like the friend of Berlioz, who shot himself for Music on the Opera steps. He had no pistol; but he had the means. G forces on the night road, sweeping curves where Fred had shown him motoring; a twitch was all it needed, easing of the wheel. He drank to find the fraction more of courage. He tried to feel sorry for the maroon and silver van; but that was the least of his concerns.


   


  ‘Love at first sight is a fallacy.’


  ‘He wasn’t in love. Except with an ideal. That’s always permissible.’


  ‘And did he kill himself?’


  The man in the bed smiles. ‘This is the skull of Oliver Cromwell. As a young boy.’


   


  Griff had taught him how to drink. Hold it down against the gagging. He hadn’t taught the use of chasers though. He clung to a wet lamp post, watched the pavements heave. His ears were singing, the keys fell with a tinkle. He pawed for them. She picked them up. Later she got her shoulder under his arm. He found that he could walk, although unsteadily.


   


  ‘That sort of thing doesn’t happen either.’


  ‘He was aware of that.’


   


  He climbed stairs, paused to rest at landings. She unlocked a door. Its paint was chipped and faded. Inside, the flat was orderly and neat. Though at the time he noticed very little. There was a divan, across which he sprawled. Later the room too started the ghastly tilting. Also he needed a loo. The flat was dark; he stumbled, knocked a lamp down. The door had been left ajar, the light was on. Otherwise he never would have found it. He leaned his head against the downpipe, knew he was going to die. But afterwards he managed better sleep.


  When he woke it was midmorning. He didn’t know for a moment where he was. Then memory returned, in part at least. He sat up, held his head. The movement started a swimming motion in the things around him. In time it eased.


  Voices were coming from the room next door. He heard a laugh and knew he could face no strangers. He tiptoed to the loo. Shaving things had been set out. Whether for himself or another, he couldn’t say. He puzzled, but the problem was insuperable. He used them finally, cleaned the razor with care. His head had cleared a little but he still felt curiously dull. As if his mind was wrapped in cotton wool. He leaned on the basin, stared into the mirror. His face was greyish, and he’d cut himself. He staunched the bleeding with a tissue, flushed it away. He wished to leave no debris; no trace of a gross presence.


  The flat was empty when he finally went through. He prospected cautiously, found the van keys on a sideboard. He picked them up, stood trying to make his brain work. Through the window, a tall stone tower seemed to stare. He didn’t even know what it was called.


  He wished to leave with no more fuss. But wrong to go without a note at least. And there was nothing on which to write. While he still revolved the problem he heard the downstairs door. She came in wearing a sweater, patched blue jeans. She carried a floppy folkweave shopping basket. A roll of French bread protruded from it. She said the weather was brightening, it would be a fine day.


   


  ‘Where was the flat?’


  ‘Off Longwall Street. Over a wholesale tyre place.’


  ‘The old part of the town?’


  ‘Quite elderly.’


   


  He didn’t know how to answer her. Or meet her eyes. She seemed to find nothing unusual in the situation. She chattered to him while she boiled a kettle. There were cups of strong sweet tea. The best thing for exotic alcohols. She sat down then cross-legged and studied him. He said, ‘I’ve got to ring my firm.’


  He said he’d had a breakdown, it was being fixed. He couldn’t call his parents, they weren’t on the phone. Freddy Rand promised to slip round. He wasn’t a bad bloke really. Despite his black-fringed eyes. He told him not to hurry, to enjoy the day. He said it was a pity he wasn’t with him. He knew some places you could get service after hours.


  She didn’t smoke herself. Except long black cheroots, to upset barmen. Nonetheless there were cigarettes by the divan. It was folded back now to make a couch. She had no lectures that day. Or so she claimed.


  He knew he could eat no lunch. But she ignored him. She made what she called a lazy Spanish omelette. Later he said, ‘I have to go back now,’ but she shook her head. She said, ‘Come and see the Colleges.’


  They blurred in memory, afterwards. Keble and Worcester, Trinity, Jesus, Lincoln. Everywhere, she was hailed by students. Some called her Granny. Each time she just grinned. They dodged through traffic to find the great calm quads. He was reduced afresh. Till finally he talked. Of art and Northerton, Frank Dwyer, Sandy, Jones. She laughed at him. She said, ‘You need some books with you. You’re a misplaced Don.’


  She was particularly interested in Sandy. She said she’d like to meet her. He was a little shocked.


   


  ‘The sacred and profane?’


  ‘Something like that. But she soon put him right. Said it was confused thinking. Sandy was an effect, and not a cause.’


  ‘What did she mean by that?’


  ‘He didn’t know. Not at the time.’


  ‘And the Estate women? The people he was conning?’


  ‘A surprise. She was contemptuous. She said stupidity deserved to rot. And anyway they probably had pointed fingers.’


  ‘What did she mean by that?’


  ‘She judged folk by their hands. That’s why she didn’t need to look them up and down.’


  ‘Why did she take him in? Did she ever explain?’


  ‘Irish women work from different bases. They’ll sometimes say goodnight to you, in Dublin.’


  ‘She was Irish?’


  ‘Her father had a Chair in Celtic Studies. I think there was money in the family too.’


  ‘And her mother?’


  ‘Her mother was dead. She didn’t often speak about her.’


   


  She wore no makeup. He thought he’d never seen a skin so fresh. Luminous almost. Later he too began to watch her hands. They were long-fingered. Broad across the knuckles, flat square nails. A lot of Celtic women have broad hands. They don’t conform to the Scand ideal of beauty.


  Oxford fragmented round her. Pointillist flashes that were sun through leaves. In St. Giles, a young man raised his hat. He was riding a penny-farthing. He dragged his time out with her, storing memories. The van was waiting still. So was the road.


   


  ‘He hadn’t lost the deathwish?’


  ‘He wanted to preserve the perfect moment.’


  ‘Most young men would have found her a cause for living.’


  ‘He wasn’t a young man. He was twenty three.’


   


  It seemed she read his thoughts. She had that knack. She asked him when he would be back. He shook his head. He said, ‘There wouldn’t be any point. You wouldn’t be here.’


  She considered the proposition. Or so it seemed. Ran her fingers on the van’s roof, drummed. She opened the door, and touched the steering rim. She looked up finally. She said, ‘Why don’t you come and see?’ Behind her was a grey stone frontage. Balliol.


   


  ‘A mystic process?’


  ‘Hardly. Oxford was life. It didn’t relate to him. It had become a comfort.’


  ‘So he went back?’


  ‘An obligation. She’d taken the prop away.’


  ‘It seems a bold step. After his disappointments. Wasn’t he afraid he was headed for another fall?’


  ‘He wasn’t headed anywhere. She existed, at a point. She was unique.’


   


  He drove fast, on the road to Northerton. Anticipating, gentling brake and throttle. Oxford released him, like a sudden slingshot; but perfectly in balance. Obeying some law of Motion.


  He cleaned the coil box before he took the Thames back in, brightened up some bolt heads. Nobody bothered to check though, except Freddy. And he wasn’t fooled. He made him up a tale. People always believe what they can understand. The Manager laughed and called him a dirty git. He laughed as well. Because he’d got it so wrong.


  His work received a massive impetus. The real work he’d begun, up in his room at nights. Sometimes the words would start to come as the shop door tinkled closed. Dancing, only needing to be set down. A bus hooted as he paused in midstride, struck by a new thought. It seemed he straddled two timestreams at once. A book had taken fire on him; he’d read of such things happening, never believed.


   


  ‘What was he working on?’


  ‘He’d called it The Cannon Masters. It went through as Alexander’s Dust.’


  ‘An historical.’


  ‘Fifteenth century. Before milled powder. They mixed the charges in tubs. With wooden spades.’


   


  Shirley followed the cannon train, a barefoot doxy. Some of the time she was a Countess too; though later her hair changed colour radically. And who for the double-dealing Count but Stanislaus? It was a sprawling Pantomime, stinking of black powder.


   


  ‘You did him too much honour.’


  ‘Hardly. You didn’t read the shootout.’


   


  The phallic symbolism worried him. But she just laughed. Told him he was out of date. Sometimes she’d spy on him. Rest one arm lightly on his shoulder. The sense of pressure remained, after she’d moved away.


   


  ‘He stayed with her?’


  ‘For a time. Till he got sorted. It was a big enough flat.’


  ‘She seems to have led a remarkably untrammelled life. For the period at least.’


  The other considers. ‘Rules never seemed to be meant for her. Anyway I think there was a touch of nepotism too.’


  ‘She told you?’


  ‘Hinted at it. She said Oxford and Dublin had always been incestuous.’


  ‘Didn’t the arrangement ever worry him?’


  ‘In what respect?’


  ‘She was lame-ducking. It was a sensitive area.’


  The other shakes his head. ‘She put him right on that as well. Told him if he’d been really lame he could have rotted with the rest.’ He smiles. ‘Some of her attitudes would have shaken Genghis Khan. They surfaced at the oddest damn times too. Never when you were expecting it.’


  ‘What happened when he first went down?’


  ‘She made him ring his father. At the theatre. It was just as well.’


  ‘Why so?’


  ‘He was in tears. A deeply feeling man. He went back at the weekend. After that he travelled regularly.’


  ‘What was he living on? He couldn’t have had much put by.’


  ‘There was a hundred in a Savings Bank. A lot of money, those days. And after a week or two he got a part time job.’


  ‘Doing what?’


  ‘There was a little cinema. The Americans would call it an Art House. He saw the Bolshoi there. The first time ever.’


  ‘It eased his father’s mind.’


  ‘Quite so. Something he could relate to.’


  ‘Didn’t he consider it a backward step?’


  ‘In a way I suppose. But it wasn’t for very long.’


  ‘And was he happy?’


  The man in the bed considers again. ‘I think he saw a pattern. He’d made it you see, to Oxford. If he’d been earlier, she wouldn’t have been there.’


  ‘So it was her, and not the City.’


  ‘It was both. A symbiosis.’


  ‘What was it like?’


  The other smiles. ‘It was the Shining Place.’


   


  A man in a boater drove a Rolls-Royce down the High. Verdi blasted from the open sunshine roof. She bought flowers, in the covered market behind the Turl. They went on to the White Hart then. Before the juke box came. Later the flat would fill up with her friends. The coffee cups gathered on the carpet, the record-player wailed the Vedic hymns. It was a cause célèbre; they’d bait her with the Celts. Always, she would rise to it.


   


  ‘It was already an interest?’


  ‘More of a passion.’


   


  Once started, she was all but impossible to stop. Not that he ever tried. He’d watch her face, the shapes her hands made, circling. He came to know their history; the tribes and hordes of them, spilling from their heartlands wave on wave to harass Britain, Italy, the Indus. A two-pronged exodus, seeding the known world; till Brennius threw his sword onto a Roman scales, the baleful yell ‘Vae victis’ passed to history. They came alive; the heroes and the peat flames, above all the women. She searched, she said once, for a link; the paleskinned Brahmins with their complex creed were Celtic, just as surely as the whispering folk of Eirann. Sanskrit fitted Gaelic, like the parts of a jumbled puzzle. Tectonic plates, that ground and overlapped.


   


  ‘Did she have the Gaelic?’


  ‘She could get by. Her grammar wasn’t good though. Or so she said. It was always an annoyance to her. She swore she’d learn it properly one day; but I don’t think she ever did.’


  ‘Her interest was romantic?’


  ‘Not at all. She’d met Markale. She identified the Ur-homeland. Years before the Russians.’


  ‘Was she always serious-minded?’


  ‘Lord no, she could be as dippy as they come. It depended how the mood took her. She did a lot of work for OUDS. She was always in trouble with her tutors over it.’


  ‘The stage appealed to her?’


  ‘The quality of fantasy. She loved to dress up, be somebody else. It was an edge for her. The Celts were drawn to edges. Gateways to the Otherworld. Sea meeting land.’


  ‘That was the reason she gave?’


  ‘She’d give a hundred reasons. If you asked a hundred times. She said once she was hooked on pretty girls, she liked to watch their legs. She had a big old folio of Khmer art. Angkor Wat, the friezes. She’d stare at it for hours. Hypnotize herself.’


  ‘It showed a lot more than their legs.’


  ‘Precisely.’


  ‘She was a student of erotica?’


  ‘Not as such. She had the concept of an enclosed figure. The Apsara was sufficient to herself. It was difficult to tell though.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘She liked to shock. She said once Sheela-na-gig pulling her vulva open was the most potent image in art.’


  ‘And you accepted that?’


  ‘The one advantage. I was on surer ground, when it came to art.’


   


  She taught him how to pronounce her name; the ‘a’ long, Grania, as in art. She said it meant the Sun; though in the Munster dialect it meant grain. There too he could follow her; for the sun draws up the yellow crop it ripens. ‘She ripens,’ she would tell him, and laugh at his uncertainty. Nonetheless he was intrigued. It was a restating; luminescence of the dying Nash, grain as Sun Flower. The symbols, for her, were precise. In folios culled from the Ashmolean, the sun disc rolled the land.


  He tabbed for closedown, brought the nonsync in. Through it the book was finished, finally; the fougasse rained its stones, the gates of cities fell. Firedrakes abounded; thunder rolled as Jehan Mastergunner bombarded the gates of heaven, or of hell.


   


  ‘And did he market it?’


   


  He was too green to know his limitations. Or the new light was too intense. He picked an agent from the yearbook with a pin, fired off a manuscript.


   


  ‘That seems a sensible thing to do.’


  The other laughs. ‘You don’t find agents, they find you. He was still wet behind the ears.’


  ‘But it did work out.’


  ‘From his point of view, yes. Very well. It was worth two hundred pounds. He got two thousand.’


  ‘It was so very good?’


  ‘An average first novel. A certain potential perhaps; but very much a young man’s book.’


  ‘Then he was fortunate.’


  The other laughs again. ‘Publishing can be a strange affair.’


  ‘Did it do well?’


  ‘It had to. There was a heavy investment.’


  ‘I gather he didn’t think too much of publishers.’


  ‘Some publishers perhaps. Not others.’


  ‘What did his young friend make of it?’


  ‘She approved. Said it avoided fantasy.’


  ‘She disapproved of fantasy?’


  ‘It was her lifeblood. But it must spring from truth. She cried for Muzzlehatch. Said she’d have gassed the hobbits in their burrows.’


  ‘A trifle disloyal perhaps.’


  ‘Her loyalties were pre-empted. Even then.’


  He bought an MG car. A hundred and fifty seemed a lot to lay out all at once. She laughed at him. Women have little use for money in the bank.


   


  ‘She had her normal aspects then?’


  ‘She was the ultimate Woman. That was never in doubt.’


   


  He barnstormed with them, did the summer Review. A Don with a puncture leaned his bike against the set. The back tyre was flat, and yet he pumped the front. He asked if the two did not communicate. The dimmer banks ran down from tailboards, flats were scurried in through dock doors; she sat in an urchin’s grubby cap, smudge-faced and solemn, whispered scurrilous things. She climbed the pros arch side, a mountaineer, her bottom neat in jeans.


   


  ‘He found her desirable?’


  ‘He’d have liked to hug her round the thighs. Just once. So memory could be complete.’


  ‘And nothing more?’


  ‘He’d have sawn his hand off first, at the wrist.’


  ‘That seems extreme.’


  ‘Not for what he felt. Besides, he’d learned his lesson. In a hard school.’


  ‘And Oxford?’


  The other is quiet for a moment, reflecting. ‘Oxford ends for everyone,’ he says. ‘He took a shadowy Degree. She got a First. She had that sort of brain.’


   


  He went home, to a house that seemed too small. There was work to do. The MG’s wooden subframes, long strakes on which they’d built her like a boat, had rotted through. Ash was unprocurable; he found a woodyard that would cut him Japanese oak. He scarved in the replacements, tailoring them with care, shaped new floorboards from thick marine ply. Later he rebuilt the rear wheel arches too. He felt no sense of haste or urgency; each day, the work it brought, was sufficient to itself. He stripped the running boards, recellulosed, flooded each coat thinly with a brush. The end result looked almost like a spray job. Finally he silvered the roadwheels, the fifth she carried holstered in her wing. It was a work of love.


   


  ‘And where was Gráinne, all this time?’


  ‘At home. She said she’d be away two months, she’d write when she got back.’


  ‘And he never doubted?’


  ‘There was no room for doubt.’


  ‘He’d learned a lot of trust.’


  ‘She wasn’t like other women.’


   


  The book proofs came for checking. His father looked appalled. Asked him if he’d got to read that lot. He laughed. Said he’d had to write it, hadn’t he? He carried the fat paperbacks to his room, savoured for the first time the sea-change wrought by print. He hesitated over the prelims. No doubt in his mind to whom the dedication belonged; but his parents had first claim. In the end the page stayed blank.


  He gave the spare copy to The Mother. Relinquishing it was like giving up part of himself. She flung it on the sideboard. Later it graced the book case, placed carefully upside down.


   


  ‘That seems a little childish.’


  ‘Her grip on him was loosening. She resented it. Though she hadn’t rationalized the thought. She wasn’t a thinking woman.’


   


  The letter came. He made his goodbyes quickly. His Dad asked him to write. Said The Mother worried. He set his mouth. He knew when he had gone, his father would weep again. He started the MG, drove up through the town. Turned her long bonnet south and west, for Cheltenham.


   


  ‘And yet they were not lovers.’


  ‘At that time, no.’


  ‘Did she ever say why she wanted him with her?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘Something in him that she seemed to recognize. It took a long time for her to understand. And even longer for him.’


   


  He never forgot his first sight of the town. White buildings from a picture book, full-breasted caryatids smiling from the Colonnade. There was a breadth and splendidness. It was Oxford over again. The MG seemed at home.


   


  ‘What was she doing there?’


  ‘She’d gone into journalism. She wanted provincial experience before she tackled London.’


  ‘A surprising step perhaps.’


  ‘She could have made a success of many things. The theatre, television; she had the right connections.’


  ‘But it didn’t appeal?’


  ‘She wasn’t ready for it yet.’


   


  He got himself a bedsit. Digs were easy, those days. Another book was shaping. Writing it was to take him three years though.


  Wessex was once more a Kingdom. The open downland suited the MG. He’d ease the throttle, breasting the long slopes; till he could hear the tyre hiss, chuckle of the tacho. The gearshift clinked and thudded, like an ironclad switch; in towns, he’d keep the thirty beacon flickering. Driving was an art form. She sat beside him, nose buried in her maps.


   


  ‘They toured a lot together?’


  ‘Constantly.’


  ‘Was there a pattern?’


  ‘She said she was looking for the Celts.’


   


  To the south, Corfe Castle reared a ravaged face. It guarded older things. The wind blew in, swirling the May mist; Sarum loomed and Badbury Rings, grey whaleback of the Maiden where he first felt fear. They tied her wrists, cut her poor head with swords. He woke from the dream still shouting. The MG waited, smelling of dust and leather.


  Three days from Christmas he drove to White Horse Vale. He stood with her high on the hill, watched the red sun balance on world-rim. The air knifed at him, spiced with frost, the white fields shone. He felt the dynamo.


   


  ‘The dynamo?’


  ‘Something she could do. Almost an audible buzzing. She didn’t look at him, but she was electricity. He wanted to slide his hand in hers, but did not.’


  ‘He couldn’t believe.’


  ‘He was unwilling to.’ The other chuckles. ‘How little the words can do. To hold her hand, in trust, and feel it warm. Empires could fall.’


  ‘Then one must feel the meaning.’


  ‘I felt it a moment ago.’


   


  She’d booked a flight to Dublin. By eight he was at Heathrow. He drove on northward, slowly. There was a hollowness, in the deep core of him. And a cold space beside him that was hers.


  She’d left a hankie, tucked in the dash cubby. The comfort was absurd.


  They had a Christmas party of their own. Two long weeks later. He’d never seen a woman carry so much with her; he’d bought her a leather shoulder bag to hold it all, pouches all over it that buckled closed. She squealed with delight, and kissed him. A few days later the bag was crammed as well.


  Uffington appalled and fascinated; the horse that was a Dragon on its hill, strange folding of the land, the Smithy crouching with its tall stone ears. The Ridgeway curved to distance, rutted with the marks of tractor wheels; she said she’d like to ride it, all of it, one day. Though there, he couldn’t follow.


  They knew a little pub, in Woolstone village. A Snow White place, so out of tune; but fox heads on the wall, a grinning badger. They came in March, sat listening to the wind rise, blustering. Later, on a whim, they drove back onto the high, humped hill. The wind plucked at the long car, rocking. Far off an instant pinprick light was flashing, brightening half the sky. He’d seen it once from Oxford, it had puzzled him for years. He said he’d like to train a telescope, see what was there in daylight. It spooked her; later he too felt unease. She’d climbed from the motor, told him not to follow; he listened to the gusting, felt the MG move again. Dark vibes seemed to pour down from the crest; there was a drumming too, like hooves. On nights like this, they said, the Horse reared up; came to be shod, by the only Smith who dared. He wound the window, called; and she said, ‘Hey…’ Indignant, and then chuckled. She’d squatted, piddling; later she took his hand.


   


  ‘How did they come together? Finally?’


   


  He was at the flat. It was late, past midnight; but she wouldn’t have him leave. She seemed invested by an odd excitement; made cup after cup of coffee, smoked her black cigars. He for his part was stubborn; sullen almost, which was rare when in her company. He’d been out with her that day, to Roundway Down; poring over a map together, he’d felt the dynamo. Stronger than before. And again that night at a pub he’d found in Winchcombe, where he’d ring to have them put the wine on ice. He was alarmed then and embarrassed, because she would act the goat; she an American starlet, he the producer she was trying to impress. She hacked his shins beneath the table, till he had to play his part; and then folk gave up all pretence of eating, sat wide-eyed and with forks poised till they’d done. She swept out shouting she wasn’t that sort of girl, what would they say in Okonomee, Ill: now it seemed the devil hadn’t left her, because she worried at him like a dog a bone. The more he refused to answer, the more she pestered.


   


  ‘What was the question?’


  ‘She’d asked him if she wanted him to love her, would he do it.’


  ‘That seems straightforward enough. What was the problem?’


  ‘He said the situation couldn’t arise. There wasn’t an answer, so there couldn’t be a question.’


  ‘Hardly a new philosophic stance.’


  ‘It was for him. He’d just invented it.’


  ‘And how was it resolved?’


  ‘She went round, put out all the lights but one. She walked up to him and kissed him.’


  ‘She’d kissed him before.’


  ‘Not like that. It was the first geis.’


  ‘What did he do?’


  ‘Very little. He was too surprised.’


   


  She pushed away then, held him at arms length and stared. She said, ‘Now you can go home.’


  He started the car, drove back to his pad. He parked outside, sat drumming his fingers on the wheel. He lit a cigarette and smoked it down. He let himself in, climbed stairs to his room. It was in disarray as usual, papers scattered round the typewriter. He kept a bottle of whisky in the cupboard, the cupboard under the sink that served as larder. He poured himself two fingers, drank it down. He poured another; finally he went to bed. The sky was paling before he closed his eyes. His sleep was much disturbed. He woke again at eight, washed blearily and shaved. He didn’t really want to face the day.


   


  ‘I don’t quite follow. Did he not desire her?’


  ‘More than the sky and earth. She dissolved his soul.’


  ‘Then why was he so unwilling?’


  ‘It seemed he could see the future. The beginning of the end.’


  ‘He still went with her though.’


  ‘Finally. He thought it would be a quick bright death. He didn’t know it would last the rest of time.’


   


  He bought some flowers, on a market stall. Bronze tulips, opening. To peer into the bud of each seemed strange. Black stamens stared; the stalks curved, thrusting upward. Each burst of form and texture was a Statement. He shook his head. His life seemed shapeless suddenly, full of loose ends. He wished awareness; as he had been aware rebuilding the MG. There were scents of wood; shaving, each razor stroke a thing complete. An act. Walking, his feet fell consciously in line. The ratchet handbrake of the MG clicked; chrome signal lever, gently eased. Sage green of carpeting, neat black of doorsill, grey of road. Reverse lock made a little tinkle, as he closed the flap.


  She seemed uncertain, seeing him. Her low voice sounded husky. She said, ‘Did you get mad?’ and he said, ‘No.’ He kissed her. He was conscious of her shoulders, under her shirt. The breadth of them, their setting. Her belly bulged a little under the wide, tight belt. She was a complex organism; sinew and muscle, bone. He traced, his fingertip, the angle of her jaw. Intoxicated by Line.


  She had taught him love of Britten. Between the Serenade and Nocturne lay the world of Sense. He dreamed about him once; in a plain pub, with wooden boards and tables. He sat alone, stared quietly at a glass; beauty and terror were held in check, like dogs. Now he could listen, back pressed to her knees.


   


  ‘So he made no more advances? At that time?’


  ‘He made no advances ever.’


  ‘Your story becomes stranger.’


  ‘It shouldn’t. She was an explosion, in the brain. It was enough.’


  ‘Touch of a hand?’


  ‘Precisely.’


   


  He had entered, so it seemed, a new stage of awareness. Images of her circled, sometimes as he sat with her. So once again he lived within two timestreams. She climbed the pros arch side, looked down and laughed; ran through St. Giles, under summer trees. She squatted in the car park, wind whipped hair; there was the quick defencelessness of thighs.


   


  ‘A strange moment to return to.’


  ‘I told you once before. He was a savage.’


   


  She had a week of holiday; and the book, that had slowed and faltered, could be put aside. She’d bought a tent; a massive framed affair, bell end and built-in groundsheet. He helped her pack it in the car. Or fetched and carried to her ordering. The boot was small; the canvas took up most of the back seat. She rearranged the long rolls, time on time; till finally she was satisfied. She laid on top of them, in polythene, a new white dress. But she was far from finished. There was the hamper, clinking musically. Entre deux Mers she favoured, sometimes Beaujolais. The canvas holdall followed, and the sleeping bags. He was unused to them; she’d shown him how two could be turned to one by zipping. He made a gap at one stage in the load, so he could use the mirror. She filled it.


   


  ‘She was an experienced camper?’


  ‘She claimed to be. Though once she forgot the pegs.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘He went back for them. It didn’t matter. He was still with her.’


   


  They entered Purbeck. Evening was falling, they’d idled on the way. Corfe ruins were half lost in pouring light. She knew a campsite, hidden behind trees. They turned from the main road by a big Shell station. The MG’s silencer scraped and bumped on ruts. A wire was stretched across the track, hung with a grubby rag. She unhooked for him, waved the car on through. Beyond was a swell of grass. He crawled across it, undercart still bottoming. The spinney lay to one side, shadowy. The last of the sunlight misted Nine Barrow Down. Beyond, invisible, was the sea. He turned the engine off. The place was silent.


  There was a standpipe, fixed above an old, iron bath. She kicked her shoes off, squelched through mud to it. He pitched the tent. Later, she cooked supper. The air cooled, with the setting of the sun; she put a sweater on. Her dirty feet roused odd emotions in him.


  She washed the plastic dishes, helped him dry. He went outside, dropped the wide flap behind him. He sat on the MG’s wing and smoked a fag, watched as the light moved to the inner tent. He heard the hissing as the Lilo was inflated. Finally she put her head out. She said, ‘Aren’t you coming to bed?’


  He considered, watching the dark bulk of down. Finally he said, ‘Is that what you really want?’ And she said, ‘Yes.’


   


  ‘And what would he have done? If she hadn’t called him in?’


  ‘Slept in the car. It wouldn’t have been the first time.’


  ‘Are you sure of that?’


  ‘There was no question. He was quite prepared.’


   


  She sat and watched him, knees drawn up. She wore no clothes at all now, and her hair was loose. She shook it. He undressed. Curiously, he felt no shame. She knelt before him then. She said, ‘Haven’t you ever been hard?’ She bowed her head. He raised her.


   


  ‘An embarrassment.’


  ‘He felt it was demeaning to her. He hadn’t fully understood her nature.’


   


  He had considered, vaguely, the apparatus of lovemaking. He found the thought disgusted her. She said, ‘You will come out though, won’t you?’ It all seemed very natural.


  She rode him, in the early dawn. When she offered her breast he turned his head away. But she just laughed. ‘You goose,’ she said, ‘that’s what they’re for.’


  He put the kettle on, fetched papers from the village shop. She drank the tea he brought her, but she wouldn’t dress. Later she called him back to bed.


   


  ‘She gave him everything. Because he’d asked for nothing.’


  ‘Vulgar psychology. It might have worked with Sandy.’


  ‘What happened afterwards?’


  ‘She was excited. Something she believed. She told him about Gráinne and Diarmaid.’


  ‘And had he heard the story?’


  ‘He must have, at one time. But he’d forgotten.’


  ‘Refresh my mind.’


  ‘She was the loveliest woman in the land. Her father Cormac was its wisest King. One day the great MacCumhaill came down to Tara to demand her hand. She went to her own Hall. She sent for the hero Diarmaid.’


  ‘Who wouldn’t go with her. From loyalty.’


  ‘Precisely. So she cast the geis. A sort of magic dare. He couldn’t refuse.’


  ‘But neither did he touch her.’


  ‘One day, Gráinne was walking beside a brook. Some mud splashed up beneath her kilt. She called him. Said even mud was braver than a hero.’


  ‘And so he took her.’


  ‘The second geis. The stain had made her mortal.’


   


  He watched the sun sink, from the quiet tent flap. As he had watched before. He said, ‘I like the bit about the mud. I think it turns me on.’


  She punched him. She said, ‘Typical. Darling, let’s go to bed.’


   


  ‘So she believed the legend?’


  ‘She believed them all. She said they were like Greek myth. They defined human types. But nobody had realized. Gráinne was too beautiful to touch. So she was the loneliest Woman. Derdriu was her heroine as well. Smashing her brains out, for an old man’s lust.’


  ‘Her thinking had advanced.’


  ‘It was another phase.’


   


  It seemed her mind was made up many ways. She shopped in Dorchester. He bought an ounce of Condor in an old tobacconists. She didn’t like his cigarettes; so he had determined he would smoke a pipe.


  She met him outside the chemists, eyes like saucers. She said, ‘They’ve got to see us both.’ He shook his head. She kept on, dragging at his sleeve; but he just laughed. He was beginning to know her, just a little.


  He was uncertain, when she showed the dural tube. She said, ‘Now you can stay in.’ He shook his head. He said, ‘That isn’t safe.’ She was serene though. She said, ‘It always works for me.’ Later the gel ran from her, in a blood-hot stream. She wiped it, chuckling. She said, ‘You are a messy thing.’


   


  ‘It didn’t trouble him that she’d had other lovers?’


  ‘He recognised the trap. He didn’t own her.’


   


  He slept with her at Cheltenham. One final time. She had to go away. The days dragged by like weeks.


  He couldn’t sit at the novel. In a sense, he didn’t need it. He got into the car, just drove. He bought a dress for her, of printed Indian cotton.


   


  ‘Where did he see it?’


  ‘On a market stall. Flying and flapping, like a flag. The sky seemed washed above it. Bright clouds hurrying.’


  ‘What was her dress size?’


  ‘Now, that would be telling…’


   


  He bought himself some laces too. On a stall that sold nothing else. The bundles of them, hanging, were made of silver and gold.


   


  ‘Visionary?’


  ‘Drugged. The brain can make its own lysergic acid.’


   


  She wore the dress for him just three days later. She pulled a strand of hair across her mouth, in a bar where he could do nothing, parted her lips. In revenge he squeezed her little-finger tip. She stiffened. She whispered, ‘That went straight between my legs.’ After which he couldn’t wait till they got home. For a bet, she put her feet up on the MG’s roof.


  A thunderstorm moved across the town. The caryatids gleamed with rain. The great peals woke them both. She was excited. They joined; but that time it was not enough. She wanted his fingers too. Later they went back into the West.


   


  ‘It’s strange.’


  ‘How so?’


  ‘You make the town a stage set. Nothing moving.’


  The other smiles. ‘Another effect of editing. I’m glad it worked.’


  ‘They must have both had friends.’


  ‘There were many others. More for her of course.’


  ‘But they didn’t impinge.’


  ‘It’s science fictional I suppose. We faced each other naked. In a great arena.’


  ‘A species of combat almost.’


  ‘Perhaps. A problem was to be resolved.’


  ‘And was it?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘Not at the time.’


  ‘What was the fascination with the West?’


  ‘She said it was the oldest Part of Five.’


  ‘The others being?’


  ‘A Vedic notion. North, South, East and Where I Am. She said the Goidels brought it with them. The folk who became the Irish.’ The other considers. ‘It’s odd how it seems to work out.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘North for history, East for battles. Hence the Ulster Cycle. South for commerce, so they founded Cork. West was for magic. Gráinne fled to Munster. Some say Innisfree.’


  ‘The Part of the Women.’


  ‘That’s what she called Dorset sometimes. There was a languidness. The hills were grassy breasts.’


  ‘And was there magic?’


   


  Six o’clock sunlight lay across the field. The inner tent though was still shadowy. She seemed tiny to him; lost among blankets, the tumbled clothes and books. ‘There’s a Goddess in this sleeping bag,’ he said, ‘but I can’t find her.’ She chuckled, guided his hand. She was ready, so he loved her. She was still sleepy; her eyes drifted closed soon after, her breathing steadied again. Later he made tea. Breakfast was oatcakes, rinded Scottish cheese. He sat at the tent flap, filled a pipe. The sun was higher now; cattle were lowing, off beyond the hill. He was aware of the field, the circling trees; grass blades individual, insects that moved between. He realized, all was well. It was a new thought for him. He savoured it, revolving. In time it seemed his mind moved out, beyond the hills that rolled on infinite. There were other skies, beneath them standing stones. It seemed he was a part of all his consciousness recorded. Later the notion ceased to trouble him. He hung in bright space, thoughtless.


  She sat beside him, arms linked round her knees. The breeze moved in her hair, stirred tiny wisps. A milk-churn clanking came from by the farm. He straightened, saw his watch. An hour had gone by; in the village, pubs were opening their doors.


   


  ‘Sixth stage of contemplation.’


  ‘I wouldn’t make so high a claim. It was a strange experience though. A moment of total rest. The first he could recall.’


  ‘And he attributed it to her?’


  The other smiles. ‘She was beside him. So she shared in it.’


   


  Bath was waiting, waters of great Sul. The grubby streets seemed tired, the King’s Spring lured. She said she’d like to sit there, where steam and warmth arose. It was another Image, to be stored away. Later she spread her legs as far as they would go, lay till he looked up.


   


  ‘A device to rouse him.’


  ‘Not wholly. Her body fascinated her. She said once she was in love with it. She had pet names for parts of it. A private language.’


  ‘Surely a little strange.’


  ‘By some standards perhaps. But not by hers. She said King Pasenadi’s wife loved herself best of all. And Buddha blessed her for it. Said she was wise among women.’


  ‘Did they never use hotels?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘The thought appalled her. Mr. and Mrs. Smith. And getting the right finger for the ring. She never could remember which it was. He’d try to show her; but she’d pull her hand away.’


  ‘There were areas of sensitivity.’


  ‘Decidedly. I think there was another reason though.’


  ‘Which was?’


  ‘A Mystery. She needed to lie on earth.’


  ‘The pagan side of her.’


  ‘She was pagan through and through. He only slowly came to know.’


  ‘Some folk would say immoral. At the time at least.’


  ‘Her morality was higher than his. And theirs.’


   


  The Rollright stones, to her, were rotted sex. Diseased. Stonehenge was strong and clean; it scoured the spirit. He wondered if she even saw the trippers. The wind blew always cold, across the Plain; the stones reared up, aloof. They tidied its environs; toilets and gift shops scurried underground, the circular horizon once more came to be. She breathed the better for it. Told him it was another Edge, all round about.


   


  ‘It sounds an ideal time.’


  ‘It had its moments. There were others though.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘She hadn’t lost her craziness. She painted the flat right through once, tangerine. Laughed at him when he jibbed. Then tried to analyse his fear of orange. Later on she got involved with leys. Even joined a Group. She kept on till they had a row about it. He said she wouldn’t find what she was looking for among a bunch of weirdos.’


  ‘I take it that wasn’t appreciated.’


  ‘She went upstage on him. The first time ever. Asked how he knew what she was looking for. Reminded him he was only male.’


  ‘What did he do?’


  ‘Walked out on her. For three whole days. He tried to work on the book.’


  ‘But it didn’t go well.’


  ‘You can’t write a book till you know what the end’s going to be.’


  ‘So he went back.’


  ‘The pressure became too great. He threw a drunk to ease it. Woke up next morning and knew he was insane. He was afraid as well. He’d never been more frightened in his life.’


  ‘She took him back though.’


  ‘She enjoyed it. Said it was so nice making up, they’d have to do it all over again.’


  ‘She was an enthusiastic lover.’


  ‘She split his lip once for him. Put a butterfly dressing on.’


  ‘She had nursing training?’


  ‘She had unexpected talents.’


  ‘And his parents? All this time?’


   


  Dark clouds were growing, at the fringe of sight. Ranks had pulled out; his Dad ran half a scruffy booth, over a bingo salon. The high old days were done; straw amber in the floats for Hamlet, queues down Bakehouse Hill. The Teenage Werewolves snarled, the skinflicks came and went; the trade sawed at its own throat, tiredly. While his Dad looked at the Towers with their cartwheel spools and shook his head. ‘A lashup, boy,’ he said. ‘A bloody lashup…’


  For a time, he drove up once a month. Insensibly, the intervals grew longer. Sometimes he was shocked by the change in him; the eyes deep-hollowed, face cadaverous. ‘Hoi,’ he’d shout to his gaptoothed Second, ‘hoi…’ And Second would smile and bob, and say, ‘Yes, Chiefie,’ and not meet his eyes. He’d get a dead man’s shoes, one day; but the toes would be stuffed with paper.


  He retreated, mentally. He lived within Gráinne now, inside her orbit; the circling, circled Fact. She magnetized; her body under cotton, linen, wool. She stroked his hardness, chuckling; the hot seed pumped, ran back in tidal flows.


   


  ‘A lusting.’


  The other considers. ‘Lust lay in memory,’ he says. ‘In needing the next time.’


  ‘His attitude was changing, subtly.’


  The man in the bed nods. ‘A resentment. Undefined at first. In a deep way, she was using him.’


  ‘But he continued to satisfy her.’


  The other smiles. ‘There was a rosiness,’ he says at length. ‘A fullness. I can’t find better words. She said she had a perfect bottom for making love.’


  ‘What did she mean by that?’


  ‘I’m not sure. She was long-bodied, like so many Celts. Broad-hipped. She would have borne strong children. And been a longhaired Mother.’


  ‘The image seems important.’


  ‘The most pagan thing of all.’


  ‘Was the matter ever discussed?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘He sensed a prohibition. One of many.’


  ‘Was she sympathetic to his problems?’


  ‘She distanced herself. Another trick she had. Said it would work out one day.’


  ‘Another cause of tension perhaps.’


  ‘I think it must have wounded him.’


  ‘Did she ever go north with him?’


  ‘Just once. He pestered her. Till finally she gave in. For the first time, it was like dragging rock.’


  ‘What happened?’


   


  He’d thought she’d light the hard grey streets. Instead, they dimmed her. In the little booth, the noise appalled; clatter of the old twinned mechs, competing tinniness of monitors. The Mother stared with her angry china eyes; there was too-sweet tea, cakes on plastic doilies. On the road back he said, ‘I’m sorry.’ She shook her head. ‘It’s all right,’ she said. ‘It doesn’t matter.’ But her eyes were distant.


   


  ‘Did she like his father?’


  ‘She cried. Then went on her knees and kissed him. She said he was a Man.’


  ‘That must have made his year.’


  ‘It made his life. He died a fortnight later.’


   


  There are two Worlds. One with your father in it, one without. He drove up, under the different-coloured sky. His hair was overlong; The Mother cut it for him. Later the chain saws buzzed all day, felling the backyard trees. When it was a square of clay and roots she said, ‘Now make me a garden.’


   


  ‘Why did she do that?’


  ‘She said she needed light.’


  ‘And did it satisfy her?’


  ‘God’s light was never enough.’


   


  The house was being emptied too, of rubbish. Then things that were not rubbish. A fire burned all the week, on the flat top of the air raid shelter. She held court, crying regal tears. He made tea for the endless visitors; she’d order him from the room then, call him a scruffy sod. Each evening he rang Cheltenham. But the phone was never answered.


   


  ‘She was away from the flat a lot?’


  ‘Increasingly. She said she was doing postgrad work.’


  ‘What, exactly?’


  ‘She never told him. Or he never asked.’


  ‘Did he not remonstrate with The Mother?’


  ‘You can’t talk to a machine. It doesn’t hear you.’


   


  Three weeks later he walked out, drove fast to Cheltenham. When he let himself into his room the phone was ringing. He grabbed it with wild hope. It was The Mother though, shouting that she was through with him. He hung up on her, went out for a drink. A barmaid told him she was sorry about his Dad. He thought how kind it was.


   


  ‘What happened to The Mother, finally?’


  ‘She sold up, found a widower. It didn’t take too long. There’s always an endless supply of patient fools.’


   


  He went round to the flat. Gráinne was back. She was playing Scheherezade. He’d never liked it overmuch himself. That night he rode the rollers.


  There were other trips. When she could fit them into her busy schedule. There was a new urgency. He needed to drive through her, into earth. It seemed she felt it too. ‘Screw me,’ she would whisper. ‘Do it hard…’ Till she became a mother, in her deepness.


   


  ‘He was trying to go back.’


  ‘Perhaps.’


   


  They’d picked up an old tourer for a song, stashed it at the hidden site on Purbeck. Winter was coming though; the windows streamed with condensation, water puddled the floor. The cold was seeping into everything. It vibrated, deep inside him; till he needed stasis, above all else. She shook her head, a pony in a cloud of flies. Her sex, her body, were her own; hadn’t she loved enough, without the blessing of a God? She shouted at him; finally, she cried.


   


  ‘Some women can cry easily.’


  ‘She couldn’t. When she wept, it was a storm.’


  ‘What happened afterwards?’


   


  He couldn’t believe the things his hands were doing. Packing and sorting, discarding. He still owned very little; so it didn’t take much time. It seemed a part of him stood back, sure that the rest would stop its work; the body, fingers. But it did not. He took the key back in, and paid his rent. A final weakness made him drop a note into the flat; his Agent’s address, so at a need she could contact him. He took the London Road; A40, all the way. Through Oxford. Again, his mind seemed split. A dozen times it seemed he turned the motor, raced back to the West; but the long bonnet still pointed toward night. Her face floated tearful in the clouds; anger sustained him, driving it away. There was no single point of no return.


   


  ‘He was trying to force her hand.’


  The other smiles. ‘The capitalism of sex. The very trap he’d avoided for so long.’


  ‘You mentioned a resentment.’


  ‘He’d seen what she had done.’


  ‘And what was that?’


  ‘Played out the Gráinne myth. Her namesake. It was always in her mind.’


  ‘She could have done that with anybody.’


  ‘Negative. She had to have a Diarmaid.’


  ‘So the whole thing was an intellectual exercise.’


  ‘That was the way it seemed.’


  ‘What you’ve told me doesn’t sound wholly cerebral.’


  ‘That was the problem. She loves me, she loves me not. Pick the petals from a daisy. You never reach the end.’


  ‘Did he ever resolve it?’


  ‘No.’


  ‘And does it still trouble him?’


  The other smiles. ‘It’s one of the Unanswerable Questions. So it doesn’t matter any more.’


  ‘He must have resented it greatly at the time. To do what he did.’


  The other considers. ‘I can’t remember. In one sense he was rushing on his fate. He couldn’t face the affair being turned off slowly. Like a tap.’


  ‘Was that truly what she planned?’


  ‘I honestly don’t know. Perhaps. A phase was ending, certainly. She’d told him she would soon be leaving Cheltenham.’


  ‘Then he was embittered.’


  The patient shakes his head. ‘He spoke no word of ill,’ he says. ‘Or thought it. Then, or in the future. She was made of gold. The clay was all in him.’


  ‘The old mistake?’


  ‘I think not. She was not like other women.’


  ‘And how was she affected by the breakup?’


  ‘I wasn’t there to see. Perhaps the legend tells us.’


  ‘Finish it for me.’


  ‘After the second geis, Gráinne knew no more happiness. Diarmaid died an ignoble, painful death. The Sun was veiled, the sky wept bitter tears. So Cormac lost his wisdom; Tara fell, and all Old Ireland with it.’


  ‘And you?’


  The patient smoothes the bedclothes. ‘A Cycle was beginning,’ he says. ‘Sun and moon became. Edible earth appeared, like skim on milk.’ He turns away. The other waits awhile; but he doesn’t speak again. So he gets up, walks quietly from the room.
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  THIRD SESSION

  Brahmacariya


  Hospitals, to him, were always airless places. Claustrophobic despite their size; noisy with hurrying feet, utensils clattering. This room is quiet though, and the air is cool. It touches his face and hands, wine fresh. It carries a faint scent; richer than lavender, alluring. He frowns, grappling with memory; but the effort is not rewarded. An idea slips off half formed, returns to dark.


  There is sound, somewhere; a deep humming, on the threshold of audibility. Closer at hand his ears record the tiny rustlings of the girl’s blue robe. She rolls away the metal breakfast tray, sets dishes in the one small sink. The circular port or window high above him admits a beam of intense yellow light. She glances up, reaches to a wall panel. She touches a button and a green-gold filter slides across. It’s like an eyelid somehow; the nictitating membrane of a bird or cat. That memory though is still precise. He’s sitting in an aeroplane. Below him, turquoise, is minutely-wrinkled sea; ahead, a ragged green and yellow coast. It’s Ireland. The wing dips steeply; a grinding double clunk sounds as the undercarriage locks.


  He turns his head. He says, ‘What is this place?’


  The bearded man says, ‘A hospital.’


  ‘It doesn’t feel much like one.’


  The other smiles. He says, ‘The word has many meanings.’ He turns a chair back to front and scotches, chin on knuckles. He says, ‘What were you thinking about?’


  The man in the bed considers. ‘Memory’, he says finally. ‘If I remember a country, or a woman, do I make them real? If I forget, are they destroyed again?’


  The smile broadens. ‘I think you know the answer to that yourself.’


  The patient nods slightly. ‘The parable of the fire.’


  ‘Which is?’


  ‘If I asked you in what direction the extinguished flame had gone, north, south, east or west, what would you answer?’


  ‘That the question does not fit the case.’


  ‘Quite so. Beginnings and endings are illusory.’


  ‘You must have made a fresh beginning though.’


  ‘When?’


  ‘When you left Cheltenham.’


  The other shakes his head. ‘I continued to exist.’


  ‘Do you wish to talk about it?’


   


  He’d made good friends, in London. He stayed with them awhile; in a rambling, cavernous house, stuccoed front paint-peeling, a stuffed wolf in the hall. There were many children. Some belonged to neighbours. They ran in, shouting; the front door echoed, slamming. Always it seemed to be someone or other’s birthday. Each birthday meant a party. There was an air of vigour and impermanence.


   


  ‘You make them sound like squatters.’


  ‘In a sense perhaps. They were writers. Writers’ homes are not like other peoples’.’


   


  The days he spent tramping the city, a folder under his arm. The ad game, he had learned, demanded one mystic quality. They called it London Experience. Each week he bought the Advertiser, ticked off possibles among the many ads; the ads that sorted heavyweight souls from middleweight, the middleweight, presumably, from the souls that didn’t rate at all. His telephone manner improved. He soon stopped pitching for the big ones; tired of carpeted acres, chic, disdainful girls. London is London though; so he started on the sweatshops. He learned a new vocabulary; ‘Still Life’ now meant composites, thumbnails of chair covers, chimney-sweeping kits. Events followed a pattern; a tired-looking studio manager sucking his teeth and shaking his head, telling him the specimens were hardly commercial. Invariably though, they would take his name and number. He asked one if that meant he would be in touch. He looked up with raised brows, alarmed by innocence.


  He did call on his agent once. He thought he looked impatient. He still had nothing else to sell; and his agent was a professional.


  Nights he’d sit in a narrow garret room and pound his Olivetti; the little Lettera 22 his Dad had given for his twenty-first. Memories rose, miasmatic. Diarmaid undressed his blackhaired bride, hung round her neck the dowry of a Queen. The peat fire glowed; she shook her magic mane. She pulled him to her, guided him to sweetness. The straw-skep hut became a tent then, pitched in a grassy field. The Sisters turned their wheel; her spirit fled the wicket, like a child at play. Water dropped from his chin. He wiped his face. He hadn’t realized he’d begun to weep. He lit a cigarette, scotched on the window seat. He became aware of traffic. Bright jewels gliding distant, on the Holland Park Road. He smoked the fag down, started to redraft the section.


   


  ‘Did he never try to get in touch with Gráinne?’


  ‘It would have been no use.’


  ‘How could he be so sure?’


  ‘She’d engineered it all. She told him once that she was born to suffer.’


   


  Films always frightened her. She’d tuck a finger into his hand for comfort. Dracula screeched, blood-dripping; he half-turned to his companion. But there was no response. There was a moment of complete despair.


   


  ‘There were other women then?’


  The man in the bed smiles. ‘Sporadically. Nothing ever quite ends with a bang. He was half-hearted though. He never followed through.’


  ‘And why was that?’


  ‘He’d gone with the Sun. And she had scorched him dry.’


  ‘A pretty metaphor.’


  ‘Thank you,’ says the other gravely. ‘You are kind.’


  The bearded man considers. ‘Why was he looking for a job? Instead of concentrating on the book?’


  ‘He couldn’t wait. The money was nearly gone. He’d made too much too quickly. Most of it was spent on Gráinne.’


   


  He drove back west a little way, to Reading. Took a pasteup job for a thousand a year. They asked him if he had London Experience. He said he had, reeled off a couple of names. They never bothered to check.


  His duties included the carrying out of dustbins. They told him artists always did jobs like that. One afternoon the studio manager ordered him to pump the airbrush. He used the pressure to blow dust from his board, snapped his fingers at him to put it away again.


  He got himself a bedsit. The house was at the end of a long Victorian terrace. It had stone-mullioned bays. Above were lozenge-patterns of grubby yellow brick. Coloureds were moving in, at the far end of the street. His landlady was worried about falling property prices. Also she’d been told their hides were smelly. He stared at her wispy hair, her blank little apple face. He really had no idea.


  Arrangements for the bathroom were complex. In the mornings he mustn’t leave his room until the door was tapped a certain way. Which meant her teenage daughter was safe downstairs. She told him she knew what young men were like.


  The daughter was as chunky as her mother. He thought about bathing Gráinne, touching her in soapy warmth. Later he loved her, fresh and sweet and scented. While the MG sat outside, and smelled of leather.


  He opened the little window. The car still waited in the street below. From above, her lines delighted. Her bodywork was going fast; but there was nothing he could do.


  There was a narrow street of ancient shops. A fishmonger was selling octopus. He half-turned to Gráinne, all but spoke. It was another moment of despair. He leaned against a wall; a woman watched him oddly. Later he walked into a scruffy pub. He needed alcohol. Some time in the evening a girl with long dark hair came in. He was startled, momentarily; but it wasn’t her. He walked out, leaned against a lamp post. But the pavements didn’t heave. He dropped his keys, and picked them up himself. Next morning he didn’t wake till ten. He said the motor had refused to start. The boss’s son told him he only ever accepted excuses once. He was a paunchy youth with bulging greenish eyes, who called him ‘Bevan’ loudly. He specialized in panics over four inch doubles; it helped to fill his days.


  He kept his head down, pasted up his artwork. There was a crisis, over a place called Cuba. Later a President was shot.


   


  ‘It meant so little to him?’


  ‘His world was a place apart.’


  ‘It sounds a pretty desolate one.’


  ‘It was the dark side of the moon.’


  ‘What kept him going?’


  ‘He lived for the new book. Beyond it was the Void.’


   


  They launched their great winged ship, the ship with magic sails. Her prow turned westward. When the wind fell, they rowed; day after day, into a dream of blue. But Tir-na-nOg receded, with it the Shade who waited. One of the band drank salt water, died; another raved, jumped overboard. She turned back, proud at last, to meet the Doom that waited; the trap laid by the Brass Men none of them would name. Mists closed about her, a tree grew on a headland. One half of it shone green, the other blazed with fire. Rome had returned.


  The Americans told him his protagonist was insufficiently purposive. Also they wanted twenty thousand out. He damned them to hell and gone, so they made the cuts themselves. He told his agent not to send him copies. Nonetheless six finally turned up. He dropped them in a dustbin without opening them.


   


  ‘Was he still in Reading?’


  ‘No, he’d long since run his course. He was in Birmingham awhile; then he went up to Sheffield. And back across to Nottingham. He’d become a drifter.’


   


  He worked for a firm of printers once. They’d line the machine shop windows, watch the so-called white collar staff arrive. A minute before half eight and they were arselickers. A minute after and there was usually trouble. The presses would grind to a halt at four, in protest. Setting his watch by the downstairs clock became a habit. Later the MG acquired a crease along her wing. The black paint on the fender of the delivery van seemed to match; the height looked about right too. He wandered down to ask if they had seen. They surrounded him, smacking wrenches and big spanners into their palms. He laughed; because they’d never know how little they could harm him. He never bothered to repair the damage; but he did move on. He found himself in a drawing office that did a little advertising on the side. His opposite number was a haggard Londoner with ulcers at twenty six. He told him he was the fireball there; and that sports cars were rich boys’ toys. He never bothered to argue. One day he watched two draughtsmen roll between the lines of boards, yelling and punching.


   


  ‘What was the fight about?’


  ‘They’d been measuring lounges. One said his was an inch longer than the other’s. If he’d measured the other side he’d probably have found it shorter. Houses were going up like mushrooms.’


  ‘Where was he at the time?’


  ‘A place called Camberley.’


  ‘Did he still have his fine motor?’


  ‘Lord no, she’d long since come to grief.’


  ‘An accident?’


  ‘She ran her bearings, finally. A garage said she’d got an oval crank. Though he did hear later they used the engine in another car. They offered him a tenner for her, scrap. He left her there. Didn’t even bother to clear the boot.’


  ‘That seems a shame.’


  ‘It didn’t matter. It was only a possession.’


   


  The world was changing, rapidly. One day, soon now, a man would stand on the moon.


  The ache that was inside him didn’t ease. Rather, it seemed to grow the more intense. To dull it he was drinking more than ever. When he could afford to, he bought whisky. Halfway down the amber bottle the words would start to pour, the healing, blinding words that turned the clock back, made all well again. The typewriter defeated him by that stage; he’d grab a notepad, scribble till his hand was tired. He’d sprawl across the bed then; and the world would glow, and gently go away. In the morning, blearily, he’d tear the letter up. But he couldn’t manage drunks like that too often.


   


  ‘I take it his second book had not done well.’


  ‘It died the death. Too intellectual, the critics said. Though he could never see where.’


  ‘Were the jobs he held not profitable to him?’


  The other smiles. ‘He reaped the whirlwind. It was overdue.’


  ‘In what respect?’


  ‘We’re all allowed one error. If it’s big enough we never need another.’


   


  Dust received another burst of life. Good sales in Germany, Japan. The advances came through promptly too for once. With them came copies of The White Ship. On impulse, he rang his editor. Got one sent down to Cheltenham. It came back later, marked address unknown.


  He found he hated Surrey. The trees took too much air. Round Northerton though lay flat red fields. He needed them. The urgency surprised him. He hadn’t thought he’d go near the place again. He jacked the job in, packed his bags. With luck, he’d shake the taxman for a month or two.


  ‘He had tax problems?’


  ‘They’d put him in the squirrel cage. He was on Emergency. Fifty per cent of anything he earned.’


  ‘Did he never think of going abroad?’


  ‘He’d already got troubles enough.’


   


  He was surprised too at the calm that came. He walked the old Free Racecourse, puzzling, stared up at the Tech. He sat beside the bowling greens, watched old men move beneath September sun. An idea was forming, slowly. He saw her face at first; oval and delicate, big dark lustrous eyes. She wasn’t Celtic though. She was a Jew; in the first flush, before the olive oil gets to them. One day she’d be a splendid, sturdy Momma; but not just yet. Time was arrested for her. Also, it seemed, for him.


  He studied, in the big Town Library. Purim and chanukah, table knives that fold. So they are not weapons. The name he chose was Mary. She went to heaven once; only she couldn’t rest there. They slit her throat, as the ramps climbed to Masada; later she rode the Wheel. On it they broke her joints; a huge atonement, for the sins of men. The story surged to date, rode on past lunar footprints. Finally he knew he had another book. He also knew it was much too big for him. A hasty note to London; but his agent was laconic. He said, ‘Get on with it.’


   


  ‘The wandering Jewess?’


  ‘Something like that. He thought it was time to give the Celts a rest.’


  ‘I detect a certain change of feeling in him.’


  ‘He was starting to be sorry for someone else. Apart from himself.’


   


  Red buses moved on past the bowling greens. Beyond them stood the lines of big town houses. They stretched on down the hill, to where the spire of the Gothic Church arose. Doctors owned them, and solicitors. Accountants. The notices went up, were slowly taken down. Some of them were worth five thousand pounds.


  The man behind the desk looked dubious. Later he sucked his teeth. Said it would take a little time, to tidy his affairs. He left the wad of papers with him. At least he’d kept his statements.


  Ship was starting to pick up sales. Abroad at least. He cleared his tax at last. It left him with startlingly little. He went back to his accountant nonetheless. He hummed and hawed and doubted, as was his way. But sympathized as well. After all, he was doing the Right Thing. Wheels turned, inside others; he fixed an appointment with a Building Society. The down payment took almost every cent he owned.


   


  ‘He bought a house?’


  ‘He saw it as a castle. It rather looked like one.’


  ‘He was tired of running.’


  ‘He’d leave the wandering to his little Jew.’


   


  A Spanish sale bought saucepans and a sideboard. He didn’t bother with a bed. Instead he camped, by Lilo. There were already curtains, in the front at least. No stair carpets though. Not for some little time.


  He didn’t look beyond the next repayment. Largely because he daren’t. He knew he’d lose of course, he always lost. The Mother hissed it to him sometimes, nights. So he worked twelve hour days. The book advanced, by painful increments. Winter was hard; he’d half forgotten how the winds could skirl in from the Wash. He retreated to the kitchen, heated it by paraffin. He worked inside a sleeping bag, which he drew up round his hips. It helped a lot.


  He’d passed the need for whisky; and he wasn’t smoking much. By spring though he was still deep into trouble. His agent tried for contract, against chapter and synopsis. His editor was charm itself; but the company wouldn’t play. The TV boys were sniffing; if they sold out, there’d be a drawing of thin red lines. One day all fiction would be serial rewrites. He needed a job, but fast. And he wasn’t in the proper town.


  Saturdays, only, he gave himself a night off. Without it he thought he might have flipped. He used a pub a little off town centre; wood-panelled walls, where he used to booze with Griff. They’d tarted it a little; formica counter tops and cordial-bottle lamps. But it wasn’t wholly spoiled; and you didn’t have to stare at the lighting features. The barmaid was broad-faced; brown hair and dark blue eyes. She’d chat a little, when the trade was slack. He liked her, in the vague way he’d acquired. She told him once about the English saddle; why you’d never see a cowboy jump his horse. He’d never heard a woman talk sense about riding. In return, he owned up to his novels.


  He stared into his glass, and absently watched the customer make his pitch. His suit was newish; Burtons by the cut, but a fair tweed. His face was blunt and rounded, handsome he supposed; he had light wavy hair that he patted much too much. Sue watched him stoically, asked finally if he wasn’t a mite too old. He didn’t seem put out; just pursed his lips and grinned, and let it be. Instead he studied Bevan. Finally he said, ‘Haven’t we met before?’


  He shook his head; but the other was insistent. ‘I’m pretty sure we have,’ he said. He drained his glass, and ordered up another. He paid for it, and lit a cigarette. Finally he clicked his fingers. ‘Got it,’ he said. ‘Old Eddie’s place, one firework night. They put some rockets in that concrete post and strafed the Tech.’ He stuck his hand out. He said, ‘Toby Warrilow.’


   


  ‘That isn’t a name I’ve heard before. Was he a student?’


  The other pauses. Finally he says, ‘Night classes.’


  ‘Did that make such a difference?’


  The man in the bed considers. ‘None of us set any records for hard work,’ he says slowly. ‘Me least of all. But…yes, it made a difference.’


  ‘In what respect?’


  ‘They’d got us for four years. Time to break us down, build a new pattern. Frank Dwyer wiped his feet on one of my Compositions once. He took the floor mop to it later on.’


  ‘What good did that do?’


  ‘It taught a Fact about art. That it’s bigger than the individual.’


  The bearded man smiles. ‘But that didn’t happen to part-timers.’


  The other shakes his head. ‘They worked from different bases. They’d paid good money to be told about painting daffodils. So they talked about painting daffodils.’


  ‘A dilettantism?’


  ‘A difference of perspective. We can all be dilettante at times.’


   


  They sat at a corner table. Toby, it seemed, had time to kill; at least now his play was over for a while. Now and again his long-lashed eyes would glide back to the bar; but not too often. He sipped his ale, stroked ash from cigarettes and talked about what he was pleased to call the Good Old Days; Frank Dwyer and the Salon, jazz nights at the Black Boy, sixpence in the Gods to see the Walter Gore. And Eddie Warren of course, Eddie the mystery man. Perhaps all Colleges have them. He’d owned a vast gaunt flat, over some garaging at the back end of the Racecourse. His hair was fair and crinkly, his eyes a bland light blue; he wore a shapeless fishing hat and ran a red MG, and was in with everybody though he never seemed to work. Some said he had private means, others that he was on nightshift at a local plastics factory. Both stories, presumably, he had given out himself at one time or another. His sitting room was reached by an ancient wooden ladder that he would draw up after him if, as often seemed to happen, he had female company. Once he decorated the memorial in town centre, stencilled footprints from the Bradlaw plinth across to the Gents and back, and got himself run in; and once he colourwashed the flat with horse dung as a binder, camped on the Common till the stink had gone away. From time to time he painted Classical scenes of curious foreboding, in which piazzas and headless torsos figured prominently; to the Inters, concerned as ever with their dustbins and upturned bicycles, he was a phenomenon. Bevan admitted as much, mind far away; and the other took his glass. He said, ‘Room for another, old chap,’ and Bevan half-demurred then shrugged. The tension he had felt so long was slackening just a fraction; later though his sleep was invaded by wild and whirling dreams. Too much had been stirred up; Shirley figured prominently and Sandy, Sheila with her brown, sad eyes. Only the One from whom he wanted most to hear was silent, summon her as he would. He wondered, not for the first time, at the state to which he had come; woke at five and lay heart pounding, hearing the quiet of death.


  His front door bell was rung a few nights later. He’d been wrestling with the novel, represented now by a massive stack of paper; he walked through wondering who could possibly be calling, and what they’d try to sell. Toby stood on the step. He glanced up at the high, curved-cornered ceiling of the hall and grinned. ‘So this is where you hang out,’ he said. ‘Any port in a storm, I suppose.’ He waved a bottle. ‘I’ve got the plonk,’ he said, ‘can you rustle up some glasses?’ He had the barmaid, Susan, with him this time; so one of those Brownian movements had taken place that Bevan was never able to understand. He stepped back feeling the rush of gratitude, powerful and absurd. He’d made his first friend, in Northerton.


   


  ‘This new friend. What was his job?’


  ‘Most interesting of all. He worked for an advertising agency. They had been London based.’


  ‘Why had they moved out so far?’


  The man in the bed grins. ‘There’d been a bankruptcy. They’d been left holding the can. They’d had to sell their lease to keep on trading; Northerton was all they could afford.’


  ‘Did they have creative staff?’


  ‘Yes, Toby. Or so he claimed. But he’d got other plans.’


  He seems to have been most forthcoming.’


  The other grins again. ‘Not so. That all came out much later.’


   


  Toby. He knew his History of Architecture; that much was sure. Churches were a speciality; All Saints, cobbled from Roman brick, still standing stately on its hill; the Holy Sepulchre, grim monument of the Templars, crouched amid knotted trees; and Washton, St. Matthews, half a hundred more. Bevan travelled with him sometimes, when inspiration flagged, learned the curious structuring of an account executive’s day. There was always time, it seemed, to dart aside; stop for a view of this or that, beers at some little pub he happened to know. That last made Bevan frown; his resources were getting slimmer by the week. But the other would wave his hand. ‘Forget it, old boy,’ he’d say. ‘It’s on the firm; the only perk I get…’ Evenings he’d talk books, or music; the Trad they’d all chased after, the Classics in which Bevan had once felt stirrings of interest. Britten re-exploded on him, courtesy of Toby. His wife sang now and then with one of the local Societies; a ticket turned up out of the blue, he heard the St. Nicholas for the very first time. The Pickled Boys trilled, tapers in their hands; and centuries seemed bridged. It was a plunging, unexpected, into a strange new vivid place.


   


  ‘So Toby was married?’


  ‘Very much so. There were even a couple of kids. Why?’


  ‘You made him sound rather a free agent.’


  The other smiles. ‘He said he had an ideal arrangement.’


  ‘Which meant?’


  ‘Plain Jane, to keep the home fires burning. She didn’t make too many waves.’


   


  Toby. He’d done his stint in the RAF, three years for a commission. He’d kept an interest going there as well; sometimes on a Saturday he’d come straight down from Cadets, still in his uniform. That suited him as well. He’d doff his cap, sit staring at his ale. Sometimes he’d yarn about the old times; meeting Black Shuck one night, biking to Aldeburgh where the music was. But most nights he looked tired. Doing two jobs at once was killing him. They’d lost the only Improver ever to show some promise; and he didn’t want another. These days art school kids couldn’t hold an inkbow.


  The Building Society was being polite but firm. Four repayments behind now; it couldn’t go on indefinitely. Bevan said, ‘You’re looking for an experienced man then?’


  The other glanced up under his brows. He said, ‘Try finding one, round here. And the Londoners won’t come this far out. Anyway, they want the earth.’


  It had to be said. He wasn’t losing that house. He thought the other looked surprised. He said, ‘But what about your writing, old man?’


  ‘You know the score on that.’


  Toby sipped ale, thoughtfully. He said, ‘Remember it was you that stuck your plate up. I won’t say you wouldn’t come in bloody useful though. I reckon we could work together well.’


  The house they’d bought was a big old place on the other side of town. It stood back a little from the road, set in its own tangled grounds. There’d been some attempt at landscaping them once; now hypericums and wallflowers fought a losing battle with nettles, tall rank grass. A newish board proclaimed they were Fitzsimmons, Ltd. Opposite, a shoe factory presented a frontage of red brick, bright cream stone. Beyond, the dark spire of the Sepulchre cut the sky. Templars and Victorians cancelled out.


  The top floor of the place had formerly been a flat. It still boasted a massive bathroom, replete with chrome and a bidet. Next door, Sandy Laine presided over what they called the Boardroom. He was a craggy, greying man with the remnants of an East End accent; Toby had said he was due for retirement soon. The others must be Alan Clarke and Gerry Merrill; he’d heard descriptions of them often enough to place them. Fredericks, the other rep (he must remember to call them account execs) wasn’t in on the act. Den, the visualiser, was the only other Indian; all the rest were Chiefs.


  Toby sat to one side, doodling on a scratchpad. He showed his specimens, silently; they flicked through them without comment. Then the questions started. Mostly about London Experience. He bit back the smart answers. Merrill and Clarkey knew nothing; but Sandy Laine was shrewd. Merrill, he noticed, seemed to echo Clarke; he remembered he was the newest appointment to the Board. A guardbook was produced; and Alan Clarke pointed out the ads he’d originated himself. Most of them seemed to involve black girls with massive knockers. He was asked if he could cope on that creative level. He said he thought he might just manage it. The rest of the stuff he could have managed with his eyes shut. He’d have preferred it that way too. They hemmed and muttered; and Toby looked up sharply. ‘There’s always a chance of course,’ he said, ‘that Alistair could help us out with copy too.’ He opened his mouth to argue, and caught the other’s eyes. He pursed his lips, and very slightly shook his head. He gave in, shrugging. So he was to do two mens’ work for half of one man’s money; and bargaining was out of date. Toby knew his back was to the wall; so, he realized, did the others.


   


  ‘He’d never made a secret of his financial problems?’


  ‘He’d never felt the need to.’


  ‘Hardly wise, under the circumstances.’


  ‘It pointed up the difference between them.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘He’d tried to live by the arts. Toby lived off them.’


  ‘And he resented that?’


  ‘It was a fact of life. He had no feelings on it.’


   


  The walls of the little attic were stained brown. He decided he’d redecorate. And give up smoking during working hours. He set to clearing out the piles of junk. Studios always were depositories for this and that. He stacked them on the landing, but the two big boards still took up most of the space.


  Toby wandered in as he was sweeping through, leaned easily on the doorframe. ‘Sorry about that old chap,’ he said, ‘but they were going to turn you down.’ He grinned. ‘They’re goons,’ he said. ‘Don’t know a good man from a trained ape. I have to live with it.’ He nodded at the drawing boards. ‘Take the best one,’ he said, ‘the other can be stored. I shan’t have much time for that sort of thing now.’


  He put the brush back in the cupboard. ‘One thing I forgot to ask,’ he said. ‘Shall I have to do the dustbins too?’ But the other looked shocked. ‘Good God no,’ he said, ‘there’s a cleaner comes in for that.’ He gripped his arm. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said. ‘I’ll see you all right.’


  Gerry Merrill came up later. He was a stocky young man with close-set, hot brown eyes, who always wore string vests with nylon shirts. He brought a sheaf of scamps, for which he wanted magic marker roughs that evening. He said how nice it was to have a tame artist again. Bevan wondered if bars might be appropriate. Then they could poke the odd banana through. Old Stanislaus would have had a word for it. He’d been canvassed good.


  He peered out of the one small window, at the smokestained spire, the slate-roofed vista beyond. Later he decided it looked better by night, the town centre lights throwing an orange haze into the sky. He wondered how the window would look from below; the wide road, where the traffic hurried by. Almost, he imagined, like a high, dim star. He’d often fancied the life of the anchorite. Now it seemed he’d achieved it.


  The night work was unpaid, for the first few weeks at least. Finally he blew a row. To his faint surprise, a flat rate was agreed. For which he supposed he had Toby Warrilow to thank. The others, he felt certain, would have fired him out of hand; but Toby knew a good thing when he saw it. It was his one great skill.


  The overtime helped with the repayments. Some months he was almost solvent.


  The pasteups for the altered letterheadings didn’t come his way. He wondered if a residual delicacy was involved. When he finally saw the addition to the Board he congratulated Toby; but the other shrugged it off. ‘Politics, old boy,’ he said. ‘I was lumbered with it. Old Fitzsimmons was getting stroppy again, we had to shut him out. I could have done without it, I can tell you. It doesn’t make any difference to me financially…’


  The money he wasn’t getting still bought him a house at Weston. The swank suburb. Ageing drapers’ daughters lived there, who once had been art students. Bevan wondered vaguely how he could stand the repayments; he’d told him often enough how hard up he was. Perhaps the firm was helping.


  Inflation was starting to creep. It hit him through the rates; overnight, the boat was rocking again. But Toby, as ever, was more than willing to help. Covertly, the spare board was transferred to Racecourse Road; after that, there were always weekend pasteups to be had. They didn’t go through the Fitzsimmons books.


   


  ‘That doesn’t sound very honest.’


  ‘It probably wasn’t even legal. But that was Toby. A little dab of jam on top of the jam.’


  ‘You had a strange relationship.’


  ‘I know. Somehow I still liked him.’


   


  Money was no problem, within certain well-defined limits. Toby impressed on him quite early that the notion of an hourly rate might be all very well for London, but it didn’t go down well in the provinces. He found he had a sticking point; below a tenner and he’d pay up without protest, above and he’d frown and suck his teeth. But even tenners add up. Briefly, before the rate demands came in, his savings touched four figures.


   


  ‘What happened to the novel, in all this?’


  The other considers. ‘There’s a comforting theory,’ he says at length. ‘If you have a vocation, it will never really die. The NHS relied on it for years.’


  ‘So the book was never finished?’


  ‘A book was finished, in the fullness of time. Not the book he wanted to write though.’


  ‘Why was that?’


  ‘There was a plane crash. His agent was on board.’


  ‘It affected him so badly?’


  ‘He was one man’s creation. They called it hyping later.’


  ‘Tell me about it.’


  ‘There’s nothing much to tell. There was a great mass grave. Loudspeakers hung in trees to relay the service. Some of the coffins had brass nameplates on them. But not very many.’


  ‘What happened afterwards? To his little Jew?’


  ‘The Americans wanted her. But not at the length. Every five thousand words cut out was a thousand dollars on the price.’


  ‘The Sibylline books.’


  The other smiles. ‘Precisely. Myths aren’t created for nothing.’


  ‘And so he made the changes?’


  ‘He used the knife himself. It rather spoiled the syntax here and there.’


  ‘Why did he agree to such a thing?’


  ‘There was a mortgage to pay off. It was his last chance.’


  ‘And afterwards?’


  ‘Back to the drawing board with a vengeance. He’d joined BUPA; but you still needed cash in hand.’


  ‘So he still felt insecure.’


  ‘He reckoned with luck he might make his three score and ten. It’s a long time to go; you can never rake the muckheap high enough.’


  ‘It doesn’t sound as if he had much social life.’


  ‘He’d seen the social life. The Swinging Sixties, they called it. All those hairy little mounds getting hot in dance halls; all those plastic settees being bought.’


  ‘Cynical.’


  ‘A trifle right-wing, perhaps.’


  ‘Did he ever write again?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘He’d seen the way the wind was blowing. He sold his typer.’


  ‘The twenty-first present?’


  ‘No. Another.’


   


  Regret came and went; as once he had known desire. Sometimes, unwillingly, he attempted self analysis. He told himself, in any Capitalist system the creator must lose out. Days and weeks are finite; money can only be stacked by others’ sweat. There was some truth in the idea, certainly; but truth as an abstract held little enough appeal. Set against it was an endless nagging doubt. It seemed so callow now; the Mastergunner and his ribald crew, Diarmaid’s wild voyagings, Mary with her artful, endless lives. Youthful vapourings all, the great sex surrogate. Now, he needed no distractions. He found himself resenting the sound sleep he enjoyed; needing the pain, the broken nights, lust that was scarce a memory. The tent in its sloping field, the dress that fluttered, that she filled with scent, were things glimpsed in a life that never had been his. A strange girl did come to him, once in the wee, wee small; he knew again the warmth of hand in hand. He woke to desolation. Joy, now, could only be dreamed.


   


  ‘His energies were flagging. It would hardly be surprising.’


  The other smiles. ‘He discovered a curious truth. It was greed that kept Toby young. It’s hard for a man bereft of vain desires.’


  ‘You mean that entropy has more effect.’


  ‘I mean serenity is not an automatic state.’


   


  The unease he had conjured did in time return. But now its form was altered. He knew again the immensity of Space; but Space was black, uncaring. Through it, powerless, voyaged a derelict. In all its travels, it had only passed one star. It swam ahead, fitfully seen, for years; exploded into radiance, as rapidly fell astern. Still it was visible, a speck of pearly light; still, remorselessly, it faded. He needed to orbit, bathe even distantly in radiance; but there could be no turning, his course was fixed for all time. There was paranoia in the notion, he saw that well enough; but once implanted it refused to leave. Waves of depression swept him, their bases whole weeks long; while Woman’s Hour lisped and chattered, Listen with Mother and the midweek play, up in his attic room that now was clean and bright. Springtimes were bad, a nearby poplar gusting heady scent; and summers worse, bright dresses in the streets. Now he could remember, with a clarity that shocked; yet still feel no desire. Her feet in open sandals, set of her shoulders, turn and swing of hair; morning taste of her mouth, the bugs that zoomed, her shadow against canvas. At last, he was in love; just a decade too late. He remembered then with something like amazement the senselessness of rage, his parents and the house, hot scurryings. Somewhere a map still glowed; his journeyings, in fading electric traces. Forward and back, to the West, again and again; turnings aside, scribblings that described the once-known pubs, aimless as an insect. Now a carpark stood in summer sun; low walls of bright new brick, the copings, yellow of the ticket automats. It was in Wareham; stray scraps of paper crossed it, little whorls of dust, but never she. It was the nadir; of movement, and of life.


   


  ‘Did he never think of writing again?’


  ‘What, stuff like that?’


   


  He wondered if the hopelessness he felt was born of his surroundings, subtly. Sandy Laine had long since gone, fled to his Dream House from which in time they buried him; while constant creativity had given Clarkey ulcers. Gerry Merrill read proofs loudly to impress the typists, and missed the literals; while Fredericks, the rep, had moved out as well, to fresher pastures. He took his received Oxbridge with him, his flapping shoes and betting habit; and Bevan was vaguely glad. Even Toby, for the moment, seemed content with his estate. Both kids at private schools, the washing machine well current. God was in his heaven, the ad game was all right.


   


  The man in the bed falls silent. After a while the other prompts him, gently.


  ‘These folk he worked with. They don’t come clear to me.’


  ‘They didn’t come clear to him. They were the Bandar-log. Ragged shaky fringes of things. Or something like that.’ The patient pushes upward, on his elbows. The girl moves forward instantly to help. A glass stands on a side table; he lifts it, drinks. He says, ‘This part is hard for me.’


  ‘Why so?’


  ‘Because I’m describing nothing. The Void.’


  The other smiles. ‘It never was the easiest of doctrines.’


   


  The Agency drifted gently; no pitching, even for new accounts, so some weeks there was little enough to do. He took to poking round the grounds, found, in a dilapidated shed, a mower and a pair of rusty shears. He honed the blade edges, saw beneath the coating they were new. He started on the grass, that in summer seeded waist high, managed a six foot patch before he was hauled off. Next day he worked through lunchtime, and again the day after that. He wondered how long it would take to get the place in order. There was an obscure challenge.


   


  ‘Why obscure?’


  ‘It would be neither noticed nor appreciated. He’d become a connoisseur of lost causes.’


  ‘I think perhaps there was more to it than that.’


  The man in the bed considers. ‘There was no karma,’ he says finally. ‘Nothing to be won or lost. So there was restfulness. A way of coming to terms with Space.’


   


  He found, in Toby, an unexpected ally. There was even talk of payment; though in the way of things that never came to much. But Toby, as ever, was smart. The Government was still at work creating inner city deserts. One day, Northerton would be a hive of displaced industry. They’d need their lobelia edgings then, if not before.


   


  ‘Lobelia?’


  ‘And alyssum. Hardly original; but the season was late.’


   


  He scrounged the firm’s van, took himself to Dallerton; a nursery he’d seen advertised odd times. He found a rambling house, an old walled garden. Both lay well back, hidden by a screen of trees. There were gravelled walkways, beds of roses, shrubs; an unobtrusive neatness. The day was warm, nobody moving about; a hose hissed gently to itself, pigeons were calling somewhere. He thought, ‘She’d like it here.’ The notion came unbidden; and for once there was no pain.


  A covered area housed more exotic things; fuchsias and begonias, a massive vinelike plant he couldn’t place. A notice above the Sensitive Mimosas said, ‘Don’t touch ’em, they don’t like it.’ The flowing script was good. Beyond, a moon gate half hid itself among tall shrubs. A loop of chain, a fresh-oiled lock, hinted at privacy; but the trellis stood ajar. He glimpsed rockeries and water, and stepped through. Northerton seemed suddenly a long way off.


  There were small ponds, their butyl liners hidden by overlapping slabs. Over the topmost, a willow with odd corkscrew branches. Cascades tinkled gently. No fountains of course; he’d hardly expected them. An early dragonfly hawked, a bright blue spark. Yellow flags stood stiff and brilliant; and the water lilies were coming into bud. He moved forward, not believing. Perched facing him, regarding the water solemnly, was the lifesize figure of a nymph. For a moment he thought she was leaden; then he realized he was seeing crafty fibreglass. Her face was broad, her hair drawn into a very fifties pony tail; her hands were on her knees and as she squatted, so she gently piddled.


  He moved again, circling. The lines of her still grew on him; the well set shoulders, strong-seen hips. She was no smutty joke; she was exquisite. He sat down on a rock and started to laugh. The laughter was pure pleasure. At art school, like the rest, he’d had his fantasies of masturbating gnomes; but never a thing like this.


  A voice behind him said, ‘This part is private, actually.’


  He turned. He saw a man perhaps in middle age; tanned, and bearded neatly. The beard and wavy hair showed pepperings of grey. He was a little over average height, and slim to the point of gauntness. He wore gumboots and faded khaki slacks, an old patched shirt. His eyes were deepset, dark, his face impassive.


  Bevan made to rise. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said. ‘I should have realized.’ But the other shrugged. He squatted down himself, produced the makings, rolled a slender cigarette. He lit up, flicked the match and nodded at the figure. He said, ‘You think she’s funny then?’ His voice was soft, sibilant almost; the vowels flattened with a hint of the north country.


  Bevan shook his head. ‘No’, he said, ‘I don’t. Did you…’


  The other nodded again. ‘Aye,’ he said. ‘Year or two back now. Used to be keen, y’see…’


  Bevan said, ‘You’re a sculptor.’ It wasn’t a question; it was a statement of fact.


  The other glanced up at him. ‘One time,’ he said noncommittally. ‘Not for a while now though. Just the odd bit of daftness.’ He pointed. ‘I’m hoping for moss one day,’ he said. ‘Brachythecium rutabulum for choice, there’s enough of it about. You know, the curly stuff.’


  Bevan started to grin again. He said, ‘I don’t believe it,’ but the other was unperturbed. ‘I’ve known it happen,’ he said. ‘Nature’s a wonderful thing.’ Unexpectedly, he stuck his hand out. ‘Roley Stratford,’ he said. ‘What can I do for you?’


   


  ‘He was the owner of the nurseries?’


  ‘He was.’


  ‘And had he been a sculptor?’


  ‘He was a Prix de Rome.’


  ‘Why did he give it up?’


  ‘He never did, completely.’


  ‘You’ve described him in some detail. Why was the meeting so important for you?’


  The man in the bed considers, narrowing his eyes. ‘There was a quality. A self-containment. He was a complete man. I can’t express it better. I thought I could learn from him.’


  ‘Learn what?’


  ‘At the time, I had no idea.’


  ‘And did you?’


  The other smiles faintly. ‘That,’ he says, ‘must remain to be seen.’


   


  There was a sense of upwardness, of surfacing from a deep, long dive. Colours were brightening subtly, round about. He wondered if perhaps the penance was finally done. The wonder was without the adulteration of hope. Perhaps the bombs would scythe his new-found lawns. If so it would be a state-change, nothing more. He worked on his layouts, weekends at the gardening. A fresh idea was forming by degrees. He would subdue the waste that lay behind the house in Racecourse Road, make a real garden for himself as well. In a strange way it would be for Gráinne too. There would be water, that he knew already; though he could never aspire to the wonder of the Nymph.


  The van pulled into the Agency drive a few days later. He saw the legend on the side, STRATFORD NURSERIES in white Albertus, went down without surprise. Roley stood hands on hips, looking round him critically. He said, ‘You’ve got a right bloody job on here,’ and Bevan nodded. ‘I know,’ he said, ‘but I’d like to get it right.’


   


  He’d found a little pub, behind the Sepulchre. Not much to look at, but the beer was good. He ordered sandwiches, while Roley scribbled a shortlist on a table mat. Acers for prime positions, Spanish Gorse for bulk and colour. Heathers for the rockery he’d disinterred; and syringas, potentillas, shrubs he hadn’t thought of. Horizontalis already grew, up by the house; ceanothus, the dark blue not the light, would make a cloud above her. A dead tree in the boundary hedge he’d been meaning to have thrown; but Roley shook his head. He recommended clematis. Nellie Moser or Montana. ‘Tell ’em they’ll be saving money,’ he said, and swigged his ale.


  Toby Warrilow he knew of old. He jacked his prices up a little, rang him and offered the shrubs at fifteen off. There’s no such thing, in real life, as a complex con.


  Turmoil grew, three thousand miles away. Red-streaked men marched campuses, holding aloft the severed heads of lambs. ‘Blood of your sons,’ they chanted, ‘blood of your sons…’ A War was ended, and a President fell. All that grew in Northerton were the great green boulders of gorse.


  Flame of the Forest can take years to thrive. But it’s worth the wait. He sat on the patio he’d built for himself, watched the bright foliage reflected in the pool; the pool that every springtime rippled with Life. Honeysuckle climbed a trellis, azaleas filled a curving double wall. There was an urgent exquisiteness of scent. He shifted his position fractionally. The Nymph would always please him.


   


  ‘He’d bought the figure?’


  ‘She wasn’t for sale. He’d got her on what Roley called semi-permanent loan. He’d opened the water garden too; he reckoned Northerton at large just wasn’t ready for her.’


  ‘She seems to have been central to their relationship.’


  ‘Not really. But he knew what she was about. It was a bond.’


   


  He’d opened out the ground floor of the house; one of those obligatory RSJ jobs. Hi-fi and a colour television occupied a niche. In the garage squatted a new Lancia Beta. He changed his cars at two year intervals; the Firm picked up the tab.


   


  ‘His situation had improved sharply.’


  ‘He was a Director now.’


  ‘How did that come about?’


  The other laughs. ‘Painfully,’ he says. ‘By slow degrees.’


   


  When the mood was on him, Roley would undertake a little landscaping. The standard options seldom held appeal. Each job was conceived afresh, in depth and detail. Sometimes he’d work with him weekends, take some of the graft away. The work was wholly pleasurable.


  The name didn’t mean much at first. After all, there are many Edwardes scattered about. The address was out in Weston, not far from Toby’s own, the job the building of a rockery. Roley had a way with stone, a knack he knew he’d never equal. He hauled and sweated to the other’s orders; Roley circled and pondered, rolled his nicky fags. A buxom, smiling woman brought out tea. She said her husband would be very pleased indeed.


  He was. He stood surveying the long scree, piled with such casual care. The outcrop reared up, magically right. He said, ‘I don’t know how you do it.’ Then he said, ‘Good God.’


  ‘Hello, Griff,’ said Bevan. ‘It’s been a year or two.’


  He’d put a lot of weight on; he still liked his ale. But the bold eyes were the same, the gruff bass voice. Nothing would serve but that he come back to dinner. Later, the tow-haired kids chased off to bed, they sat and chatted. He’d done the Private Edwardes bit, in tanks; a missing finger joint recalled it, lost to a turret trap. Then into the teaching they’d ail been pointed at; but it never suited. He’d taken a few more courses, finished up in marketing. He moved around a bit before he hooked the big one; he was with Isis the cosmetics people, and doing very nicely. They’d been in London for a time, it was where he met his wife; now of course their operation had moved to Northerton, they’d bought a big place down by the canal. ‘Like old times, boy,’ said Griff, and reached to uncap a bottle. ‘What about you?’


  He looked at the carpet. He said. ‘I haven’t done as well as that, I’m afraid.’


  The other grinned. ‘That’s what you get,’ he said, ‘for staying at the sharp end…’


  He left at midnight, drove back into town. He parked the firm’s van thoughtfully, let himself in. Unusually for him, he poured a drink; sat with it and pondered for an hour or more. It was a big account, a very big account indeed; after all, they were a multinational. But Griff just shook his head. ‘A bloody great pile of building bricks,’ he said. ‘Look at it like that.’


  His other objections were met with equal brusqueness. Those pastel things for instance that he’d done, the decorative heads that had so annoyed old Jonesey. ‘They were just art school stuff,’ he said, but Griff had shrugged. ‘Art school stuff is what we bloody need,’ he said. ‘They don’t draw any more, just play with bits of string.’ He lit a cigarette. ‘I’d say three presentations though,’ he said. ‘Stop a few boltholes…’


   


  ‘He wanted him to pitch for the account?’


  ‘He said it was his to hand out. On a plate.’


   


  He went to bed, lay sleepless for a time. Some people, he told himself, are born to lose; he’d never had anybody by the short hair yet, it hardly seemed likely now. Finally his sense of humour was engaged. It would be pleasant, at the least, to look on Toby’s face.


  He worked weekends and evenings, on a massive scale. Because big is beautiful; ask any Chairman of a Board. After a while some little skill returned. Griff dropped in from time to time to check on progress. Finally he pronounced himself satisfied. Gents on penny-farthings were a novelty those days; at least in toiletry. He’d done some early motors for good measure, then turned his hand to Grecian. The presentations were borne off; a few days later he was called at work. ‘Divide and conquer’ seemed to be the game; the MD was impressed, so were a few more. Board meeting was tomorrow, with the top brass from the States. Griff said it was already in the bag. He wandered in to have a word with Clarkey.


   


  ‘I don’t quite follow. Why was his friend so keen to help him out?’


  ‘Primarily, he wasn’t. They were launching a new range, a lot of politicking was going on. He wanted something classy up his sleeve.’


  ‘I see. And the work was Bevan’s own of course.’


  ‘He’d done it out of hours. Kept the copyright.’


  ‘So his price was a directorship.’


  The other grins. ‘Either that or freelance it. The only way they could get some of the action.’


  ‘How did Toby respond?’


  ‘Hit the roof. Or so he heard. Then blackballed him of course. The others voted him down. Pound notes had started flashing where their eyes should be.’


  ‘He was so keen to keep his thumb on him?’


  ‘Not only that. They thought American; they went through admen like a stubble fire. We wouldn’t keep the account more than a year or two; nobody ever did.’


  ‘Could not the others see that?’


  ‘Thinking wasn’t their line.’


  ‘It seems they were greedy men.’


  ‘Call it profit-motivated. It sounds better.’


  ‘Were not things made a little awkward for him?’


  ‘Lord, no. Toby would never waste energy on a fait accompli. He asked him round to dinner instead to celebrate. He’d never been inside his house before.’


  ‘And was he suitably impressed?’


  ‘By total blandness. It was a new dimension. Quarter inch turf, crossed posthorns. He remembered something Roley said to him once. “See Maples and die.”’


  ‘I thought he was a man of taste.’


  ‘Taste was antisocial out at Weston. You ran with the pack or else. Even to being Squash Club Secretary.’


  ‘He was that as well?’


  ‘Naturally. Who else?’


   


  They took on an Improver, later a lad who’d actually been London trained. The brush callus on his finger started to diminish. In time it faded away. He still wrote copy though. He found the task congenial; besides which, there was no-one else. Progressive education put a premium on literacy. Sometimes he even took a trip with Toby. The clock had been turned right back.


  No need, now, for night work. There was a Wine Circle; he found he could take an interest. Later he joined the Choral people as a non-performer. Each year they barnstormed the Messiah. Sometimes Stella Welles sang with them. She was a youngster then; fresh out of Royal, still sending out her cards. Her voice was balm; the bloodless part of Woman. He enjoyed her, with a private fierceness; neat and pert, still with her defiant trace of Cockney. She twitted the Establishment; then rang the welkin like a noisy sparrow.


  In time they made him Secretary. After which there were always folk about. A little touch of Britten in the night. He threw wine parties, Christmas and midsummer. The Nymph became notorious after all.


   


  ‘You’re describing middle age.’


  ‘That’s what he thought too.’


   


  Violence erupted, in the Middle East. One day the Mullahs would get their nuke; there’d be state-changes then for sure. All in the name of Allah. He put it from his mind. Northerton was his world; he’d looked over edges enough.


  He didn’t take a paper; so most events tended to pass him by. He was aware, vaguely, of the arguments that raged round Channel Five; but he paid them scant attention. Britain was soaked with Box already, certainly; but opiates must be taken in increasing doses. Those aggravating little asymptotic graphs still marked off the millennium; so nobody had too long, they’d best enjoy themselves. Mine the last copper, for electric toothbrushes.


  He was at Roley’s the night of the big launch, sinking a bottle of wine. He’d forgotten all about it till the other pulled the TV from its corner. He said, ‘Best see what the Lord’s stored up.’


  The set was on already; it took a little time to warm. He found himself half hoping it wouldn’t make it. The picture steadied finally; a little fiddling and a strange time signal appeared. A jingle announced that Channel Five was Alive. The second hand clicked upward; and the party started on the dot. Business-suited girls drank champers, threw desultory streamers. Roley said, ‘Christ…’


  More jingles; and the first programme appeared. Computer graphics resolved into a title. ITEM: THE STORIES NOBODY DARES TELL. Tonight would be the failure of the NHS.


  He went out to the loo. The credits ended as he came back in. An old man’s head appeared, in merciless closeup. The camera tracked round him slowly. Where his ear had been was a suppurating hole. ‘He has a rodent ulcer,’ said a soft voice-over. ‘He lives in a Welfare State. They call it Britain.’


  The glass broke in his fingers. Roley looked round sharply. He said, ‘Are you all right?’ Bevan said, ‘Yes. I’m sorry.’


  The fifteen years had changed her. She had become more lovely. Her hair was as he remembered it though, on that last day of all; it tumbled round her shoulders, sleek and dark. She swore once just before he left, she’d never cut it. Colour was well adjusted; her brook-green eyes bored through him. He marvelled at their spacing; faint, perfect cheekbone shadowings, translucency of skin. She wore a formal blouse-topped dress; her hands were unadorned by rings. Her camera style was simple, and the script was good; biting, and spare. She spoke to doctors, social workers, politicians; cut neatly through the woffle, pinned each down. More shock shots followed; a cancered breast, undiagnosed till far too late; a drooling youngster in a mental ward; a hydrophobic girl lashed to her bed. It seemed he took in very little of it. Only Gráinne seemed real; turn of the head, remembered nuances, expressions flickering in brilliant eyes. Till she was once more snatched away from him; he sat and blinked at the suddenly pointless screen.


  Roley switched the set off, stood looking down. He said, ‘What’s up then, chap?’


  It seemed he couldn’t speak; couldn’t marshal any coherent thoughts at all. The other picked the fragments from where they still lay on the carpet, came back with another glass. He filled it, held it out. He did look round then, vaguely. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, ‘it was a bit of a shock.’


  Roley sat and waited. He sipped the wine, felt in his pockets for his pipe, remembered he’d left it in the car. The other rolled a cig; he took it, gratefully. Finally he started to talk. He told of the doorstep selling, the shop that was a brothel; Oxford, that impossible first time, the drives to White Horse Hill. And Cheltenham, the West, the glowing years he’d spent; the breakup finally, descent to blackness. It took a long, long time; the room was shadowed well before he’d done. He put the glass down, knew he was an old fool talking drivel. He said, ‘I suppose you’ll think I’m crazy. With all the women there are.’


  ‘No,’ said Roley, ‘I don’t think you’re crazy.’ He started to talk himself. For all of us, there’s only ever one. ‘There’s only been one Woman, chap,’ he said. ‘One Woman, in all the world. She doesn’t change.’


  He smiled. He said, ‘The Piddling Nymph.’


  ‘Happen. Or Gráinne.’ The other looked reflective. ‘They pull their mouths lopsided, most of ’em,’ he said. ‘She’s still good when she’s talking…’


  He couldn’t sleep; yet neither was he sad. There was an excitement, vibrancy. He laid a white cloth, for his morning coffee. He’d got out of the habit. Small actions seemed important, satisfying. He walked round to the newsagents, bought every paper in the shop. The row had started already, in those that ran to late editions. Her face smiled up from sixty five line tone. By midweek there were questions in the House; on rabble-rousing, unscrupulous reporting. Red and Blue united, waved their Order Papers. The media, collectively, had always been the Big Bad Wolf; now they really had something on which to bite. Channel Five thrived on it, played its jingles louder; Gráinne rode the crest, to stardom overnight.


  The Agency buzzed with it, a microcosm. ‘Not even pretty,’ opined Alan Clarke, and stroked the beard he’d grown, pontifically. ‘Can’t see what the fuss is about m’self…’ Merrill, as ever, took his part at once; the sheep and goats were separating nicely. ‘Das Jungste Gericht’, he said, and laughed at all their faces. Toby leaned back, lips pursed. ‘What a doll,’ he breathed. ‘What a little doll…’


  ‘She’s not all that small actually,’ said Bevan vaguely. His brain, it seemed, had not yet re-engaged. ‘She’s fairly tall.’ The other came awake. ‘How would you know?’ he said incredulously. He punched his arm, started to roar with laughter. ‘How would you bloody know…?’


   


  ‘A piquant situation.’


  ‘It had its overtones.’


   


  Lou, the Improver, he found with head in hands; a sturdy girl, strong-shouldered. Handsome, and roundfaced. ‘I’ve never seen nobody like her,’ she said defensively, and sniffed into a handkerchief. ‘An’ now all this…I’m sorry…’


   


  ‘The first of Gráinne’s Women?’


  ‘I think so. On reflection.’


   


  The second ‘Item’ programme widened the unhappiness. ‘The Paisley Fire’ they called it, and a fire it started. Masked, soft-spoken men explained why bigots on both sides were left unharmed; their vapourings were useful to keep the conflict running. Later she introduced a pretty girl, her legs and arms blown off by a bombing in a caff. ‘This is what you’re doing, all of you,’ she shouted. ‘This is what it’s about. Are you all suited now?’ She broke down, cried on camera; mercilessly, they held the shot. A nation gave a universal ‘Ahh’; the daddy of all rockets went off pop.


  In Whitehall, bluster turned to genuine alarm; the Government cast round for means to gag the brainchild it had loosed. Guidelines and ethics had both been blown sky high; and papers, it was rumoured, had been handed to the DPP. Gráinne merely laughed. She had retrained her guns already; ‘Item’ examined international graft. The script moved via the oil giants to a charge that the Islamic revolution had been triggered by the ending of CIA handouts. The White House became massively annoyed; viewing figures for the Channel soared from sight. Another graph was forming; in just a little while, the audience would be infinite.


   


  ‘And what was your reaction to all this?’


  The other smiles. ‘I became a collector again.’


   


  The lines of cassettes grew. He taped her every appearance; each inspired performance. Beside them lived a bulky file of cuttings. He’d retained an Agency of his own; it kept them more than busy. He totted column inches, shook his head. Her slightest action, now, was scrupulously reported, her every word a matter for debate. Her jogging habit, taste for Indian food; the cereals she favoured, colour of her bedroom walls, all became affairs of public interest. Even the adman in him was impressed. She tied her hair back in a pony tail; it was worth 20K of free space. She professed a love of roses; scores of admirers instantly sent bouquets. They pictured her beside them; and the razzmatazz began all over again.


  Public opinion divided even more sharply. The country, now, was split up into camps. ‘Worth her weight in platinum,’ sighed the most feared critic in Fleet Street; ‘A moonfaced pundit,’ snarled a neighbouring gossip columnist. The headline seemed to dance before his eyes.


   


  ‘He was angry?’


  ‘No, amazed. He hadn’t realized just how many no-hopers there really were.’


   


  She changed her tack again. The camera discovered her in a studio bright with flowers. To match, she wore a wispy summer dress. A paperback lay in her lap; she picked it up. ‘I found this in a W.H. Smith’s this afternoon,’ she said. ‘I thought the cover was really rather pretty. Listen.’


  The studio switchboard was jammed long before she had finished the tawdry little extract. Language like that had never been broadcast before, while cunnilingus, traditionally, was treated with discretion. She was undeterred. ‘Here’s another,’ she said brightly, ‘and another. Oh, and listen to this…’ She began again; and he understood the title of the programme. ‘YOU MUST ALWAYS DISH THE DIRT BY PAGE FOURTEEN.’


  Toby was watching with him. He looked puzzled. He said, ‘What the hell’s she getting at this time?’ Bevan raised an eyebrow. As a remark, it was inimitable.


  She tossed the books away contemptuously, picked up some painted pebbles. ‘These were made about twenty thousand years ago,’ she said. ‘This is a book of official symbols, authorized by Government. Not quite so good, are they? But maybe we’ll learn again. We’re trying hard enough.’


  Her argument was simple and disastrous; that literacy had become a social hazard. ‘This junk is all we understand,’ she said. ‘But then, it’s all we need.’ The camera tracked along bookshelves, muggers attacked an OAP. Pickets and policemen struggled, bloody-faced; a knife slashed through a Turner, and the Bomb went off. ‘We brutalize ourselves,’ she said, ‘ready for what’s to come. It’s a survival factor. There’s too many of us around; a lot are going to have to go. If lemmings could read though, they might have second thoughts.’ She picked up another book; a hardback this time, with a cover that looked familiar. ‘We’re losing out of course,’ she said. ‘The only folk we really cheat are ourselves. This is just one author who will never publish again. He doesn’t understand the rules.’ She stared straight into camera; there was a long, slow fade.


  Toby sat back, and sipped a whisky thoughtfully. ‘That last bit was damned good,’ he said. ‘Pity she didn’t say who it was by. Feel almost like writing to ask.’


  Bevan stopped the tapedeck, went upstairs. He came back with The White Ship. He found the passage, handed it across. The other’s brows contracted; then he looked up sharply. He said, ‘Did they ask permission?’


  He shook his head; and Toby jumped to his feet. ‘Then you’ve got ’em cold,’ he said enthusiastically. ‘You’ve got ’em bloody cold…’


  Bevan could never explain the laughter that welled up, either then or later. Once again, the situation was science-fictional. Two towers faced each other, across a waste of land, and signalled silently. The message was for no-one else to read. She had spoken to him, finally; to him alone, after so many years.


  A winter came and went; he was vaguely surprised to see green leaves again. The poplar gusted its scent, across a town that roared and was cool by turns. Days and nights ran past, flickered like a speeded film; yet there was no sense of motion. He circled, round the Point that he had found. Bright people came and went, immortal Girls; while Channel Five piled infamy on infamy. Their policy was clear, and spelled out more than once. No middle ground for them; they dug the dirt, fed people cynically with what brought in most cash. Advertisers queued for space. Much of the profit was ploughed back in; a second studio complex opened up, Gráinne’s dress allowance bumped to an alleged fifty thousand a year. The rest they splurged on upmarket Spectaculars. They’d formed an orchestra quite early on, to many folks’ disgust; they augmented by five hundred, hammered out the Gothic Symphony. Gráinne introduced old Havergal’s crazy work; five choirs and eighty a capella bars, without the organ doubling. Stella rolled her sleeves up, took the flattened pitch and raised it to the trumpets; when it was finally over there was another scene. ‘Nothing mattered,’ stormed Gráinne at a critic. ‘Nothing mattered, he said so all his life. So why don’t you just masturbate instead…’ The country, once again, was shocked and hooked. It was another facet; announcers who throw pots are a power in themselves.


  The ‘Item’ series took a summer break; to cope, as Gráinne blithely put it, with the first few dozen lawsuits. But the cameras didn’t stop turning. Northerton Town Council bought the Mayor a Rolls; the local paper spread the horrid news, the national dailies copied. It was too good to miss. Neat girls in Channel Five teeshirts wielded E.N.G. gear on the Town Hall steps; interviewers canvassed all and sundry. He was accosted himself; he brushed by, suddenly anxious, went his way. Gráinne herself, they said, was coming down; he recoiled from the chance of confrontation. What would he say to her; what could he say, after so many years? He retreated, to his castle. The Fact of her existence was enough; had always been enough, he knew that now. He slept and woke and shaved, came down to breakfast. Finishing his coffee, the doorbell rang. He got up, stood quite still a moment, walked into the hall. A silhouette showed muffled through the glass; beyond, just glimpsed, a long car slid away.


  There were colours, lines of force. He knew if you travel long enough, space bends. He stooped to shoot the bolt, and opened up. There was a flooding of calm joy; and the words, after all, came easy. ‘Hello, Gráinne,’ he said. ‘It’s good to see you again.’


  [image: Image]


  FOURTH SESSION

  Aranyaka


  The filter is in place again, across the little port. The light that blazes through is still intense. An image forms, unbidden; the white rocks of the Ring, seen on a day of heat. He watches up awhile, then turns his head. He says, ‘I must have overslept.’


  Stillness is broken. The girl smiles round at him. She says, ‘We saw no cause to wake you.’ She rises, moves towards him. ‘Doctor’s orders,’ she says. ‘An extra pillow today. You’re doing very well.’


  He smiles in turn. ‘Perhaps it’s not my deathbed after all.’


  She watches gravely down. ‘Whoever said it was?’


  Joy courses in him, fleeting. He wants to press his forehead to the pert swell of her belly. She seems aware; she steps a little forward, as if to make it easy. He does not respond. Thought and act equate; no need for the tautology of movement.


  She goes back to her place, folds fingers in her lap. She wears a cloak today, of the same soft gathered blue. Her hair, backlit by brightness, gives off sparks of copper. He says, ‘Where is the doctor?’


  ‘He is busy at the moment. I will call him if you wish.’


  He shakes his head. ‘I’m quite happy with you.’ He studies her. ‘You’re not here at all, you know.’


  ‘Where am I then?’


  ‘Sitting a bike, at a cemetery gate. And I’ve just spoken to you.’


  ‘That isn’t much of a trick.’


  ‘It’s enough for one lifetime.’


  ‘Some might not agree.’


  ‘I’m not concerned with them.’


  He listens to the humming in the little room. The scent is there again, pervasive. ‘Hers’ he says at last.


  ‘Who?’


  ‘Gráinne. She always wore the same. Right through her life.’


  ‘Tell me some more about her.’


  He rubs his face. ‘I’ve forgotten where I got to. I must have fallen asleep.’


  ‘You were smiling. Standing on a step. You said it was good to see her.’


   


  She’d dressed well for the country; neat blouse, impeccably tailored tweeds. A bag was on her shoulder, crammed and bulging. As ever, it slightly spoiled the chic effect. He stepped aside still smiling, and she walked in past him. He caught the waft of scent. His head spun, just a little.


  She stood in the big sitting room, looked round her; at the tape deck, cassettes on their shelves, through French doors to the garden. She said, ‘You’ve done well.’ He said, ‘I did my best.’


  Time seemed slowed right down. He made fresh coffee; buzz of the little mill, the folded filter paper. She took it black, as always; and no sugar. ‘My’, she said, ‘that’s good.’ She set the cup down.


  There seemed no need for words, no need at all. Northerton existed round them, came to morning life. Images, once jagged-edged, were melded to a whole. She lay beside him, touched him with wet fur; sat in his house and smiled, and drank his coffee. Events merely, dropping into place; there was no conflict. Aranyaka began already.


   


  ‘Aranyaka?’


  ‘The Teaching of the Forest.’


   


  It seemed that he himself was a recorder; wrinkles at the corners of her eyes, line of her jaw. White halfmoons of her flat, unvarnished nails, hair that brushed her collar as she moved. Facts, all, to be stored away with others; the tapes perhaps, his memories. She understood the process; searched inside her bag, to find a hankie. ‘I’ll buy you a bigger one,’ he said. It made her laugh; look up and down, push back her hair and grin. ‘Remember the dress you bought me?’ she said. ‘I found it the other day, wore it to work.’ She never had been able to throw a thing away.


   


  ‘She hardly sounds like the great big TV star.’


  ‘She never had been. He’d known all along.’


  ‘What had she come to see him for?’


  ‘Something she wanted.’


   


  It took a little time. Once she glanced at her wrist; he guessed a schedule for the car’s return. It had been neatly done; not a newspaperman in sight. He asked how it was managed, and she laughed again. She’d driven straight from Town, circled to come in from the north; the Station cars were not all liveried, dark sidescreens helped as well. He said, ‘It must be hard for you,’ and she glanced up. Again, no need of words; the central part of her was never touched. He asked about her people in the town. She shrugged. She said, ‘They’ll cope. They don’t need me at all.’ She looked back at her watch. She said, ‘Could I see your garden? It looks beautiful from here.’


  Once more there seemed a rightness. It had after all been waiting a long, long time. She halted by the Nymph, walked slowly round her. ‘Typical,’ she said, and chuckled. Then she frowned.


  He shook his head. ‘She isn’t mine,’ he said. ‘I just have clever friends.’ He helped her. ‘What can I do for you?’ he asked.


  She looked up quickly, touched his arm. ‘I didn’t want you to think…’


  ‘I gave up thinking,’ he said gently. ‘Quite a while ago. Now I just enjoy.’


  She searched his face. Eyes moving as he remembered, little darting shifts. It seemed she couldn’t see enough. He thought she shivered; but she looked relieved. ‘Me too,’ she said. ‘We’ve learned an awful lot.’ She sat down quickly, toyed with the bag strap. ‘It’s an account,’ she said. ‘A very special one.’


  He didn’t ask her how she knew about the Agency. Channel Five researchers made it their business to know all sorts of things. Instead he just said, ‘Tell me a bit about it.’


  Hard at the best of times to wear his other hat; at heart, he was no adman. But doubly difficult now. He missed a sentence, backtracked. This chain of…what would they be, health clinics?


  ‘Sort of,’ she said. ‘That sort of thing.’


  ‘Jogging and crispbreads. There’s a lot of them around.’


  ‘No,’ she said. ‘Not really quite like that…’


  ‘For men, or women?’


  ‘Both,’ she said, ‘I hope. Well, some for men. But most will be for women. That’s what I want,’ she said, ‘that’s where I’d want the push. Main weight.’


  ‘Slimming cures,’ he said; but she shook her head again. ‘No way,’ she said, ‘I couldn’t care less about it. If they’re fat, they don’t get in…’


  ‘I see,’ he said, ‘I see.’ He seemed to be getting nowhere. Health clinics for women; very beautiful women. ‘You know what I mean,’ she said. She made shapes with her hands. ‘Not just…but that comes in as well of course. It must…’


  ‘Mens sana in corpore sano,’ he suggested, and thought too of a pun he didn’t make. His brain seemed to be freewheeling again, getting out of hand. She nodded, vigorous once more. ‘That’s it,’ she said, ‘you’re getting there…’


  He changed his tack. What appropriation was she thinking of? Launches can be wildly expensive things.


  She looked at him, quite calm again. She said, ‘Five million pounds.’


  He closed his eyes a moment, opened them. He said, ‘Five million,’ and she nodded. ‘Yes,’ she said, ‘that’s right.’


  A blackbird had come down, onto the lawn. There’d been rain that night; he wanted the place to himself. He fixed them with a bold, bright eye and whistled. Bevan looked away. ‘One question,’ he said quietly. ‘Why us?’


  She didn’t answer for a moment; then she did an unexpected thing. Reached forward quickly, touched his forehead with a fingertip. ‘What I want’s in there,’ she said. ‘In there. You can do it. You’re the only one.’ Pressure and coolness stayed behind a little, after she drew away. So he was to be Diarmaid again; it was the only clue she left.


  ‘The others will have to be involved of course,’ he said. ‘I don’t have any option.’ Already he could see the rocks ahead.


  ‘That’s fine,’ she said, and smiled. ‘Involve who you like.’


  The car came at eleven. The doorbell rang discreetly, on the dot. He walked through with her. She turned back in the hall. ‘Don’t come out with me,’ she said, ‘It’s better.’ She hesitated, bit her lip. ‘Thank you,’ she said. ‘It means a lot to me.’


  He took her hands. ‘Gráinne, it’s all right,’ he said.


  She looked up, quickly. She said, ‘I wasn’t really fair on you, you know.’


  He smiled. He said, ‘Have I complained?’ She shook her head. ‘It isn’t that,’ she said. ‘It’s just…oh, hell…’


  ‘Gráinne,’ he said, ‘it’s all right. Go away…’


  She swallowed. ‘You’ll need a letter from me,’ she said. ‘I’ll get it off today. Goodbye.’ She kissed him, quick and light, and turned.


  ‘Take care,’ he said. ‘Go slowly.’ He slipped the catch behind her, watched close through the glass. She turned back once, half raised a hand. The motor nosed out into traffic.


  He cleared the cups and washed them, put them away. Closing the cupboard door, the catch clicked gently. He was aware of the closing of the door, the act performed. Other acts would follow, measured; hanging of the tea towel on its hook, donning of his jacket. Their logic satisfied, implied a symmetry. No moment could be wasted, now; the concept lost its force. This too was aranyaka.


   


  ‘It’s also Zen.’


  ‘Perhaps. His understanding had only just begun.’


   


  He backed his car down, drove on to the Agency. Toby was out; and so he went upstairs. Den was away too, a day up in the Smoke; and Lou was having trouble with a ten by eight. She still had a tendency to flap if left alone. He roughed a few suggestions for her, smiling; knew she stared after, when he had left the room.


   


  ‘His manner was so much changed?’


  ‘He was entire again.’


  ‘I thought he was already.’


  ‘So had he.’


   


  The letter came next morning by first post. He slit the flap with care. Her references were impeccable; one of the oldest City banks. He called a meeting of his co-directors. Merrill, at first, was disinclined to come; some panic over a leaflet at the printers. He took him to one side. Wonders were worked.


  They were incredulous at first. Toby in particular inclined to mirth. ‘What is she, then?’ he said. ‘Old flame of yours?’


  ‘Something like that,’ said Bevan. He flicked the letter across the table to him. He scanned it, quickly, and the grin was wiped away. He said, ‘Bloody sodding hell,’ and grabbed the phone. He almost dropped the handset in his haste to whirl the digits through.


   


  ‘They were considerably surprised?’


  ‘The understatement of all time. Can’t you imagine it?’


  The girl in blue looks thoughtful. Then she smiles. ‘Yes,’ she says, ‘I do believe I can.’


   


  The meeting broke up finally at six. He knew a little pub, behind the Sepulchre. Toby sat with him at the bar, the letter in his hands. He stared from it to Bevan, back again. As he’d already been doing half the day. He said, ‘I still don’t bloody get it.’


  ‘I told you. I knew her once. When she was up at Oxford.’


  The other snorted. ‘Tell it to the Marines…’


  ‘Why bother? They’re not involved as well, are they?’


  Toby gave up, ran fingers through his hair. ‘But who are we pitching against?’ he asked despairingly, and for the hundredth time.


  Bevan watched him steadily. He said, ‘Ourselves.’


  The other thumped the counter. It brought the landlord running. He barely noticed him. ‘Tell me what it is,’ he groaned, ‘and I’ll sell it. Some bloody way. You say they’re not health clinics?’


  ‘Not exactly.’


  ‘Then what the hell are they?’


  Bevan looked thoughtful. ‘I rather think,’ he said, ‘we have to work that out.’


  Memory of her was a bright, recurring shock. Shock, and a vibrancy. For once, there was no urge to communicate; though he did speak a little of it to Roley. The other watched him narrowly. ‘Who’s putting the money up?’ he said. ‘It can’t be hers.’


  ‘She didn’t say. As far as I’m concerned, we deal direct. No backers.’


  The other said, ‘Hmmpph.’ He left the room then, came back carrying bottles. He made his own wines, these days; generally, the results were excellent. He uncorked, poured, held a glass up critically to the light. ‘You do realize,’ he said, ‘you might not see her again?’


  Bevan smiled. ‘I’ve seen her once,’ he said. ‘It wouldn’t matter.’


  The slim man stared to him. ‘That’s all right then,’ he said finally. He made to top the glasses; but the other shook his head. ‘I’d better not,’ he said. ‘They’re getting a bit hot in town.’


  ‘There’s a bunk upstairs,’ said Roley shortly. ‘Get smashed, I’m going to. This looks like being your year…’


  Bevan smiled again. How to explain? No need for wine; the celebration was going on already, in his head. Nonetheless, he would stay. ‘I think,’ he said slowly, ‘before all this is through, I’m going to need your help.’


  ‘What with?’


  ‘I don’t know,’ he said simply. ‘Do you ever get gut feelings?’


  The sculptor grunted. ‘I’ve had one all the week,’ he said. ‘Why d’you think I’m drinking?’ He raised his glass. ‘Well, here’s to temperance. And Gráinne…’


  He started. Some spur of memory, perhaps; was touched; so that for an instant he drank a double toast. To Gráinne certainly, infamous and golden; but also to another. Shadow of a Woman, in a huge and lovely kilt.


  Turmoil increased, by rapid stages. Clarkey, for reasons best known to himself, dashed frantically about with piles of printouts; between times he drank gold top milk, swallowed pills by ostentatious handfuls. His ulcers, it seemed, were making their pitch in sympathy. Merrill clucked, and shouted at the typists; Toby alone seemed purposeful. Den, the visualizer, was kept busy night after night; Lou just seemed in a daze. ‘She isn’t comin’ here,’ she said a score of times. ‘She can’t be comin’ here, you’re having me on…’ He nodded, feeling sympathy. ‘She’s coming all right,’ he said. ‘In just ten days from now.’


  It wasn’t long, for what they had in mind. Scheme followed scheme, each grander than the last. Schedules multiplied; the pages of the latest BRAD became dog-eared. In the middle of it all, Boardroom and Reception were hastily redecorated. That was mistake the first; the new-paint smell would hang about for weeks. He shook his head. The rocks were very close.


  The studio car turned in at oh ten hundred sharp. Channel Five, it seemed, made a fetish of punctuality. This time there was no low profile; it even flew a pennant on its wing. ‘Like bloody Royalty,’ said Toby later on, still awed.


  Security men preceded her. It seemed they would be needed. A curious crowd had gathered almost at once. Her name was shouted; the word spread like a grass fire.


  He met her in Reception. It seemed she had a special smile for him. Clarkey ushered her upstairs, too voluble already. He followed, sighing; and the Boardroom door was flung aside. ‘Gentlemen,’ he heard his MD say, ‘I believe you know our Client…’


  She was urbane, and cool. She stared about her quizzically; at the bright new paintwork, massive bowls of flowers. She made no comment; instead she took her place, at the head of the long table, and the presentations began. She murmured polite nothings, looked carefully at each; the inserts and throwaways, full pages and the halves, the stickers and lapel badges, glossy A4 brochures. Bevan shook his head. He sympathized with Dennis too; bricks without straw were commonplace, but here there’d been no clay. Nonetheless it had been a mammoth effort; the biggest bolthole-stopping exercise he’d seen.


  Clarkey outlined his health food tieups, Toby described his beauty contest scheme. Still she had said no word; and tension began to mount. Merrill was sweating, making no bones about it; even the Warrilow bedside manner had begun to slip. Finally she pushed the work away. No, that wasn’t what she wanted; that wasn’t what she wanted at all. She stared around her, calmly; and silence became total.


  Vaguely, he felt sorry for the others. Sorry, but unconnected. He leaned back in his chair and marvelled at her. Eye spacing, line of neck; her shoulders. Her hands, he saw, were boyish, broad; hands of the Celt. She wore a gay-striped jacket; beautiful bluestocking, the universal dream. Girl-in-the-tent seemed far off, and yet close. He feasted on her; eyes, and spirit. Programmes, even the famous ‘Item’ series, had one recurring fault. They showed too little of her; she was eclipsed, too often, by her own savage material. ‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ he’d wanted the announcer to say, ‘this is tonight’s Item…’ And follow with a slow, close track round Gráinne herself.


  If possible, the silence deepened. He distinctly heard poor Clarkey’s heavy breathing. Then she started to smile. ‘I told you,’ she said softly. ‘I told you all along. What I wanted was in there…’


  Release of tension had them chattering like magpies. Could it be done? Could they pull it off? The slow, hypnotic track-in he proposed ran close to the illegal; fine for Five maybe, but she wanted total coverage. The bible was produced, the current Codes of Practice; but she waved it to one side. Instead she turned to Toby. ‘He’ll fix it,’ she said briskly, ‘if anybody can.’ He looked taken aback; then started to grin himself.


  They were all round her now; she’d got them eating from her hand. Coffee was called for; and Toby turned back to Bevan. ‘No address?’ he said thoughtfully. ‘No address line at all?’


  ‘No address line, no message,’ he said firmly. ‘Just a number. Then we use the folders. Start to filter right from the word go.’


  ‘He’s right,’ said Gráinne. ‘This is what I want.’


  The scheme was thrashed out virtually on the spot. A TV campaign only, the brochure stuff for backup. Schedules to be worked out, slots booked, money transferred; Clarkey to travel to Town in a week to finalize. Three of the-clinics were already staffed, one operating in a limited-budget way; four more were due for opening in the autumn, out of an expected chain of twelve. Photographers were to be laid on ASAP: that would be Bevan’s province. Dennis would travel with him; there would be no more whistling in the dark. Quality she wanted, quality and style; Toby waxed poetic, on doublesided Astralux.


  She wanted to see the engine room she said, and grinned. Starting from nothing at all, the designers had worked wonders. And so they trailed upstairs, to where the studio still looked its scruffy best. Her own face smiled at her from massive posters, Lou’s private pride and joy. Den fanned his fag smoke, taken aback for once; Lou, he thought, looked ready to faint away. Instead Gráinne chatted to her, the Goddess come to earth; and she began to smile. The pretty dress she wore was commented on; he found they were called shirtwaisters. He’d never worked in Fashion.


  Lunch had been fixed; Toby, inimitably, Knew a Little Place. But she couldn’t stay. A charity bazaar to open; ostensibly, the reason for her trip. The rest was very much her own affair. He was surprised afresh; he’d thought the Channel must be backing it. She signed her autographs, outside the Agency gate; he watched down at the excited, swirling crowd. Her watchdogs shouldered finally to the car; last wave, and she was gone.


  They took Lou out in place of her, and Den. Such times, surely, would never come again.


  Fitzsimmons, Ltd., found themselves suddenly on all sorts of maps. The switchboard was besieged, day after day. Most of the calls were from the Press. Why had she broken her journey, what had transpired? Was it true she had wished to place some advertising? And who the hell were Fitzsimmons anyway, what was wrong with Town? There was talk of exclusives, finally cash offers. ‘Queen Midas’ growled Campaign, aggrievedly; and Clarkey read the riot act. Toby, the main chancer, would always keep his counsel; and nobody considered Bevan much. But Merrill was unstable in his cups. Also the youngsters might be compromised. Lou laughed at the idea though, loud and long; and Den threw his water pot at the wall. It seemed there too she’d made an instant convert. The secret was safe enough; the news would break soon now in any case.


  The other calls were from potential clients. A dozen in the first two days; and not a spare exec to follow through. So Merrill was sent out instead, which got him from underfoot. Heaven help any accounts he serviced; but the Agency was unconcerned. It was busy frying the biggest fish in history. Bevan shook his head, and marvelled at the power of the Box. ‘Goddess’, now, wasn’t far off the mark; she’d used her chances well.


   


  ‘The advertisements you planned; were they ever screened?’


  The other smiles. ‘After a certain struggle.’


  ‘Why was that?’


  ‘We hit a solid wall. Even Five weren’t keen. They claimed it breached her contract. There was quite a battle. They caved in finally of course. Afraid of losing her.’


  ‘So after that there was no more trouble?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘She wanted prime viewing times as well. They can’t just be had for the asking.’


  ‘Was Toby as effective as she hoped? She seemed to place a lot of faith in him.’


  The smile broadens. ‘I think each life has one high point. Something to be written in solid gold.’


  ‘How do you mean?’


  ‘There was a dinner party. It cost ten thousand pounds. I don’t think I shall ever forget Clarkey’s face.’


  ‘That does seem rather drastic. How did Toby justify it?’


  ‘Drew himself up, and looked him in the eyes. Said, “Kimmeridge Bay lobsters” and walked out.’ The other chuckles. ‘I told you, there’s a moment for us all.’


  The girl in blue looks thoughtful. She says, ‘And was your scheme successful?’


   


  The Press was thoroughly enraged; the public, for the most part, tittered. The long, long track on Gráinne, the phone number; no message, punchline, packshot. What sort of advertising was that? Gráinne countered, cool as ever. It wasn’t advertising at all; the word was in their mouths, not hers. ‘Pen pals for a Goddess,’ snapped The Times; other nationals dangled more prurient bait. But she refused to rise.


  They answered her of course, in droves; the letdown when the story broke was equally acute. ‘Health clinics?’ swore the apoplectic Media. ‘Health clinics?’ Then why the hell hadn’t she said as much before…


  Again, she was unmoved. The filtering had worked. The curious, the lively, the imaginative, proceeded to stage two. The backup material filtered more; later, there were interviews. She got the nucleus she wanted.


  He was kept more than busy. The first print run, ten thousand, vanished overnight. He re-ordered, hastily. Fifty thousand brochures barely stemmed the tide. He’d miscalculated; the power of TV, or of her image. The pressure slackened finally; he took a trip to Town. Again, it was a turning point.


   


  ‘What sort of turning point?’


  ‘The most important of his life.’


  ‘Tell me about it.’


   


  Evening was coming, as they climbed up from the valley. Cloud banks stretched miles long, sky glowed between; they travelled beneath the fingers of a hand. Small details, leaves of trees, showed clear; yet were remote. Ahead lay all reality. Lou and Den were quiet; Toby drove fast and smooth, threading into London. The studio complex was a tower of brightness; sweet Thames ran softly, traffic on its banks. Water a ruffled shield, the sunset fading. All things had come together.


   


  ‘You sound as if you were visiting a shrine.’


  ‘Perhaps. The first of many.’


   


  Concrete piers slid past, the engine died. Sounds to him, click of the doors, were muffled. Within him was a silent, fast vibration; he wondered at it, glad that Toby drove. Now, he could no longer cope. Night air, blowing from the river; and he was hurried forward, part of a crowd again. He thought that Lou edged closer, couldn’t be sure. The yards of carpet, egg plants towering, took him back in time; but she was in control now. Gráinne. She seemed remote, gigantic, all this in her hands. All, in a sense, was wonder; he wondered at twin images. His coat was whisked away. Den did it for him, pocketed the check. Not safe without a keeper.


  Warmth blew and wafts of scent, excited. Stills in bright chrome frames. Rows A to M, N through Zee; but they didn’t go that way. A tousled boy shoved past, film cans on a handcart; Five never ever learned a sense of fitness. Toby was chatting already, to the guide who met them; a tall girl, slim and fair. She wore a shirtwaister dress. Her calmness, friendliness, surprised afresh. He’d never been to Channel Five before.


  The lift was high-speed, left him more disoriented. Lou said, ‘Cor,’ and gulped; he held her arm. The guide was on ahead, Toby absorbed; nodding, the good adman. He’d never beat him, didn’t want to try. Too many giant shadows.


  He was a witness, merely. The Nymph, the double walls, existed on another plane. High in the building now; the floors bore up, solid to his feet. Entropy was checked, by the energy of concrete.


   


  ‘An extreme reaction?’


  ‘Not for him.’


  ‘Why so?’


  ‘There was responsibility. The tent was in the field.’


   


  Behind the control room was a long glass wall; smeared in places, fingerprinted. He looked along the line of faces; underlit, absorbed. There was new beauty. Speakers fed back crosstalk, a girl’s cool voice that counted down the seconds. A camera lead had snarled; Gráinne mimed the tearing out of hair. A makeup girl eclipsed her, swung away. The banks of screens lit up, time signals appeared. Nine, eight and seven; two, one and go. Channel Five had turned the clock back; they were transmitting live. The Producer capered, conducting his electric symphony; Toby asked a question, the guide laughed. ‘He doesn’t need to do it,’ she said. ‘The vision mixer’s good.’


  The soundman chainsmoked through a slim black holder; secretaries huddled, turning their script pages. Gráinne stuck her tongue out, clicked her smile back on. One of these times, she’d blow it. ‘Screwed up’ said the speakers; the Producer tore his hair. Strange to see him turn; the glossy mane was girlish, round face lined. A zoom-in from a standby showed a fag end on the hardboard floor; between shots it was whisked away.


  Stone apsaras appeared, craftily sidelit; others spun on slow-rotating tables. She gazed at them, it seemed, with distant longing; soon they would be gone from sight, hidden behind a gentle saffron veil. She spoke of the Khmer kingdoms, coming of the Buddha. A leader flickered from its start mark; on cue, they cut to film. The lingam-yoni pairs of Avebury. The vision mixer laughed, slapped the Producer’s shoulder. Bevan said, ‘Where’s the telecine?’ and the guide smiled. She said, ‘Two floors away.’


  They were moving off again, Lou touched his sleeve. He followed, mutely. Too many images, coming in a flood; he’d have much preferred to stay right where he was. Dim lighting, double doors that swished; and the audience ranged up, the mike booms poised to pick out questioners. Strange to see the clusterings of monks; technical advisers, with their shaven skulls. Gráinne took her place again, sipped from a glass; the guide touched finger to her lips. The out-of-towners were getting the Grand Tour.


   


  ‘She had become involved with Buddhism?’


  ‘With certain aspects. Theravada, the old codes.’


  ‘Why was that, would you say?’


  The man in the bed considers. ‘The old problem,’ he says finally. ‘Right from the Oxford days. The Celts and Brahmans sprang from common stock. She sensed a link, if only she could find it.’


  ‘Was she never tempted to follow the Path herself?’


  The patient shakes his head, decisively. ‘She took what she wanted from the teaching. Then made her own constructs.’ He smiles. ‘To ordain her, they’d have shaved her head. She said that was immoral.’


  ‘A natural distaste perhaps.’


  ‘Far more than that. It was a cornerstone. She told him once, aesthetics were all we had.’


  ‘Higher than morality?’


  ‘They were her morality. She still saw the body as a shrine.’


  ‘And you?’


  He smiles. ‘I knew that Gráinne was Princess of the Sun.’


   


  Her exposition started well enough. It was never finished though. The enemies she’d ranged against her struck; Five learned the oldest lesson in the book.


   


  ‘The audience did not ask the prepared questions?’


  ‘They most certainly did not. The first one set the tone. Did she believe in God…’


  ‘Could she not have steered the discussion back?’


  ‘She didn’t try to. She always met her challenges head-on.’


  ‘Hardly wise, under the circumstances.’


  ‘She was the ultimate amateur. A dangerous asset.’


   


  He was bemused. The Establishment, it seemed, had grasped her meaning faster. A minister, dog-collared, raged on the sanctity of family life. She laughed. A woman, shrill with fury, squealed her faith in Heaven. She waved her hand, dismissed it. A capitalist fiction; the boss’s son drove round in a drophead Rolls.


   


  ‘Then she rejected Jesus?’


  ‘By no means. He was the greatest guru of them all.’


  ‘But nothing more.’


  ‘She said that was enough. The Fact of his existence. The confusion started later. With a myopic little Saint called Paul.’


  ‘Did they not close down the transmission?’


  ‘Five could be stubborn too.’


   


  Toby was a connoisseur of punchups. Viewed from a safe distance, naturally. Now he looked alarmed. Lou was in tears. Den was struggling with her, holding her back; or she’d have been down on stage, protectively. No need; security men were there in force, a cordon. Perhaps after all they’d been primed. The Buddhists sat remote, a blotch of saffron. Something, a shoe, bounced from a camera mount; the operator swore and ducked. Credits were rolling, unnoticed in the din; the tannoys pealed. ‘Go to black,’ they said. ‘Ladies and gentlemen, clear the gangways please. Go to black…’


  Their guide, it seemed, knew every byway of the building. It was as well; they hurried through more corridors, into another lift. They were decanted into an unexpected haven; a wide, quiet bar, soft-lit. ‘Sorry about that,’ she said briskly. ‘Never a dull moment, here on Five. What are you all drinking?’


  Musak played gently; wide windows gave a panorama of the city. He peered down, feeling stunned. The altercation, it seemed, had spread outside; guards, foreshortened, held back a seething mob of people from the steps. He heard the distant bleating of police cars, worried about Gráinne. But she seemed unconcerned. She made her entrance later, a vision in hip-slashed scarlet. This was her world; the ‘darlings’ flew thick and fast. Her face seemed strange in makeup; at once more feral and more calm. Masklike as the statues.


  The bar was filling quickly now, noise level rising. The Producer waved his arms. Those mothers had screwed his programme. The sound mixer laughed, fitted Sobranies into the long black holder. There were worried execs; she flirted with them, still on a high. Nobody else seemed bothered. He was backed into a corner by a short, sweating man. He wore a fat gold lighter on a necklace. ‘What a show,’ he said. He waved his arms as well. ‘What a bloody show…’ The set would be down already, pump screwdrivers working. Tomorrow was another day.


  There were befurred women, poodles with jewelled collars. He heard Toby’s laugh, glimpsed him at the bar. His hand was on the guide’s waist; she swung away. Den held a drink out to him; his own slopped on the carpet. He’d had too much already. He stared round again for Lou, but she was nowhere in sight. Later, on the long drive home, he looked back at the Londoner. Shock had sobered him a little; he lit a cigarette. The seat beside him was empty; they’d lost the only Improver ever to show some promise.


   


  ‘She didn’t go back with them?’


  ‘She wouldn’t leave her idol. Ever again.’


  ‘What did she propose to do?’


  The other laughs. ‘Build a willow cabin at her gates. Though that was never necessary.’


   


  He had a lot to occupy his mind. The strange phrase ‘Go to black’ rang there again. The show was over, the screens all dead. Yet still she gestured, called to him.


   


  ‘He still seems hypersensitized.’


  ‘Perhaps. He’d understood a Principle.’


  ‘Which was?’


  The other rubs his face. ‘I’ll tell a riddle, if you like. It might make it a little clearer.’


  ‘Go on.’


  ‘A man came home and saw a snake in his house. He was frightened, and called a servant with a lamp. They found it was really a length of old rope. So where had the snake gone to?’


  ‘And what is the answer?’


  ‘It hadn’t gone anywhere. Yet he’d seen it. So it must still be there.’


  She might or might not be smiling. ‘I’d call that Zeno’s Paradox.’


  ‘Perhaps. But Gráinne could never leave him now.’


  ‘And was that the turning point you spoke of earlier?’


  ‘No, that was rather different.’


  ‘Can you tell me?’


  He shakes his head. ‘The programme she set out to do. There was a message. Again, it seemed just for him.’


  ‘What was it? Can you remember?’


  A deep throb grows from stillness, fills the little room. Somewhere, a utensil buzzes on a shelf. He lies still, waiting. Slowly, the sound begins to fade. ‘Aircraft’, he says.


  She hasn’t moved; she sits facing him calmly, hands quiet in her lap. ‘Go on,’ she says. ‘They’re not important.’


  He frowns, collecting thought. ‘The Nymphs,’ he says. ‘The phallic stones. Both powerful; but both gave place.’


  ‘You mean that she rejected sexuality?’


  ‘She saw it as a Fact, alongside others. The hardest step she took.’


  ‘You feel it was so difficult for her?’


  ‘She was a sexual creature all her days. She never overcame love of the body. But intellect must come first. That’s what she meant about the saffron veil. She hinted as much, that day in Northerton. Said they’d both learned a lot. It was a huge admission.’


  The girl in blue looks thoughtful. ‘The Khmers, the Bronze Age folk, and you,’ she says at length. ‘Each time the same lesson; but you both learned it slowly. This is why you talked so much about your School.’


  He laughs. The laugh is pure pleasure. ‘I told you I was making patterns,’ he says. ‘The first part’s finished now; I didn’t think I’d see it. It’s like a knot, like teasing at the wool. Suddenly it all comes loose; and you can wind it up.’


  She looks down at him solemnly. She says, ‘Now wind the rest.’


   


  Patterns. She made patterns, certainly; though for a time they seemed to make no sense.


  Five hedged its bets, unwillingly; the second programme of the series was screened without an audience. A striptease dancer stroked herself, in writhing closeup; the Lido chorus pranced, their costumes like the bright harness of horses. Lust consumed itself, left only the Bomb for afters. The message was unhappy for the West.


  Lou wrote a long apologetic letter. The style was disjointed here and there, the happiness glowed through. He smiled, and sent her cards on. It was no time for blame.


  The Agency was busier than ever. They’d taken extra staff in all departments; finally the premises themselves became too small. He scouted the Estate Agents, along with Toby. Property prices had gone wild again; a hundred thousand bought a terrace house, two hundred a sawn-off mansion. They found a massive place the other side of Dallerton, and Roley was called in; later, he even took on contract mowing.


  A Studio, unheard-of for those days, serviced the new accounts. Den managed it, compassionately and with skill. The Gráinne posters, a little smokestained now, were accorded pride of place. A compressor puttered, feeding airbrush points; they built a darkroom on, later added processing facilities. Business expanded with surprising speed; they formed another Company to take care of it. Later they split off their PR interests too. Clarkey rushed about, booming instructions round a calabash. He’d even stopped Creating; he was in his element at last.


   


  ‘And what of Gráinne, in all this?’


   


  Item was back, more virulent than ever. Cruise missiles, shipped in by the score, formed a focus for its wrath. Half of them had neutron warheads; they’d said development was stopped.


  A massive investigation was staged into the leak. The High Court ordered Five to reveal its sources. Unpatriotic not to want to be radioactive dust. The Channel refused. Jail sentences were threatened: the wrangle looked like going on for years. For light relief, she knocked out a TM.


   


  ‘TM?’


  ‘Transcendental meditation buff. They had him on the programme.’


  ‘And how did he come to be stunned?’


  ‘Very simply. She hit him with the water carafe.’


  ‘Tell me about it.’


  ‘There isn’t much to tell. He was a Company Director; he said his salesmen used TM to better their returns.’


  ‘She disapproved of that?’


  ‘In some ways she was easily provoked.’


  ‘What happened?’


  ‘He’d become a little heated. He claimed a business deal was a high art form. More delicate than painting. It was an unwise choice of words.’


  ‘And was he badly hurt?’


  ‘As it happened, no. It didn’t break the jug.’ The patient smiles reflectively. ‘It was Waterford crystal. Only the best, for Five.’


   


  Toby rang him as the programme ended. He was still laughing. The cameraman was on the ball; a tilt followed the victim to the deck. He sounded worried too though. She was their window dressing; now she was losing her head. If she was fetched down, and enough folk wanted her blood, she’d take a lot more with her. Like the Fitzsimmons Group.


  He shook his head. Whatever she was doing was deliberate. Nobody is saner than the Celt.


  The TM didn’t sue. Couldn’t spare the time, from training salesmen. He went on record as saying he’d rather be knocked out by her than seduced by anybody else.


   


  ‘There was something about him after all then.’


  ‘I think it was probably just an effect of concussion.’


   


  Verbally, she repeated the performance the next week. The target was a singularly breathy Women’s Libber. Five was used to tears on camera; but these were not from Gráinne.


   


  ‘She had no sympathy with the movement?’


  ‘She loathed the very mention of it. Said you should take what you wanted, not whine for it. She told her if she wasn’t built like a tank she might not have to kick up so much fuss.’


  ‘That was remarkably cruel.’


  ‘She could be remarkably cruel. When she was attacked. It was where she parted company with the Buddha.’


  ‘But never to you.’


  The other shakes his head. ‘Never to me,’ he says. ‘I saw a little girl. I see her still.’


   


  Difficult to realize Five was two years old. The celebrations were on a fitting scale. The Albert Hall contained them; but only just. The spirit of the Saturnalia reigned afresh; huge strobes made Magic Light, Stella belted the Carmina in jeans and a seethru top. The watching millions, scandalized, saw Gráinne kiss her feet. It was her last performance; her course was almost run.


   


  ‘How did she finally fall from grace?’


  ‘In almost an offhand way. A stray remark on race. She said there were two human species in the world, one black, one white; they happened to be cross fertile.’


  ‘She’d surely said worse than that.’


  ‘There was a difference. She’d broken the law of the land. Or so they claimed. It was all they were waiting for. The Channel couldn’t help her, not this time. They dropped her from contract. They had no other option.’


   


  Fitzsimmons’ Board was gloomily convened. Clarkey was gripping his stomach; even Toby looked faded at the edges. The call cut short the lamentations. It was Gráinne, sounding blithe. Could they take a trip to London straight away? And would they bring Den with them? He’d never failed her yet.


  The venue was a penthouse flat in Hampstead. She numbered the odd Sheikh among her friends. A crowd of folk had gathered, in the gigantic lounge; suspicious looks were traded. But she got to business quickly. There were important matters to sort out.


   


  ‘Things were by no means over for her then?’


  ‘They’d barely started.’


  ‘What did she plan to do?’


  ‘It was already under way. She’d sold her name a dozen times that morning. She was endorsing everything, from lingerie to petfoods. I even heard a forklift manufacturer made a pitch.’


  ‘She was so keen to cash in on the scandal?’


  ‘She said it was time to make that five million back.’


  ‘And had that not been possible before?’


  ‘Not while she was under contract.’


  ‘Then the whole thing was deliberate?’


  ‘Coldly so. She’d milked them to the last free drop. And wrung the cloth out.’


  ‘But what about the court case that was pending? The action the Government was taking?’


  ‘They’d wanted her off the Box. They dropped it like a red-hot brick. She knew they would. It would have just meant more publicity.’


  ‘And she retained you as her Agents? I gather she could have taken her choice from many.’


  ‘She didn’t work that way. Besides, there was something else. The Clinics were opening in America too. She wanted Toby to go over, start the chain. It would mean him being away for eighteen months.’


  ‘Did he accept?’


  ‘Nobody refused Gráinne. Not for long.’


  The listener looks thoughtful. ‘You would miss him. He had become a good friend.’


  The patient smiles. ‘All States are subject to change.’


   


  He stayed behind, again at her request. The others gone, she crossed to the glass wall. Stood staring down across the rolling green. She said, ‘That’s that then,’ turned. Her face had crumpled.


  He’d never thought to hold her in his arms again. Or hear her cry like that. When the storm was over he led her to a seat. He said gently, ‘What was all that for?’ She looked at him with reddened eyes. She said, ‘The people I’ve had to hurt.’


  A bar to one side held drinks to shame a hotel. There was Irish whiskey; he poured a little for her, brought it back. She sipped, unsteadily. ‘Uisce Gráinne,’ she said. ‘Her piddle, or her tears. My last alcohol.’


  He was faintly startled. But she smiled at him. ‘I’m all right now,’ she said. ‘Get one for yourself.’


  A servant in a neat lounge suit appeared. Stella Welles was with him. She wore a shirtwaister dress. She ran to Gráinne with a little cry. Two faces looked up at him. They were the same; cheekbones, the eyes. He turned away. He knew he could leave her now. She was in safe hands.


   


  ‘I’m glad to hear she had feelings after all.’


  The other smiles again. ‘She had feelings. Was it ever in doubt?’ He becomes pensive. ‘She cried too much, in one sense. The woman she upset so badly; she made Slimmer of the Year. Later, they were quite good friends.’


  ‘Maybe the tears weren’t all for other folk.’


  The man in the bed considers. ‘I think you’re right,’ he says. ‘It’s hard, being a Goddess.’


   


  He was kept busier than ever. The Centres planned originally were working to capacity; she announced the opening of half a dozen more. Press ads, her picture and that famous number, accompanied each launch. Her marketing company, Tara, financed full page spreads. He was worried for a time about promotion; but he needn’t have been concerned. Denied its weekly diet of scandal, the public was hungry for the slightest glimpse of her. Tara diversified, bought up a health food chain. Den bought another cabinet of Magic Markers. The project thrived.


  Toby was longer in the States than planned. Finally she sent for him. The thing would gather force now by itself; she needed a top class PR man at home. He brought back with him a taste for sourmash and the makings of a mid-Atlantic drawl. His first move was to fix a TV spot. Once more, she was to grace the screens of Five. The press buzzed with the news for days ahead; Toby made sure of it.


  She wore a simple dress, a great brooch at her throat; wrought for her by a fan from Irish gold. She spoke in a low voice of her hopes, ambitions. Her hands were in her lap, her eyes downcast. A thread had snapped; she was nervous now on camera, and showed it. The entranced public took her to its heart afresh. There were calls to do another series, make a comeback; but if the offer was ever made, she never took it up.


   


  ‘Another act?’


  ‘Perhaps. Possibly not. She’d already driven herself beyond the limit once.’


   


  Her early brochures had become collectors’ items. A set was auctioned off at Sotheby’s. It fetched three thousand pounds. Den laughed himself into a croup, got busy preparing more. It was a rich and satisfying time.


   


  ‘Why so?’


  ‘Athletes and Agencies can both get out of training. We’d tightened up, got rid of all our flab. We were doing a good job. Even Merrill had started pulling his weight.’


  ‘He’d learned his trade perhaps.’


  ‘In a hard school.’


  ‘Did you have much contact with Gráinne?’


  ‘I saw her every day. When I was home.’


  ‘How could that be?’


  The other laughs. He says, ‘There are ways and means.’


   


  The Purbeck Centre began a little Festival. Stella sang each year there, gave her time. It was the start of a trend. A new phase was beginning.


   


  ‘I see she’d changed their name. They were no longer Clinics.’


  ‘It was never her word for them. It was the one other people used.’


  ‘Where were they situated?’


  ‘In the southwest mainly. Dorset, Somerset. One down on Padstow Bay.’


  ‘The Part of the Women.’


  ‘Yes, I suppose it was.’


  ‘What sort of places were they?’


  He smiles. ‘I mostly had to do with male establishments. Difficult to get access to the others. Even for an Agent.’


  ‘So she did establish some for men.’


  ‘The odd couple, here and there. I think they were what they purported to be.’


  ‘Meaning the rest were not?’


  He considers. ‘They were all Clinics in a sense,’ he says. ‘Health of the mind and body was always a prime concern.’


  ‘But you were never allowed in.’


  ‘Oh, yes,’ he says. ‘Generally when they were being set up.’


  ‘Tell me about them.’


   


  The earliest of all were derelict country houses. With inflation rampant, the economy collapsing, there was never a lack of them. They shared a curious air; he was never wholly sure in what it resided. Their bareness, possibly. Their furnishings were simple in the extreme; spartan he sometimes thought. The cushions, rugs, that took the place of chairs, few tables. He wondered if she’d learned it from the Buddhists. There would be a kitchen of sorts, a dormitory; though some were equipped with individual cells. They were as bare as the rest; a camp bed or a Lilo, shelves, handbasin. No wardrobes, carpeting; a square of hessian at the best, a water jug. Nor were they heated; though she always stressed discomfort formed no part of the regime. ‘Close your eyes,’ she said once in an interview. ‘Think yourself into the Sun; and warmth will flow. Her warmth,’ she added, twinkling. She’d said it once before, so many years ago; it brought it back to him. There’d been a spartan quality, even to the Longwall flat. Nothing, it seemed, had changed her; her fame, the cash it brought. Her whole life, he saw now, had been worked out to a plan; to bring her to this moment, to her Women.


   


  ‘Her Women?’


  The other smiles. ‘Females Anonymous, somebody called them once. But she wasn’t concerned. She said it caught one aspect of it nicely.’


  ‘Who were they speaking of?’


  He says, ‘The Shirtwaisters.’


   


  Who first coined the phrase he never knew; but coined it was, and it stuck. The term was half dismissive and half wishful; it summed up society’s attitude very well. Much in demand they were, more as their numbers grew; in business and in many other matters. But few of them troubled to marry. If they desired a child, they took a mate; the Centres became day nurseries too.


   


  ‘They were much of an age?’


  ‘Heavens, no. I met one who was seventy. She looked about thirty five. Others were not much more than children.’


  ‘What did distinguish them? Was it their dress?’


  He shakes his head. ‘There was a neatness. Elegance perhaps. But it was never that. Most folk can dress well. In a Welfare State.’


  ‘What was it then?’


  ‘Something apart. A lot of people tried to pin it down. But you never could. There was an inwardness. A self-containment. A Shirtwaister looked straight at you. But she didn’t stare you down. There was no arrogance. They looked at everything the same. The good and bad.’


  ‘There were no rules at all?’


  He chuckles. ‘I believe I was told some once. Stiletto heels with slacks were out. And trouser suits. Jeans to be corduroy or denim, no stretch fabrics. Bathing to be nude, or in a one-piece. They disliked straps and patches, prurience. It sounded like Gráinne all right. But I don’t know how serious it was.’


  The girl in blue looks thoughtful. ‘How were the Centres funded?’


  ‘A puzzle to a lot of folk. Big business was always sniffing round. But it never got a look in. It wasn’t needed.’


  ‘Why?’


  ‘I knew what Tara was turning over. “Queen Midas” hadn’t been far wrong. Stella was making her pile as well, sopranos have to. Most of it went to Gráinne. And she was only one; there were plenty more.’


  ‘Why should they all have been so generous?’


  ‘A Shirtwaister didn’t need much to live on. She had no vain desires.’


  ‘They lived at the Centres then?’


  ‘Some, certainly. The Staff she’d talked about. Usually though it wasn’t practicable. In Stella’s case for instance. But she always rested up at one or other of them between tours.’


  ‘This resting up you speak of. What went on there? What did they actually do?’


  He laughs again. ‘I told you. I was just the Agent.’


  ‘You must have had some idea.’


  He frowns. ‘Something felt, in the blood. I never managed to put words to it myself.’


  ‘Try now.’


   


  In each great place, somewhere tucked away, was a bare-walled room. Rush mats on the floor, or carpeting. By day the sun struck in, made patternings; by night a single lamp was always burning. But they were never shrines. She called them Halls of Contemplation. They came there singly, or in little groups. The regimen was never fixed.


   


  ‘What did they contemplate?’


  ‘Themselves,’ he says at length. ‘The Fact of Being.’


  ‘And from that they drew their strength.’


  ‘From that they drew awareness. Strength came later.’


  ‘I don’t quite follow you.’


  ‘There was a moment when they knew “I am” Another when they knew “we are.” “We have been, so will be” was next stage on. “She is” was ultimate. Or so I was once told.’


  ‘Who were these people? Where did they all spring from?’


  ‘From nowhere. Like the snake. They’d been there all along.’ That too he sensed, in the deep fibres of him. Sensed; but like the notion of the One, not to be grasped for long. ‘Bright minds,’ he says. ‘And the awareness of themselves. The Power. A needing to identify, to join. It was a female type. Commoner than we thought. Nowhere for all the energy to go. Till Gráinne came along. Except the Army. Or the Church.’


  ‘Or marry. Raise a family.’


  He smiles. ‘That was no answer either. Taking the longer view. Thoreau’s “quiet desperation” wasn’t a male prerogative.’


  ‘Is it not woman’s instinct?’


  The smile broadens. ‘The nest-building urge,’ he says. ‘Gráinne was always against it. Society said instinct; she said conditioning.’


  ‘Then they despised all men.’


  ‘They despised nothing. They saw Facts, and accepted them.’


  ‘It still sounds like a liberation movement.’


  He shakes his head. ‘The first great heresy. The big ones always spring up quickest.’


  ‘Then they saw it as a faith?’


  ‘I didn’t say that. Philosophy can have its heretics too.’


  ‘Why should she be so radically opposed?’


  ‘To shout for liberty was to admit oppression.’


  ‘And they were never oppressed?’


  ‘Not if they were right-thinking. Stella Welles sang arias. Others worked computers. If you told one off to scrub the floor she’d do that too. They were merely Acts performed.’


  ‘I see. The aranyaka teaching.’


  ‘Individually, I don’t think they were taught at all. In any formal sense. In time, it came to them. You can’t teach Understanding.’


  ‘So they were of one mind?’


  ‘Some naturally fell away a little, at odd times. I remember a convert did once spit some spite. She was a man-hater. “Erratic love of a forked worm with a sperm sack.” That sort of stuff.’


  ‘What happened to her? Was she punished for it?’


  ‘They didn’t own the concept. That certainly came from the Gotama. She was asked to go back to her Hall and try again. She contemplated hatred till it puzzled her. She was a Shirtwaister then.’


   


  It had to happen of course. The gatefold offers started to roll in. Gráinne refused them, laughing. The price of peeling rose, to a hundred thousand pounds. She tossed her head, walked off. She would make money any way but that; it fed a Fire that would burn too many up. The free press coverage was probably worth as much.


  The first time he saw the blue robes was on the Box. The studio audience had a tendency to titter. The young girl watched them calmly, and they quieted.


   


  ‘What was the programme?’


  ‘She’d been invited to spell out what they called the Gráinne Principle. He wondered which one they meant.’


  ‘Why did she not appear herself?’


  ‘She didn’t want to face it any more. Even Toby couldn’t talk her round. I think she’d really come to hate TV.’


  ‘Surely a negation of her principles.’


  ‘She fell by the wayside as often as the next. She was the first to admit it.’


  ‘Was the programme a success?’


  ‘It cleared up a few points. For me at least. Their thinking had advanced. It was still a time of fairly fast development.’


   


  He remembered what she’d said to him, once in another life. That Sandy was an effect, and not a cause. It was the basis of the argument. Woman the repository of social values, of petty class distinction, ready with her talons to defend her patch against all comers; a case could be made out against most Western cultures, but was it truly a natural state of affairs? ‘No,’ said the Shirtwaister vigorously, and shook her head. Rather it was something foisted on her sex in the long, dim past, a burden she’d accepted without protest; as she’d accepted so much more.


  ‘So men could go off bashing sabretooths?’ That from the interviewer, none too happily. She grinned. Yes, that was right; something much like that. And eighteenth century squires could line the dining room with pisspots. Woman’s true nature was lost, under aeons of dimity and lace; now they were making a voyage of discovery. The interviewer changed direction, came back on a forthright, safer level. Were they, or were they not, an Oriental sect? She shook her head. No, they were not; nor would they become one. What, when Siva’s consort had to change her sex, before she could become holy? That was male chauvinism, if you liked; piggery was not so far behind. The audience laughed, more from nervousness than comprehension. It was a pointer for the future; but at the time it was lost on him as well.


  The phone rang as the show was winding up. It was Gráinne. She’d been thinking lately of the Piddling Nymph. What would his friend charge to undertake more figures? He phoned up Roley, called her back. She ordered ten, at a thousand pounds a time. Roley set up a manufactory.


  The first completed, he drove with him to the West. A few miles short of Beaminster they turned aside, onto a rutted track. They breasted a long rise; in sight of their destination, Roley stopped. He sat and rolled a nicky fag and stared.


  Bevan stared as well. He hadn’t seen the place since its foundations were laid. Now the long walls reared, topped by bright tile roofs. Their blankness was unrelieved by windows; like all great Roman houses, it faced inwards. She’d placed it as the Romans would have too, at the head of a steep, lush coombe. Roley said, ‘Christ chap, what a bloody pad.’ He let the brake off, coasted down toward it.


   


  ‘It was another Centre?’


  ‘The last she built. The costliest as well.’


  ‘And it was in the style of what, a Roman villa?’


  ‘A fantasy she’d always had. He’d never expected, not in all his life, to see it become real.’


   


  She met them just inside the high gateway. She was quite alone; nobody else at all, in the whole massive building. She wore a little cape, a bright blue robe. He knew he’d never seen a thing more lovely. She held her hands out, simply. She said, ‘Thank you for coming.’ Roley had never met her. He kissed her fingertips. There was a graveness in the gesture, rightness. He saw its beauty, suddenly. The hand, of all, is the vital part of man. Or woman.


  The Nymph was lifted down, still shrouded in her sacking, placed where she would grace a small impluvium. They walked across the open central court. Above, in the deep vault of sky, contrails sketched an abrupt and massive Symbol. The sound of engines came to him, a half-heard rumble. He looked up, troubled, and she touched his arm. ‘Don’t worry,’ she said softly. ‘What’s done can never be undone. It’s always there.’


  There were gravelled pathways, plantings of cupressus. The tall dark spires would never reach the sky. Round them the lawns were turfed already, rolled; acanthus squatted in its half-round bays. Soon, there would be roses.


  Beneath the deep verandahs the lines of cubicles were shadowy and cool. They passed a bath house with its barrel-vaulted roof; beyond it, on a rise, stood a temple to its guardian water sprite. There was a Hall; he stepped inside. Sunlight was filtered by panes of greenish glass; at the far end, on a little podium, a second Gráinne flickered in ghostly, perfect outline.


  A meal was laid; she served them kneeling, poured water on their hands. Time was arrested, for that one brief while; they lounged, contented, in a new Olympus.


   


  ‘What was the purpose of the hologram?’


  ‘A koan. “Explain me” was the riddle.’


  ‘And were there answers?’


  ‘A woollen jumper, washed with Fairy Snow. Another said a Toshiba microwave.’


  The girl considers, gravely. ‘Why did she want your friend’s strange statue?’


  ‘Another koan. If there were ever answers though, I don’t know what they were.’


   


  Evening was coming, when they pulled up again in Racecourse Road. Roley wouldn’t stay; he let himself in, walked through to the lounge. He unwrapped the yard-square plate she’d given him, considered. He laid it on the carpet just inside the big French doors. A gleam of sun, last of the day, shot from behind banked cloud. She held her arms out to him, smiled; then she was gone. But in the morning she would be there again. He thought what strange things holos were; how you could take a hammer, shatter them to bits, but not impair the Image. You’d just resolve its Aspects.


  In all his restless life, he’d taken no vacations. Not felt the need, without her by his side. Now, though, was the time of resting. He lay back in a chair and closed his eyes. He listened to the whistle of the engines, high above his head. The pitch of the roaring altered. He looked up again. The inside of the aircraft was just like the remembered Clipper Bar. Vaguely, he felt surprise.


  He watched the flexing of the nearer wingtip, surprised too at transmitted bumpiness. The Trident was a huge, ungainly taxi. The airport buildings were moving by faster now. Then, abruptly, they were tilting. Falling away. There was no particular sense of leaving the ground.


   


  ‘He’d never flown before?’


  ‘He’d never needed aluminium wings.’


  ‘And where was he bound?’


  The other laughs. ‘Eirann,’ he says. ‘The magic land. At last…’


  The girl steps forward, raises him. She slips the pillow away. ‘You’ve talked enough for now,’ she says. ‘Tell me next time.’ She smiles. ‘Enjoy your flight…’


  [image: Image]


  FIFTH SESSION

  Upanishad


  The young man strokes his beard. ‘Well, here’s a change,’ he says. ‘How are we now?’ He wears a sage-green sweater this bright morning, neat green slacks.


  The patient turns. ‘Fine,’ he says. ‘I never thought to be doing this again.’ He packs a pipe with care, lights up. Air conditioning whirls the smoke away. He lies back in the chair. ‘Not quite what I was used to,’ he says, ‘but very good. Do you make your own tobacco?’


  The other nods. ‘Something like that,’ he says.


  The patient considers. ‘I know you,’ he says finally. ‘We met before; you kept a bookshop once, down by the Green.’


  ‘What Green was that?’


  ‘There’s only one Green, in Dublin.’


  ‘Was that on your first visit?’


  ‘I only ever made one.’ He lays the pipe aside. ‘I wanted something on Old Irish. You said you’d much prefer to study the Old Faith. That there was too much bullshit talked by half, about religion.’


  The girl comes in, the nurse. She smiles a greeting, busies herself at the sink. The young man looks reflective. He says, ‘Tell me about your trip.’


   


  Strange how on takeoff the cabin of an airliner falls silent. No laughing, chattering; just the rising whistle from outside. He looked out past the wing. Cloud base was close now, an endless, rushing roof. Grey twilight and lines of vapour trailing; thin, dark, ruler-straight. A lurch like the falling nightmare, and another. ‘I’m all right when I’m up,’ said a plaintive, lilting voice from somewhere close. ‘It’s just the getting there…’ The raking climb continued.


  There was a burst of light. Not like any other light he’d ever seen. It was silver, and it struck from below. Like the sun on snow, but infinitely more intense. More pure. It seemed to irradiate rather than illumine. He peered again and blinked. The cloud-sea stretched as far as the eye could reach; out and out, to the curving of the earth. Above, the sky was a deep, almost gentian blue; in it the sun hung like a glittering, piercing lamp. The old men had been even wiser than he’d known. They sang of the Land of Summer; it lay all round them, just above their heads.


  The cabin was levelling, sound of the engines dropping to a sibilance; like the purring of big, contented vacuum cleaners. The warning lights went out; seatbelts clicked, a queue formed instantly for the lavatory. He stared in blank amazement. Around them was the Kingdom of Heaven; and all they could think of was piddling.


  The stewardess was a Shirtwaister; it was in her eyes. He watched her move down the gangway with her narrow trolley of drinks. She had been pretty enough on earth; here she was transfigured. Like a Soul who had gone to the sky. Which he supposed was exactly what she was.


   


  ‘It affected him so deeply?’


  ‘It seemed he was taking part in a critical event. There was a compulsion to record.’


  ‘It was still a common enough experience.’


  ‘Not to him. In many ways he still seemed a child.’


   


  A gin and tonic, he decided, was in order; a silent toast to magnificence. Unease was past; in its place was an extraordinary elation. If the Trident were to let down, gently, its wide wings would buoy it on the clouds; it would bob contented on that silver surface, like a boat.


  The edge of the cloud sheet was sharply defined; like a brilliant, immense map. Below, a giddying distance away, was the sea; beyond again, another map. Bright, convoluted coastline stretched to haze; there were field-chequers, shadowy pale hills. He stared. It seemed he couldn’t see enough. He’d been told before he left, the only way to arrive in Ireland was by boat. It wasn’t true. This was the only way to arrive; through the fields of Tir-na-nOg.


  The seatbelt lights were back, the little No Smoking signs. It seemed there was a great hill in the sky; already they’d reached the other side. The stewardess retired to her seat at the rear. She smiled down briefly as she passed. He smiled in turn, mind busy. There was ritual here, as in all matters connected with Heaven; a formal obeisance to the laws of gravity and mass. The air brakes rose, rods that were bright muscles showed; and abruptly it seemed the lazy-shifting chequerboard became a hurtling panorama of hedges, buildings, trees. A moment of pure alarm; then the tyres roared huge and sudden. The wings were vibrating wildly again, ground bumping along beneath; the Trident had turned back into a big, ungainly taxi. It nosed in alongside the Terminal, and the whistling died away.


  He had to speak to somebody. He turned to the young Shirtwaister. She was broadfaced, dark; so very much like Gráinne. ‘That was magnificent,’ he said. ‘I’ve never flown before.’


  The grin got broader. She said composedly, ‘I know.’


  He looked up at the Trident from the tarmac. He still couldn’t quite believe it had really left the ground.


  Loudspeakers whispered, in the main concourse; everywhere the same soft accent, singing, chattering like water. He sat bemused and waited for his hire car. Senses backed intellect; this was a foreign land. And yet he felt no strangeness. The motor arrived; a startling, blackhaired girl handed him keys. He started up, eased through the lines of cars. An aircraft, liveried in green, swooped low; he turned south on the great broad road, headed for the city. Dublin it had been, in another life; now it was Baile-Atha-Cliath.


   


  ‘What prompted him to make the trip? An impulse?’


  ‘Rather more than that. Gráinne had sent him.’


  ‘For what purpose? Did she ever say?’


  The patient shakes his head. ‘She said she wanted him to meet her mother.’


  ‘I thought her mother was dead.’


  He says, ‘She was.’


   


  Dublin. Dublin was piping heard from distance, bright green trees; slow swirl of traffic, stinking brown of Liffey, the cans they kick about in Henry Street. Posters, bloodied faces from Long Kesh; ranting of loudspeakers, Cu Chúlainn with his polished, holy knees. The tinkers begged and pestered, on O’Connell; he passed them, half aware. More faces and still more bore down on him; or the same face it seemed, the sculpted cheekbones, eyes huge under a cloud of hair that was brown or bronze, blazing red or vivid black. Her people all, before the Saxons came, Rome raised her bloodless altars. The thought was incomplete; residually, it puzzled him. Somewhere the Dancers postured on their friezes; ‘Indo-European’ said his mind, but it was not enough. They’d put aside the beaded belts, the crossed scarves of fertility; they weren’t for mortal eyes. Now they clattered typewriters, worked in chrome-fronted shops; the Mystery remained. Long thoughts, for a Saturday in Dublin; he scoffed, but they were not to be driven away. Later the crowds surged chattering from picture houses, bouncers stood arms crossed behind their wide glass doors. The tinkers shook their begging cups, Molly Malone waited for a bus. The dress she wore could easily be taffeta. Her face was broad, her shoulders strongly set; a sturdy ghost, on diesel-haunted streets. The road stretched out to Dundrum; he lay in a white room, heard late night revellers return, their footsteps, voices calling, bursts of laughter. Anxiety ebbed; he found it easy to sleep. Tomorrow, he was bound for Eniskerry.


   


  ‘Why should he have been anxious?’


  ‘It was still her land. He’d been afraid that after all he’d somehow be rejected.’


  ‘Surely a groundless fear.’


  ‘Perhaps. But real enough to him.’


   


  The Wicklow Mountains reared, in shades of impossible pale blue. Their names allured; Kippure, the Sugar Loaf, War Hill. He turned aside to see a waterfall. He met an elf who sat her bike and whispered, charged him twenty pence. Her wideset eyes were gorgeous, her manner grave and calm. She must have been all of nine years old; this too was Tir-na-nOg. The day was still and hot; he stopped for a while in Carlow to let his engine cool. In the evening he drove into Kilkenny. He wandered the Lanes, sat by John Bridge to see the streetlamps push their spears of light into the water. Once Connaught tempted, Maeve’s wild Land; now there was a stronger call. He was on the road by nine next morning, hurrying to Cork. On the great curve of Saint Patrick’s the faces assailed him afresh. Only here they were no longer women; they were Mna. It seemed the country entered in his blood; fresh white bungalows hidden by the hills, tall castles, bustle of the tiny, Classic towns. Crosses, skyline-thin, marked off the ancient mounds; there was totality, that he knew must change.


   


  The interrogator smiles. ‘Touched by the Green, perhaps.’


  ‘So someone said. But there was so much more.’


  ‘He felt a compulsion to travel to the southwest?’


  ‘I suppose it was understandable. All in all.’


   


  No point at which he could decide he was back among the mountains. The road turned and wound, increased its gradients by stealth. Stone cropped out through the grass; finally the heather and gorse took over. The hills loomed dark against the sky; he drove into Cill Airne, Church of the Sloes.


  He was surprised at first. He’d expected a tiny congested place, buzzing with tourists; but it was still a fine broad road, good parking to either side. He pulled up by the Franciscan Church, climbed out. He stood awhile and stared. The figure of Sky Woman seemed remote and stern. She was very simply carved; the garment falling behind her could be either a cloak or wings. The face beneath the helmet headdress was, he supposed, appropriately strong and broad; the eyes though had a withdrawn, sightless look. She wasn’t concerned with him.


   


  ‘Sky Woman?’


  ‘The symbol of all Ireland. A useful allegory.’


  ‘He sounded disappointed in the statue.’


  ‘It was a pilgrimage. He thought he’d reached its end.’


   


  He drove on, stopped to ask directions of a group of children. Their voices splashed and whispered; hands waved him on again. He found a red-roofed bungalow, a blackhaired girl who laughed and made his bed. He sat at picture windows, watched the restless hillscape. Cloud shadows moved across it, blotches of sailing ink. The sun dropped swiftly, flattened the hills to cutouts of black-grey steel. He turned away, unwilling; and the door was tapped. His hostess. Would he take a little supper with them? He listened to quiet voices, marvelling. No fear and hatred here.


   


  ‘They were extremely kind to him.’


  The other smiles. ‘They were Celts. They worked from different bases. He was never sure how much they understood.’


   


  The figure seemed quite different in morning light. Gráinne herself watched calm above his head. The eyes, he saw, weren’t sightless; rather, their gaze was keen. Its focus was infinity. He started up, drove out of town. He turned onto the Ring. The morning lowered, spatters of rain blew on the wind. The hills were dark again, and threatening. Na Chruacha Dubha. ‘Great minds,’ he said. ‘Great minds.’


  By Killorglin the sun was breaking through. The pastel-painted houses clustered, pink and green and blue. A donkey cart clopped by, driven by a little girl. Her face was broad, her mane of hair blazed red. He stopped for papers. Headlines yelled at him. Another confrontation. There’d be an ultimatum soon. He threw them on the car seat, drove again. The mountains swept down close; the road became a pale walled ledge, poised between rock and sea. The day had cleared; the Dingle paced him, humped and chequered, across sparkling miles of water. Far out were more faint shapes, paler than shadows. The Blaskets. He began to guess a little of her purpose. It was the last and greatest Edge. He stopped in a little town. It was the farthest West of all.


   


  ‘It’s name?’


  ‘It doesn’t even matter.’


   


  Crows strutted in the main street, and collarless small dogs. There was a flaking cinema, a dance hall made of sky blue concrete. Beyond he found a sea lough, arm of a great Bay. Old, shirtsleeved men worked handlines from the bridge. They smiled and nodded, gave him a good day.


  There were stone forts somewhere. Old ones. The fishermen burst into Gaelic, pointed. He must go on, to where the land met sea. They chattered amongst themselves again, and nodded. ‘The Big Stones, sir,’ they said. ‘That is the way.’


  The sun was a torrent now, of heat and light. The road, the thread remaining, shimmered ahead. He was drawn on, into a brilliant void. The Ring, the Towns beyond, seemed far away. A fork; he branched left, random, peering. Nothing; just the endless gorse and bracken. A mile on he was watching for a place to turn. He had missed his way; and there was still a lot of driving left to do. Disappointment was a keen weight, dragging.


  The girls were nearly bare; but they still stopped him boldly. He slowed, shaking his head. This was the Part of the Women; no rules he knew applied. They scrambled in, both on the cramped front seat. The beach they said, the beach. It was a fait accompli. He asked if they were local and they giggled. Yes and no, they said. Killarney. Why?


  ‘I was looking for a fort. Oh, it’s OK. I’ve seen it.’ On a slight rise to the right was the remnant of a massive wall.


  One or other of them was wearing a sweet, astringent scent. And the car seemed very full. To change gear he must slide his knuckles on a firm, cool thigh. And change he had to, the road was twisting like a snake. It made a faint dilemma. In England, he would have apologized. He half turned, shook his head again. He was not in England; and they were not aware.


  The Bay opened ahead; immensity of curving beach, deserted, white in the intense light. They jumped out. ‘Thank you,’ they said, ‘thank you.’ They ran off, shedding the rest of their clothes as they went. He watched them go then drove back, pulled the car up onto the verge. It seemed the place resisted his approach; he crossed an unexpected muddy ditch, pressed on up the hill. Nearer the wall the bracken grew chest high, laced with gorse and brambles. It wasn’t a barrier to be taken lightly. He worked his way through it, pushed the tall fronds aside. A final scramble and he gained the rampart. It stood head high in places, still six or eight feet thick. Inside, the grass was studded bright with flowers; dandelions, and something like a little vivid campion. The rise on which it stood hadn’t seemed all that high; but it was high enough to catch the wind. It shrilled thin, unexpected, stirred the grass. There was a moment of curious confusion. The Trident was still flying; while Sheila watched in firelight, all the folk he knew. Toby quaffed his ale, a tent stood on a hillside; they set the flowers out, in the little covered market in the Turl. Facts all, coexisting; as the nodding heads of grass were Facts, the children who had come so bronzed and strange, out of the empty land. He laughed aloud and lit a cigarette, his first for years. Sweet Afton; he’d bought them earlier, hadn’t been able to resist. The outdoor taste of smoke was harsh; he stubbed the thing and dropped down from the wall, lay back against sunwarmed stone. The breeze came again, seething on the hill. It sounded oddly muted. Somewhere the car was waiting, patient by the road.


  He frowned. The feeling came with stealth at first, and slowly grew. He knew himself to be at rest; future and past in gentle, perfect balance, all movement, need for movement, ceased. No peace, and so no savouring. Once before, in all his life, he had passed beyond sensation. Akin to sleep he thought, some part of him; and yet his eyes were open. They marked the moving grass, dark waves that ran across; in time its rustling returned. Yet now there seemed something more; a Presence, in the brilliant afternoon. As if the stones themselves were focus for some force. His mind, wiped clean, recorded it. The Noontide Witch perhaps, stalking her lonely path; he played with the notion lazily, expanding. No Witch though he was certain, force for evil; evil and good had fallen by the way. He looked up slowly. The sky was an immense and flawless whole. A great calm Eye was open at last, and watchful.


   


  ‘An interesting experience. How do you explain it?’


  The other shrugs. ‘Something that came to him. I couldn’t say from where. No more than I have already.’


   


  A Tree was growing once more, in his mind. One half of it shone gold. He saw that Branches join; must join, if you follow to the trunk. He saw what she was doing, what must come. Things shook again.


   


  ‘And what was that? What was she in fact doing?’


  The other smiles. ‘Putting the clock back perhaps. A little matter of ten thousand years.’


  ‘Did she ever talk to you about it?’


  He nods. ‘Just once. At the Villa.’


   


  There had been hints enough; but if he’d heard, he hadn’t understood. Nor did he grasp it wholly even then. Once there was Woman, giver and receiver; man was a drifting seed, and knew himself. Till stone gave way to bronze, and bronze to iron; one day a man invented money sticks. Capitalism was born; the world would never be the same again. He sat back, watched cloud shadows move on grass. At least he could relate to that.


  Her hands were like brown butterflies; as deft and delicate. The Brahmans came, smashing the dreary barracks of the Indus; but studying them so long had been a waste. Already the Godlings strutted, spears in their hands and swords; while Woman stitched and mended. A gigantic, passive strength had been inverted, turned against itself. Apsaras, divine harlot, fled away; the Hellenes paid lip service to a Cypriot tart. The Christos conquered, Baldur brought the spring; Rome clanked across the West, planted her towns. The Godlings yammered, the Armada sailed. The suffragettes fell bloody, under baton charges; suburban housewives held their coffee mornings, thought they were fulfilled. The plot was already millennia old.


  She turned back, to the oldest tales of all; tales she’d already acted as charades. Through them the truth still gleamed, in starts and flashes; the Sickness of the Ulstermen was the couvade.


   


  The listeners are intent; the girl lays down her cloth.


  ‘This truth you speak of; it concerned the role of women?’


  ‘She needs no role. That was the Truth.’


  ‘I’m not quite sure I follow.’


  ‘Remember the Halls of Contemplation. I am. We are. We have been, so will be. They focussed on the Fact of their existence. They’d been repressed; then they were encouraged to compete with men. She said the next step was to strap false penes on.’


  ‘Hence her dislike of liberation movements.’


  ‘Hatred would probably be a better word. She said they were wiping their backsides with their own birthright.’


  ‘She seems to have drawn ideas from many sources.’


  ‘She never denied it. She said if she could have ten thousand years to think she’d have time to start from scratch. The Buddha was the biggest single influence. She said he understood. But so many had come after. They messed it up with all their Secret Lore. Just like Saint Paul. She made her own Upanishad.’


  ‘She borrowed their techniques but not their doctrine.’


  ‘That sums it up quite well.’


  The bearded man looks thoughtful. He says, ‘Was she a Communist?’


  ‘She was certainly anti-capital. She said they’d chosen Jesus for a Party Whip. Right down through history, religion had backed the State. She said the end result of money sticks was three World Wars. Two down and one to go. She said she wanted something to survive. But not a God. Or it would all just start again.’


  The other frowns. ‘Did she,’ he says finally, ‘devise a new religion?’


  A silence, that lengthens. The patient picks the pipe up, turns it. Rubs the bowl. ‘It would,’ he says, ‘have been a natural last development.’


  ‘Are you saying you don’t know?’


  ‘I’m saying the one thing the Gotama never talked about was Faith.’ He smiles. ‘She hadn’t studied with the Theravadians for nothing.’


   


  The sun was lower, when he left the little fort. He drove through Caherdaniel, afflicted now by a sense of urgency. Over the Slieve Miskish a flotilla of spaceships hung, their jointed silver hulls miles long; the finest lenticular clouds he’d ever seen. Parkasilla, Templance; and the hills swung round at last to bar the way. They loomed and towered, turned to walls of blue-black rock. No road could go through that. He frowned, and would have slowed; but the pressure from behind still drove him on. He dropped to third and second, swallowed. The engine became audible again. A swooping bowl of valley; trees and buildings showed like toys, and the mountains still reared ahead. Sun struck across their shoulders in miles-long searchlight beams, dusty with Space. Red Escort at a junction; a shuttered gift shop, board that said MOLL’S GAP. The Escort tucked in behind, the road climbed again. Sheer rock now to his right, a high-roofed tunnel through a jutting spur. Beyond, a plan view of the Upper Lake; perspective tilted its surface, shockingly. A tarmac edge, sharp-cut against the water, foliage that swayed majestically, six feet or more. Not bushes, but the tips of trees. He braked, essayed a cautious twenty five. Road wriggled right and left, he slowed again. Quick glance down to the lake; and the surface angle wasn’t quite so steep. Sign with a squirming arrow warned of bends. It seemed an afterthought to put it here.


  The trees were high now, dense to either side. The hills thrust up, in shades of dark iron-grey. The sun was gone, lost behind ramparts of rock; the realm he’d glimpsed so suddenly was snatched away. Perspective normalized, the coloured beads of cars spaced out. He turned his sidelights on, flexed his shoulders to free the stiffness that had built. He’d been lowered, he was sure, by gigantic, gentle hands. The fancy made him smile. Ahead were the Torc Fall, the Abbey with its great imprisoned Tree; beyond, the stones of Dublin. He was to lose his faith there, for a little time; until a strange girl gave him a goodnight. He watched her walk away; swing of her hips, the blazing mane of hair. He’d seen her eyes.


   


  ‘Shirtwaister?’


  The other smiles. ‘I told you. You could never mistake.’


  ‘Where did the meeting happen?’


  The smile broadens. ‘A classic rendezvous. The Post Office steps.’


  ‘Then they had spread to Ireland too.’


  The man in the chair considers. ‘I think in a sense,’ he says, ‘they’d been there all along.’


   


  Dublin was breeze and sunlight, the last morning. Cassocks of priests flapped round them as they hurried by, green and brown and grey; and robes of nuns who went by two and two. He wandered, savouring the feeling that he was gently pushed away. An ion drive, increasing subtle force; Ireland was done with him, for now. The graffito captured his attention in St. Stephen’s Green; the yard-high scarlet letters, dancing twenty feet along a hoarding. ‘Scail ó mian, ain saor…’ He copied them, without surprise. He wondered who could possibly have written them, and why. It was a final Message.


   


  Roley sat back and filled a glass. He said, ‘And did you meet Sky Woman?’


  He smiled. ‘She granted me an audience,’ he said. ‘She even sent her handmaidens to guide me.’


  The other nodded briskly. ‘Good,’ he said, ‘I thought she might. It was about due.’


  He grinned again, looked up. The smile switched off; he started to frown instead. ‘But damn it man,’ he said, ‘I wasn’t serious…’


  The other watched him steadily, under his brows. He said, ‘Why not? Don’t start denying her now.’


  He opened his mouth, and closed it. His world seemed crumbled into tiny fragments. Roley was his longstop; fairies and phantoms, the Glamour of the Field, alike were brushed away. Now he offered flat absurdities, and sipped his wine and stared, and wouldn’t laugh. The biggest rug of all had been whipped from beneath his feet; he said, ‘You’re joking’ faintly, knew it wasn’t so. He tried again. ‘But why,’ he said, ‘why should…’


  The other didn’t answer.


  ‘But look,’ he said, a little desperate. ‘Say there’s a…no, it’s daft. But just assuming; why should she bother with me?’


  The sculptor did smile faintly then. He said, ‘You played the rules.’


   


  ‘What did Roley mean by that?’


  ‘He was talking about Gráinne. She broke my life up; but I spoke no ill. Or thought it. She still meant too much to me.’


  ‘And he claimed that was the key?’


  The patient nods. ‘There was a certain wild logic. She did tell me to go and see her mother.’


  ‘Did your friend truly believe what he had said?’


  The other smiles. ‘He let me off the hook. In time. He said there was a Power. Or a Force. He certainly believed in that. He said it didn’t matter if we called it x or y or z, they were just forms of words. He said we could dress it in a nightshirt if we liked, and call it God the Father. That was the craziest of all, but nobody ever questioned. We’d just got used to it. He said we had to humanize the abstract to make it easy on ourselves, it was a natural process of the brain. That was why there was a pecking order of Saints. And the Mahāyāna priests invented eighteen thousand Buddha Fields. It helped a lot.’


  ‘With what?’


  ‘Acceptance of a Principle.’


  ‘Which was?’


  ‘Perhaps the same one they revolved around. Flowers were in her hands. Her hair was fire.’


  ‘Can you put a name to her?’


  The other shakes his head. ‘An icon. Or a piece of algebra. It doesn’t matter.’ He smiles again. ‘I told him once, one day I’d need his help. I never dreamed what a big thing I would ask.’


  ‘It mattered so much to you?’


  He considers, chooses words with care. ‘Young men confuse the one they love with God. As a failing, it’s commonplace enough. But they grow out of it, I hadn’t. Right on through life I’d been somehow asked to mock what I still held very dear. There was a tension; suddenly, it was resolved. I knew I’d got one life, I could use it how I wanted. There just wasn’t a problem any more.’ He glances at the girl. ‘Another snarl came loose,’ he says. ‘It’s almost finished now.’


   


  The movement was spreading, still with startling speed. Centres in Brittany and the Auvergne; the Celtic heartlands were alive again. Quiet embassies arrived from Holland, Austria. Norway and Sweden were stirring, showing interest; he became, to his surprise, a seasoned traveller. He saw the Gogstad Ship, the Midnight Sun; in Salzburg, he heard Stella sing again. It was another peak; a Moment safe, never to be undone.


  Clarkey retired, with Boswell’s Life of Johnson and a reading lamp to help him through it all. Den was called in; they all moved up a rung. It meant very little to him. He pondered the returns from what was now a multinational, and shook his head. Time for some Governments to put their spoke in. The trouble came on cue. More Questions in the House, a fusillade; demands for investigations, Committees of Enquiry. The Churches too were rallying for a mass attack. She met it head on, as had always been her way. They’d thought the fire was out; but it was scarcely damped. They were without morals, she was told; where were the hallowed Christian virtues? She shrugged. She said they could screw like rattlesnakes, if that was what they chose; but their sex was never sold, used for private or commercial gain. So what was this morality? The gutter press began a smear campaign; hints of embezzlement, and worse. There was disaffection in the Centres one reporter claimed, battles raging for control behind the scenes. She merely laughed. Lou and Stella loved her; give her twelve like that, and she could rule the world. Elitist? She agreed enthusiastically. How could the stupid ever win to grace, when they couldn’t understand the finer points of sin? That at least he would have expected from her. He walked the Racecourse, thought about old days; Sandy, and the rest. Stella sang her arias, the tape reels spun. Gráinne smiled, made from evening light; he moved his chair to face the southwest. Sometimes after sunset, the dark vibes would pour in. He wondered if he had become a little mad.


  His garden had matured, around the Nymph; spires of delphiniums were a city seen, far off on summer nights. Each flower was a Fact; true a million years back they would grow, true for all time that they’d once stood here. One day, soon now, Armageddon must surely come; and there would be a searing void of Light. The state-change would be quantitative only. Matter, in the long term, might very well cease to be; Facts are inviolable. The flowers nodded, pretty girl sat her bike. He wondered where the notion came from, with such force.


  The files he kept grew thicker. Her folk made daily headlines now. A Shirtwaister child took over at a gory traffic smash; she was just twelve years old. Her face was syndicated through a score of countries; grave smile, wide eyes that looked on blood and grass alike. A laughing girl paraded on the Centre Court; the great plate she held up flashed, a sun-disc. The power they could tap seemed limitless; society, in his terms, could not survive.


   


  ‘An extreme view, perhaps.’


  The other shakes his head. ‘Have you considered the implications?’


  ‘Did you?’


  ‘It came to me. In starts and flashes. I could never hold it long. It was too big. Like death.’


  ‘How so?’


  ‘It coloured everything I knew. Like looking through a piece of tinted glass. Everything still there, the trees and clouds. But altered. Shifts of emphasis. The child no longer father to the man.’


  ‘You’d thought about it deeply.’


  The other shakes his head. ‘It was a feeling. Much too big for thought. It all flowed from that single vital link. Faith, and the ownership of goods.’ He makes shapes with his hands. ‘Think of a Pyramid. Or a Doric temple. Something heavy. Held to earth. That was civilization. What it had always meant. Laying stone, making houses, streets, shutting the earth away. The Celts were a topheavy folk. Unstable. Fortunes round their necks in gold, and living in mud huts. Even their Gods were burning wicker shells, Sky Woman was blue air. That’s really why they appalled.’


  ‘She built her structures too though. Like the Villa.’


  He shakes his head again. ‘It was only another phase.’


   


  It seemed she had not finished even now, arrived at where she finally wished to be. The liaison with the Buddha continued. The yellow robes were a familiar sight, round what folk had begun to think of as shrines.


  Hard to believe Toby was retiring too. His hair was light and wavy, and he patted it much too much. He still had an eye for the girls; privately though, he shook his head. Looked across the Boardroom, with its view of fields. ‘Old men at the Zoo,’ he said. ‘We made her, and a million. I reckon that’s enough for one time round.’


  He rubbed his jaw, stared at the other vaguely. Nothing for him here, not any more; new faces, other Minds. He saw that well enough. The Company would go on though; discrete in law, an entity. Its birth, its own strange Life; one day, its death. He nodded. It was time. He turned his back, upon an airy Friend.


  Toby touched his arm. ‘Come on, old chap,’ he said. ‘I’ll buy us both a drink…’


  Increasingly, it seemed he was detached from things around him. He wandered, in his mind, through the great villa; saw the lamps that burned, calm in the night. Whispers there were and rustlings, quiet footfalls; Gráinne herself was close. Her mane of hair, he saw, was streaked with silver. Or maybe that was in a photograph. He sat and watched the holo she had given, studied the stitching of the soft blue gown. He wasn’t sure the koan was answered, even yet.


  America had another President now. Senility checks were a plank in any platform; but senile men don’t necessarily believe in doctors. A game was being played to its conclusion; the old, old business of warm water ports. Iran became a satrapy of Moscow; the West howled fury, sold more cut-price butter. The money sticks had triumphed yet again.


  North Sea oil was failing at last, rig after rig running dry. The Kremlin closed its fist; with petrol at ten pounds a gallon he was glad he no longer troubled with a car. Missiles eased down lanes, brushed overhanging trees. This would be the final confrontation; small boys don’t pile up snowballs then not throw them.


  He’d always known one day they’d come for him; the hardfaced, bland-eyed men, impassive in their belted overcoats. Yes, his name was Bevan; yes, he had been a Director of Fitzsimmons. He asked if the others had been taken into custody. They shot quick glances at each other, shook their heads. They were not arresting him; the affair was unofficial. He asked to see their warrants nonetheless. They flashed the leather wallets swiftly, almost furtive. The Special Branch. He said, ‘I see.’


  A car was waiting; would he go with them? He shrugged, and fetched his coat. They sat each side of him, with care. He supposed it was a habit; they knew there was no need. He asked where they were going, and they didn’t answer. He shrugged again. He’d find out soon enough. The driver started up; he felt acceleration push him gently back. Strange to be in a private vehicle again. It seemed that he’d forgotten very quickly.


  Not much traffic on the road these days. They moved fast, heading south. At first he thought the destination would be London; but Oxford passed instead, and Newbury. They crossed what had once been the Great West Road; and he began to have an inkling of the truth. Two hours, and still running; the guards looked to their watches. He sensed anxiety.


  They drove into Salisbury just after three a.m. The city seemed to be full of Army vehicles. The headlights swung, glittered from dark green armour. The high spire showed up clear, lights burning round it and beyond; but the streetlamps were mostly out. He said, ‘I used to know this part quite well.’ They crossed a final junction, turned southwest again.


  A helicopter swung down low and close, hung pacing them. Radio crackled; the driver took a hand mike from the dash. He said, ‘OK and out.’ The chopper moved away. He wished they could have spared it to fetch him. They’d lost a lot of time.


  The villa seemed lit up as bright as day; he saw the glow reflected in the sky. Floodlights had been trained, on the long white walls; there were more Army vehicles. They swung in through the archway, gravel crunched. More lights were burning in the great turfed court, folk hurrying about; he saw policemen, girls in bright blue robes. Singing rose from somewhere; he couldn’t make out the words. There was an air of excitement, suppressed gaiety. He stood disoriented, blinking; and his arm was touched. He stared a moment at the broadfaced, lovely woman; then recognition came. He smiled, said, ‘Hello, Lou.’


  She moved ahead of him. The singing, or the chant, was closer now; she opened a door, stepped back. Inside he paused, involuntarily. The long, spare room was softly candlelit. He walked toward the dais on which she sat. Her eyes were dark and calm, her skin glowed golden. A brooch was at her shoulder; the great brooch seen before, so many years ago. The triskele, good luck symbol of the Celts. Her hands were in her lap, fingers twined gently; hard to believe she would never see the dawn.


  He dropped onto his knees. He took her wrist, the tiny mark that showed there; he would have kissed it, but she gently drew away. Her Women clustered round her; he looked up at their faces. On each, the same expression; fulfilment, and expectancy. Her life was rounded now, and safe; he must not grieve. Above all else, he must not grieve. There was so much to do. He bowed his head. ‘I know,’ he said. ‘I know.’


  A hand was on his shoulder. It was Lou. He followed her, not turning; sat on a grassy bank, and watched the east flush pink. Long gables brightened, steadily; a bird began to sing. The sound seemed in his brain. Doctors were in attendance; but there was nothing to be done. The poison was exotic, no antidote was known. It was a showpiece execution; her Masters, at long last, had become tired.


  They came to him again; but he was ready. He squared his shoulders, walked toward the policemen. Displaced Zanskaris rang their bells and shouted, to scare her ghost away; she climbed the pros arch side, her bottom neat in jeans.


   


  ‘What happened to her murderer?’


  ‘She walked out through the gates. She was quite safe. None of them would harm her; revenge wasn’t in their ethic.’


  The bearded man narrows his eyes. ‘Who were her Masters?’ he says finally.


  The patient chuckles. ‘Living in a democracy, there’s so much you’re not told. There was a lot of guesswork done of course. Adding of two and two. It worried me for years. Until I went to Ireland. I knew there’d be a reckoning; nobody plucks five million out of the air.’


  ‘Then you believe…’


  He shakes his head. ‘I’m merely putting up options. Perhaps there was an Enemy, all along.’


  ‘Who would give her so much money?’


  He laughs again. ‘For subversion on a scale like that? She struck at Church and State together. And a few other things. It would have been cheap at twice the price.’


   


  There were questionings. They went on through the day; while still the bells rang, distant in his mind. It was their last chance to learn; but they couldn’t learn from him. They released him, finally; and the car was waiting, to return him to his home. So he was still a VIP. Light faded, on the road; and Northerton was blacked out too. He watched, from his high window; and the doorbell rang. He went down, switched the porch light on. The figures showed through glass, blue of their cloaks. Two of them; young glowing girls, their dark hair softly brushed. ‘Scail ó mian, ain saor,’ they said. ‘Release from desire sets us free…’ They handed him his ticket; and he understood. Desire for her body he had overcome; desire for her soul had been the greater trap. But he had let her go; and joy, not grief, had come. The koan was answered at last.


  He left the door stood open. Someone perhaps could use the place. Roley and Toby, Griff, the folk he’d known, seemed vague and grey now, shadowy; the Bandar-log once more, a dance at the fringe of sight. Girl at the Gate was real, Gráinne fled on ahead. He followed her, through half-seen streets. A train was waiting, ghostly as the rest.


   


  ‘I thought you said that she could never leave you?’


  ‘She never did. It was the world itself. It had become non-Granian.’


  ‘As it was before?’


  ‘As it was before.’


   


  There were aircraft too, loudspeakers pealing. This time the city was dark; diamond-points that were the last streetlamps reduced themselves. Cloud eclipsed sight; he hung in a vague void. She came and sat by him, and talked. He laughed, delighted. Yes, of course he had remembered; how could he forget? The dress she wore that first night ever, swing of her hair; green College lawns, the flat, the evening parties with the wailing gramophone. And Cheltenham, the driving; Vale of the White Horse, car park she once marked like a bitch puppy, lights of Swindon an orange far-off glow. He dropped the tent flap, against cooling air; she ladled saffron-coloured rice onto a plate. She’d already slipped her jeans off; she said that cooking always made her hot. She pushed her hair back, laughed in turn. ‘I was such a rotten little liar,’ she said. ‘Those were the best times though. The best of all.’ There was so much to say; but the seatbelt lights were on again already, nose of the great plane swinging onto the approach. She retired, to her seat at the rear. There was a ritual to be observed, as in all matters concerned with Heaven.


   


  The patient, the old man, lies back. The girl in blue frowns slightly, turns. She says, ‘It was someone who looked like her.’


  The bearded man is unconcerned. He says, ‘Perhaps. What happened afterwards?’


  The other opens his eyes. ‘Nothing at all,’ he says. ‘Your car was waiting for me at the airport. I was brought straight here.’


  The questioner shakes his head. ‘Not so,’ he says. ‘You wandered for years; your graphs were slightly out. We were lucky to find you.’


  In the Celtic world, two Times can coexist. The patient smiles. ‘Sitting on O’Connell Bridge,’ he says, ‘with the toes out of my plimsolls.’


  ‘Something much like that.’


  The smile remains. ‘You’re not here at all of course,’ he says. ‘Neither am I. I’m in a Reading geriatric. Probably pumped full of goofballs.’


  The young man gets up, stands watching quizzically, head to one side. He says, ‘I can’t prove you’re not.’ He turns, and the bright light from the high port is eclipsed. Somewhere a great wing flaps, and again. A hooter starts to sound, urgent and harsh.


  The girl works swiftly, tucking a blanket round the patient’s knees. ‘We have to leave you for a little while,’ she says, ‘but we’ll be back soon.’ The other chuckles, closes his eyes again. He says, ‘I don’t propose to run away.’


  She steps out through the door. The bearded man follows her. A metal gantry spans a wide and bustling space; foreshortened figures hurry across decking, intent on their tasks. Other doors are being closed and battened, ports dogged shut. The hooter sounds again; she moves forward, surefooted. She says, ‘He thinks that he’s in Ireland,’ and the other nods. He says, ‘He is.’


  She looks up at him. ‘Do you believe his story?’


  He nods again, impassive. ‘Programming have already checked it out. He knew her, certainly. No confliction anywhere.’ Between them, they’ve perhaps composed a Gospel.


  He pauses. Vast curving ports give panoramic views. Distant mountains rear a barrier of rock; Crohane and Stoompa, mighty Carrantouhill. The sky above them burns an angry brown. The hills seem negatives by contrast, pale and eerie.


  A white effulgence blots out everything. Reflections lance from girders, stanchions, stairs. One activates a holo plate; despite himself, he cringes. Gráinne holds her arms out; her smile scorches his eyes. He sees, between sailing blobs, the fading skyglow. England, the old enemy, is in process of becoming an atoll. Closer and tiny, a line of men in saffron robes plod east, towards Nirvana. Blast screens are rising slowly, shutting them from sight.


  Faintest of jolts, a humming; and the whole great place is sinking, into the ground. A clanging bell, insistent; depth meters register its crawling progress. Across the world, where once there were Shirtwaisters, other Magic Towns are burrowing from sight. Charges sound distant, each one a thousand tons of earth and rock. The whole place shivers, settles; the Fairy Mound, the sidh, completes itself. Fluorescents flash to life; and another holo activates. Above him, on the instant, is a sky of flawless blue; and there are hills again.


  A lift slows, visible through frosted panes. Doors whiffle back; he steps in, following the girl again. Maybe the hydroponic grids will go off line, another of a thousand details fail; the One above will wait out Time in vain. Or maybe not. They’ll burrow upwards, blinking in new light; and their birthright will be waiting. But there’ll be no God to cringe from, make money sticks in praise.


  He rubs his face. He says, ‘The next ten thousand years are going to be most interesting.’
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