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PART 1
The Fall




 





For a moment the balance was uncertain. The headlights stabbed at the thick night. A rock loomed, smooth and impassive, then swung out of the frame. A stunted tree rushed at him, gnarled and prickly. The seat pushed hard, resisting his momentum. Road, rock again, grass, gravel. The forces resolved their differences and he was gliding, a dance of sorts, but he was deaf to its rhythm, just as he was deaf to her screams. Instinct fought the wheel, but the future drew them in.


They were floating, tumbling together in a machine not made for tumbling, weightless and free. He considered the physics: gravity recast as acceleration. An odd thought to have, but what thought isn’t odd when death breathes close and sticky? The world slowed. He could not look at her.


The dance broke with a dull thud and the roof above them crumpled. They bounced. The lights went out and collisions vibrated through him, dissolving the border between feeling and sound. His insides he supposed were acting out their own small version of this greater play. He had heard of it, hearts so determined in their trajectories that they ripped free from their moorings.


With each thud the terrain absorbed momentum. That word again. All is physics. It ended with a shudder. His, hers, the car’s. They rocked but did not roll. There in the darkness on a disinterested slab of stone their stories settled into silence.


She was no longer screaming. He was still alive. This was as far as his certainty extended. He considered the possibility he was upside down. Something, perhaps his seatbelt, was digging into his throat. Adrenaline fizzed through him.


The humming untangled itself into distinct sounds. Steam hissed from a punctured pipe. He heard the grating of stressed metal and some part of the engine ticking as it cooled, counting down the seconds. A groan.


Her breath was a warm whisper across his nose. We must be close now, he thought, her head and mine.


He should have said something. It was the polite thing to do. St Augustine’s had carved the importance of politeness deep into its charges. There are no exceptions to this titanium rule. Manners first. Always.


He was letting the old school down, then; he had thoughts only for himself. A warm stream of blood originating somewhere below his collar trickled up his neck and over his chin (so, definitely upside down). His mouth filled with the taste of salt and iron. A first awareness of pain pulsed through him. Perhaps I am dying, he thought. Certainly he was injured.


He was to blame. She was here because he had brought her here; this point could not be denied. And so, as the rector would have insisted, she was his responsibility. He held his breath to focus on the sound of hers, leaning towards the point where he imagined the mouth might be. Her air came short and fast, shallow with fear. He could detect no bubbling; her lungs weren’t filling up. She will live, he decided. The evidence inadequate, the conclusion reassuring.


He reached slowly towards his seatbelt buckle but searing pain beat him back, as sharp and precise as a cleaver.


Something new. A whispering like wind but close, familiar. He stared intently at the blackness, as though the secret of the fragmented sounds was written there. She tried again.


‘I can hear you.’ Her words landed as spray on his face.


‘Sorry.’ His inadequate reply.


She was slowly gaining control of her breathing. She swallowed noisily. ‘I just meant…you haven’t said anything.’


‘I was thinking,’ he said.


‘Thinking what?’


‘Wondering. Wondering if I was dying.’


‘Are you?’


‘I don’t know. My shoulder’s definitely broken.’


‘My head hurts.’


‘I think we must be upside down.’


‘You don’t want to know how it hurts?’ she asked.


‘I’m not a doctor.’


‘Bastard.’


‘What do you want, a diagnosis?’ The words disturbed his breathing and he ended with a desperate cough.


‘I’d settle for an escape,’ she said.


‘Some say only death can provide that.’


‘Some say a lot of shit.’


‘How does your head hurt?’ he asked.


It wasn’t meant to be like this. He’d planned every detail.


‘I’m Tristan,’ he said.


‘You want to know my name?’


‘You’ll only lie.’


A long silence. Tristan wondered if she had passed out. ‘It was the ice. I lost control on the ice,’ he said.


Still there was nothing. ‘I am sorry.’ This time his voice dented. If he could only have that moment back. But which moment? The last moment, before the future sets hard. The hiding place of the soul.


The acrid stench of battery acid touched Tristan’s nose. He wondered how this would end, and panic rose in his throat. He spoke only as a way of denying his pain.


‘Are you still there?’


‘I’m not going anywhere.’


Her voice hovered in the unseen spaces, unnaturally calm. He’d liked it better when she was screaming.


It was wrong to have told her his name. Intimate though their position was, it was no excuse for assuming. This too the rector had explained to the boys. Social ethics was taught at meal time, with their dinner plates steaming before them. They ate only when the rector finished speaking, and he finished speaking only when he was satisfied they had listened. An inspector from the Holy Council visited once during such a lecture but nothing changed. The rector had a way with authority: the powerful lost their nerve around him.


‘Are you sure we’re upside down?’ she asked, out of the cold darkness. Somehow her presence surprised him. How easy, in this tenuous place, to imagine the world in and out of existence.


‘I think so. Why?’


‘I pissed myself.’


‘You shouldn’t tell me that.’


She laughed until it threatened her breathing.


‘It’s not funny,’ Tristan insisted.


‘We should try to get out,’ she said.


‘I tried.’


‘And?’


‘It hurt too much.’


‘More than dying?’


‘Hard to say.’ He imagined her smiling. It strengthened him.


But he did not move. The memory of pain was too fresh, and raw. He heard her wriggling beside him. Something, an elbow, he thought, pressed into his stomach. She grunted with the exertion. There was a hissing sound: air made hard through clenched teeth.


The car lurched and he was thrown into her. She screamed out, a blood-curdling challenge to the silence.


‘Sorry.’


His pain had grown indistinct, moving silently through the body like water searching out its leak. She blew hot air into his face. He could feel her forehead hot and clammy against his cheek. The rector had not prepared him for this.


‘So?’


‘Door’s jammed.’


‘Yeah.’


‘Yeah.’


Tristan pulled at his mind, seeking the ends of a conversation, but it swelled smooth and indistinct with pain. He waited.


‘I smell bad,’ she said.


‘Doesn’t matter.’


‘It matters to me,’ she said.


‘There are better things to worry about.’


‘Like?’


‘Mortality.’


‘We just have to wait until it’s light,’ she said. ‘Then we’ll be able to see what we’re dealing with.’


‘Or someone will see us, from up on the road,’ Tristan added, as one adds kindling to a fire, hoping to draw out the blaze. They were close now, to talking.


She rearranged herself so that the full weight of her head was against his cheek. As if they were on a date, wordlessly happy beneath a star-spattered sky. Beyond the piss and shit and blood and burning he found another smell. The smell of her, seeping through her pores, speaking to him. There was a way of making nothing else matter. The easterners had called it meditation, the schoolmen prayer. In the dormitories, where the boys whispered, its name was woman.


She wriggled and her elbow found a broken rib. The pain of it emptied his bladder. Tristan felt the warm trickle running over his stomach. Soon it would reach her.


‘Tell me how you got here,’ she said.


‘The same way you got here. We skidded. The rest is physics.’


‘Before that,’ she pressed. ‘What were you doing out in a car looking for a prostitute?’


It was impolite of her, to mention it. He had been prepared to pretend. For her sake as well as his.


‘Come on,’ she prompted. ‘It’s not like you’re going to shock me.’


Tristan pressed his lips together, tasting blood again.


‘What do you want me to say?’ he asked. Ridiculous that a suffering body would find the resources to make him blush, but he felt the familiar heat.


‘Tell me what you were thinking. Tell me why tonight. Was it to learn? I think that’s it. You’ve fallen in love with a girl, and you want to appear experienced.’


He was in love. Three years it had been. But she was wrong.


‘You wouldn’t understand.’


‘Explain it then.’ Her voice was gentler.


‘It’s a long story.’


‘The night will be longer.’


‘I hope you’re right.’


There were things he would not tell her, that much he knew. Parts of his story once released into the world would never return, and without them he would be smaller. Five hours earlier that had not mattered to him.


He would not tell her of five hours earlier. The cold sweat as he buckled in, fastening himself to the evening ahead. The drive out into the wastelands, to these very mountains. He would not tell her of the way he followed the illuminated side strip through the settling mist, lost in the trance of switchback on switchback, or of piercing the cloud and seeing, across the eerie white glow of the valley, the great statue rising up above the fog, dominating the City. The Saint: calm, severe, glowing white, Submission and Salvation inscribed in the plaque at its feet. He could remember the first time he had read those words for himself.


Tristan would not speak of the way the cold seeped in beneath a stranger’s jacket as he stood at the lookout and contemplated his future, or of the way the heathen settlements hummed on the horizon, hot and hopeful.


He wouldn’t tell her of the strange calm he felt, standing and stamping to return the circulation to his aching feet. Of how it felt to cruise the streets, the pressing excitement as he practised again the words that would undo him. What will tonight cost me? As if he didn’t know.


He would not explain to her the way her scent filled the car, or that he could remember to the millimetre the point on her thigh where her dress ended, and how that point rose as she settled against the leather. How his throat went dry, or the way his knee locked as he fought to control the shaking in his leg. And that moment when everything he believed and everything he knew shook and shimmered, the animal within shifting its weight, preparing to pounce. He could not tell her of the fear, the perfect fear. That was his alone.


Tristan felt a sharp stabbing behind his right eye, a pulsing of pain that jumped like static to the back of his skull and exploded in a flash of light. Then it was gone. He strained to take hold of his story, as a drowning man might take hold of a rope. He was determined to drag them both through the night.


‘I don’t know where to start,’ he said.


‘At the beginning.’


‘I was born.’


‘And then what?’


‘When I was three, my mother died.’


He felt her head moving against his, as if she was making herself more comfortable for listening, or perhaps to empty her ear of liquid. She would not mention it and he would not ask; already rules were developing.


‘Were those events related?’ she asked.


‘They were to me. They said it was the toxins. We lived in the workers’ quarter.’


‘I can tell,’ she said.


‘How?’


‘The way you talk.’


‘I’ve spent ten years trying to hide it.’


‘It’s not long enough. Come on, your story.’


‘You have to stop interrupting me.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it hurts,’ he told her, and he was not lying. The words came so puny and sharp he needed all his strength to keep them flowing.





Tristan’s Story


By the age of six Tristan knew every dip and twist of the quarter’s broken streets. While his father worked at the water treatment plant beyond the swamplands Tristan ran errands for Father Carmichael, delivering the priest’s potions to the sick and dying. They paid in coins worn smooth with worry, and Tristan grew up with the smell of death never far from his nose. His father said the workers’ quarter had been that way since the war.


Tristan danced down pockmarked streets, proud of the speed with which he could negotiate them. The roads in this part of the City of God weren’t worth fixing; there was only the occasional delivery truck to worry about and the procession of floats on the holy days. What little fuel there was, gained in secret negotiations with the outside world, was controlled by the Holy Council, and its drivers had no business to attend to here. It was like living in another century now, Tristan’s father said, and the words split his tongue, as if they were coated in acid. He thought he kept his pain hidden from the boy, but Tristan’s nature was watchful from the start.


Tristan arrived breathless at the door of Madame Grey’s house and banged a rhythm with his fists. Madame Grey was known throughout the quarter; short, wide and regal, she rolled through the streets as if she owned them. She called her home a boarding house but hospice was a better word. There was a bed there for those who could find no other place to die.


Somehow the diseases Madame Grey invited into her home found no quarrel with her. The other boys claimed she was magic, but then Tristan had claimed the same himself for the fun of it, so who knew where the truth lay? From the day of Tristan’s first delivery his father had warned him never to set foot inside her house. But the warmth of her hand, the yielding of her great soft bosom when she hugged him, the smell that he imagined other boys found in their mothers—there were days he had turned down her invitation with tears in his eyes.


The door opened. Even with advantage of the small step Madame Grey had no more than a head on Tristan. Her hair was long and greasy, some strands black, others whitening, each falling where it would so that her eyes were veiled and she had to cock her head to look at him.


‘Tristan. What do you have for me?’


‘A package for Mr Simpson, Ma’am,’ Tristan said, bobbing his head down in careful respect. He did not know why he did this. No one had ever told him to, but each time he faced her he felt it happening.


‘Mr Simpson passed in the night, Tristan.’


Tristan looked to his feet and muttered a reflexive prayer.


‘But no point it going to waste,’ Madame Grey smiled. She thrust out her hand, her one visible eye daring him to argue. Tristan knew what was in the bag: he had seen the priest measuring it out. A dried herb for the pain, shredded like wood shavings, its scent sweet and pungent.


‘There will be others, Tristan, who can use it just as well. It will save you coming back here tomorrow.’ With her other hand she pressed a carefully folded note into his small palm.


‘You are a good boy, that he can trust you in this way. A little extra for a prayer, Tristan, and say one for him yourself. May his soul reach heaven too quick for the devil.’


She touched her forehead in the customary manner and Tristan did the same.


There was movement within and Madame Grey pulled back to the shadows. Two young men, sleeves rolled up, manoeuvred Mr Simpson’s gaunt frame through the doorway. Their hands were at his shoulders and his head lolled back, stretching the neck until Tristan was sure it should snap. Tristan backed away, both appalled and fascinated by the way the exposed skin dented to every touch and how the dead man’s gums had receded, making his yellowed teeth appear unnaturally long. One of the men noted Tristan’s interest and offered a conspiratorial leer.


Tristan turned and ran towards the darkening sky. There was rain coming. That was good. When it rained Father Carmichael let the boys shelter in the choir loft. When it rained Tristan got to watch the service.


The church was small and spare, well matched to its congregation. Tristan looked down on their ailing heads, the exposed scalps dry and flaking. Only those who could no longer work attended daytime services, and those who could not work did not have long to make their peace with God. There were four other errand boys in the loft. They busied themselves with the usual games, bruising the air with silent farts and shaping obscenities with their fingers. Tristan played along, but his mind was on the lilting sermon. He watched Father Carmichael’s bony figure turn, splendid in its priestly robes, and heard his voice grow strong with authority. Father Carmichael was a man who mattered. When he spoke others listened. The exact opposite of Tristan’s father.


Tristan loved his father, but he did not wish to become like him. He knew he would not be strong enough to carry the suffering.


Tristan looked at The Holy Works open on the altar, its pages extending wider than his young arms could reach. A person who could read a book like that would never need worry about his place in the world. A man with knowledge like that would never go hungry.


After the service, Tristan followed the priest into the sacristy.


‘Excuse me, Father.’


The old man turned.


‘Tristan, what are you doing back here?’


‘I have come to ask a favour.’


‘And what favour might that be?’


Tristan paused, understanding at once how important the answer would be.


‘I would like you to teach me to read, Father, please.’


Father Carmichael looked away as if he did not trust his first reaction and returned to the task of folding his vestments. Tristan watched the priest’s hands. He had not noticed them before. The knuckles were sculpted huge by arthritis, making claws of the fingers. The skin though was smooth like a child’s.


‘What good do you think such learning would do, Tristan?’


Still the priest did not meet the young boy’s eyes.


Tristan considered the question carefully.


‘Will you die soon?’ he asked.


‘I expect so.’ A smile took hold of Father Carmichael’s face. ‘But that does not answer my question.’


‘I will not die soon,’ Tristan explained. ‘I am young. That is why you should teach me to read. That is the good it will do.’


Father Carmichael crouched and ruffled Tristan’s hair. He stared, as if he had never seen a boy’s face before. Tristan hopped from one foot to the other, bursting with not knowing.


‘What will your father say?’


‘I don’t know. I think he might be pleased.’


Father Carmichael shook his head and Tristan saw sadness in his eyes.


‘You must ask him first. I need his permission. Do you understand?’


Tristan nodded.


‘And I cannot teach you if you do not practise. Do you promise me you will practise every day?’


‘Yes.’


‘Are there books in the house for you to practise on?’


Again Tristan nodded, although half of it was a lie. There was only one book: a pocket edition of The Holy Works, stuffed in a gap beneath the window to keep out the draught, coated in dust and disinterest.


‘Very well. If your father agrees, you can come here early tomorrow morning, as soon as you’ve had your breakfast. There is little time to waste.’


It wasn’t that Tristan did not intend to ask. He rehearsed his question during each mouthful, determined to speak just as soon as he’d swallowed the stringy meat. But the words refused to come free, as if some other great force had hold of them. He felt a tightness in his chest, a crushing sensation. The walls felt closer that night; the acrid smell from the street latrine burned more sharply in his nose. The overhead bulb dimmed and glowed, and shadows pulsed across his father’s tired face. The workers’ quarter was rationed to one hour’s electricity each day. They used it for this—cooking and eating together. When the time was up, they retired to bed.


‘How was your day?’ his father asked.


‘I stayed indoors, as you told me to,’ Tristan lied.


This then would be his tactic. He would lie to them both. He was used to it. When he could read properly he would surprise his father with his skill. It would be his gift to him. The plan grew solid as the words slipped free. ‘I’m glad I did. The rain was heavy this afternoon.’


‘It was,’ his father agreed, carefully dividing the last portion of bread in two and handing his boy the greater share. ‘Come on, eat quickly, before the darkness comes.’


Father Carmichael was an enthusiastic teacher. They read together from The Children’s Illustrated History of the Church. Tristan loved the pictures, rendered in the brightest colours he had ever seen. He read of the early prophets, Plato and Jesus, the crumbling of the Roman Empire and the coming of Augustine. Tristan liked the battle scenes best, the way the artist had captured the blood and pain. He imagined being amongst the soldiers, shoulder to shoulder, holding their line against the crusading Christians. The chapter’s final image portrayed a dark-skinned Augustinian hero, bloodied but unwearied, his silver sword plunged deep into the breast of the last of the invaders.


Within five months Tristan was able to read the picture’s caption:


Again God stood with those who stayed loyal to Him. And He will stand strong with you too, if you are brave enough to accept His call.


Tristan practised his reading whenever he could. Father Carmichael offered to let him take The Illustrated History home, but Tristan knew there was no place he could hide it. He struggled his way through the works of the Saint instead. The words Augustine used were not particularly difficult, but the concepts they explored were too dense for Tristan’s young brain and he felt it wrinkling with the effort. Will, freedom, destiny, grace and time. He couldn’t hope to grasp them. Sometimes he asked Father Carmichael for help with this, and although the priest seemed delighted by his interest, he had the infuriating habit of meeting each question with another of his own:


‘How is it, Father, that I can be free, if God knows what it is I will do?’


‘Why should it not be like this?’


‘Because they do not go together.’


‘Why do they not go together?’


‘Because they are opposites, Father.’


‘Are night and day opposites?’


‘Yes, Father.’


‘But don’t night and day go together?’


‘Not at the same time they don’t, Father.’


‘Ah yes.’ And here Father Carmichael would smile and bring the tips of his fingers to his lips in satisfaction. ‘And so we come back to time. Always we come back to time.’


Tristan was not dispirited. He knew he was still young, and the prospect of one day understanding excited him. Knowledge sat on his horizon like a mountain waiting to be climbed. As he ran his errands he replayed his conversations with Father Carmichael, sometimes word for word, other times inserting new questions that came to him as he stepped over the cobbles, questions so ingenious that the teacher would be forced to admit defeat.


Tristan found a new feeling taking hold of him, something lighter than happiness. His thoughts drifted more and more from the present to the future. Hope. That was it, even if he couldn’t name it. Hope lifted his gaze and floated his mind. He had no idea what lay ahead of him, but he knew it was something. Something beyond the workers’ quarter.


He had only just turned into the street when he heard the shouting. It was his father’s voice, raised to a threat, the sound so wrong that it stopped Tristan dead. Wrong because his father did not come home during the day. Wrong because their small room never received visitors. And wrong because when he was angry Tristan’s father grew quiet not loud; his mouth closed up and his complaints stuck in his throat. But there was no denying it was his father’s voice. Tristan edged forward, frightened and curious. He tried to look through the window but the interior was too dark and he could make out only two figures, adult-sized shadows both turned towards him.


‘Tristan! Get in here now.’


The two men faced off, as if contemplating an unlikely fist fight, Tristan’s father to the left, Father Carmichael to the right. Tristan slunk to the side wall, one eye on the door. He looked to Father Carmichael, hoping he might explain, but the priest said nothing.


‘Is it true, Tristan?’ his father demanded. ‘Is it true you have been lying to me?’


‘About what?’


‘So, you’ve been lying to me about more than one thing, have you?’


‘No.’ Tristan looked to the ground, digging at the dirt with his bare toe. He was caught in a trap he did not understand.


‘Then I’ll have none of your questions. Have you been lying to me?’


‘Yes,’ Tristan admitted, feeling the insistent pressure of a seven-year-old’s tears.


‘About this?’


His father stepped forward, thrusting the battered copy of The Holy Works into his small hands.


‘Father Carmichael—’


‘Don’t blame Father Carmichael.’ Tristan had never seen his father like this. Anger inflated him, making him taller, and wider at the shoulders.


‘He has been teaching me to read.’


‘I know; he has told me. So you can read now, can you? Come on then, read to me. Do it.’


Tristan had imagined this moment many times, but never like this. His hands fumbled with the pages and he felt his future rise up before him, twisting into a shape he did not recognise.


‘You are great, Lord, and highly to be praised. High is your—’


His father grabbed the book from Tristan’s grasp and hurled it to the ground, spitting where it landed. Tristan’s world turned watery.


‘Tell him then.’ His father prodded at the air that separated him from the priest. ‘Tell him what you asked me.’


Through his tears Tristan saw that Father Carmichael remained unnaturally calm.


‘I am sorry, Tristan.’ The voice was soft and measured. ‘I thought you had told him. I asked you to, at the outset.’
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