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  Nothing is True. Everything is Permitted.


  Hassan-i Sabbah


  cold persistent, chill in the pavement flags, crack-faced and familiarly unfamiliar, ice in fingers splayed, hands leading blindly, through darkness that was not quite dark, pre-dawn bleeding into dawn, next turn a suggestion hanging in the murk, next turn after likewise, feet hesitant, hands reading Braille of ice, air and shade, incomprehensible no matter how hard she tried, wall angling sharply, bringing another turn sooner than expected, a second and a third before the wall, dropping away, left her stranded, stumbling, grabbing at nothing, the feeling persisting that she could see a wall and its twin opposite in each echo’s step, although she walked softly, self-conscious and afraid of noise, of making noise, yet still there was step and echo-step and turning sharply revealed nothing, because that which followed behind might as easily be waiting in front, waiting in the space between each step and echo-step, and so      pausing, hesitating a moment, an agonising hour, this instant filled with uncertainty, every breath threatening to break silence, break into scream that would bring            she did not know, or refused to admit, fingers outstretched, little by little, until they met the nearest wall and, reading its surface rough and chill and signalling the next corner, the memory of making another turn just like this another turning just like this another turn just like this returned and, returning, reminded her of tightness between shoulder blades, skin crawling in expectation of the touch, the hand that might make contact at any moment, expected any second, unable to stop herself turning at the constant pressure, turning and looking into darkness that was not quite dark, turning back as quickly, memory and expectation binding tighter, next step-echo-step keeping close     chasing close       shadowing, need to run hard to resist, fear of making noise, attracting attention, holding her back through turn and alley-curve, alley narrowing, alley widening, sharply doubling-back, branching, next step-echo-step begging expectation, taking one fork, stumbling and feeling it was too late to turn back, thinking it might be there, she might see what was behind, the dead-end    makes her gasp and turn and hurry and stumble into the mouth of a side-turning, stomach a knot of water threatening to burst, scream a third companion keeping step but straining to break free, break nerve with it and run, run break-neck pell-mell head-long, wildly into the wind, wind nothing more than a breath against neck and            she knows, fear shrieking, fear mumbling, whispering to her calmly, that it will be after the next turning, or the one beyond that, but soon: a hole in the darkness, head huge, spread like open arms, its ears twitching, the hole waiting as she turns the final corner, or turns away from the final corner to find it waiting, inevitably, behind her, an infinite darkness within the blackness of air and alley and yet she will be able to see its eyes, their liquid blackness, body an absence that will reveal itself to her in greys and smudges of umber and in suspicion and in sharpness and she will she stand waiting as its mouth opens as if to speak, stood waiting for it to speak, eyes large and obsidian and alive and finding hers but never speaking, may never speak, never yet spoke, never getting beyond opening its mouth, shoulders swelling with first breath, with foretaste of words, the first word, whatever that might be, whatever it was going to say, if only it would—cusez-moi, madame, mais parlez vous anglais? Madame?’


  Minnette managed to turn towards the voice. Aware of the shop. The man’s clothes, accented French. ‘Yes.’ Middle-aged, gaunt not from hunger but from obsessive dieting and exercise, muscles around the eyes and forehead tight, caught between alarm and outrage. ‘Yes, I speak English. How can I help you?’


  No direct request. She had been expecting that, he looked the type. Probably something in technology rather than finance or any of the other things affluent, middle-aged people found to fill their time and pockets these days. This one sidled up to what he was after.


  She glanced at the ornate clock standing next to the till, escapement hoisted into the air by two brass-coloured demons, cabbalistic signs and open books of Wisdom and alembics and magical paraphernalia lying in a jumble at their feet. Glanced again, wondering if the battery needed changing, wanting to be sure she remembered what it had read the last time she had looked at it, position of the sun outside no help, this part of the Rue St Jacques getting little direct sunlight during the early autumn, the shade cast by the buildings on the other side of the road giving nothing away.


  ‘I see.’ She nodded, too distracted to have listened closely to what the American had been saying. ‘Well, you could try browsing this section—’ walking around the counter, gesturing towards a floor-to-ceiling bookcase facing the front door— ‘where we have a very wide selection of independently published works—’ words faltering when she saw the arthritic bulge of her outstretched fingers, conscious of pain in her hands, faint though it was today, not as bad as her hip, both sharper now she was thinking about them.


  Minnette put her hands behind her back. Continued:


  ‘We have pamphlets, monographs, even very rare, mimeographed booklets from the—’ just the faintest of catch in her voice, hard not to stumble and feel a little affected whenever she said this— ‘the middle of the last century, together with items from around the turn of the Nineteenth. Works on Numerology, Cabbala, Earth Mysteries—’


  ‘Er, no.’


  No. She knew this wasn’t what the American was after. Knew she couldn’t simply tell him, admit that she knew. That wasn’t how this was supposed to be played out.


  ‘I guess… Well, y’ know…’ He fiddled with a dog-eared first-paperback-edition of Bergier and Pauwels’ The Morning of the Magicians resting on the small, Discounted Specials stand next to the till, the same edition likely to be on the stalls along the Quai Bonaparte for at most two-thirds what the shop’s owner was charging. ‘I mean, I read Crowley at college and that, y’ know, that made an impression and I’ve been, y’ know, searching ever since so…’


  Minnette stared at him, one hand gripping the reading specs hanging from a cord around her neck. Until she willed herself to stop.


  ‘Do you know his later works? They reach a maturity that is startling.’ She knew this was not what the customer was here for. Knew and hoped anyway he might be interested. Might genuinely be searching. ‘And those who came after him, Spare, of course, you’re probably familiar with Spare, but—’


  ‘I’m sorry, Madame, I don’t think…’ Frown deepening, eyes tracking: the bookshelves on each wall, the ones standing down the middle of the shop, resting on the carrousel of booklets and yellowing magazines by the front door, lingering on the floor. ‘A guy, friend of a friend, he’s been here. I know it’s not, y’ know, not exactly advertised, not on the net or, y’ know, but I understand, I mean this guy, friend of a friend, told me—’


  ‘Of course.’ Hard not to sag. Or snarl. Face straight and pleasant and understanding and only too pleased to help, she called out: ‘Pascal, es tu occupé?’ Adding: ‘My colleague will be able to help you, sir,’ to the American. Pretending not to watch as Pascal led him through the rear of the bookshop and up the stairs to the windowless room where the ‘special collection’ was kept. And feeling a defeat. Or at least a sadness, and that muted as her mind turned over again the question of how long the American had been standing there before she had noticed him. How long she had been lost in thought. In memories.


  



  That sadness, the small defeat, came back as she left the bookshop on the Rue St Jacques that evening. Forgotten until then, familiar-seeming on its return, yet enough to bring a sour flash to her stomach, which in turn made her consider limping uphill to the bistro on the Rue de la Montagne Sainte Geneviève, just beneath Le Panthéon. The place was too far to go for lunch. Or an evening meal, for that matter, trek enough make her bad hip chafe and ensure a sleepless, fractious night. But, between the sourness of defeat and the sourness of an empty stomach, the walk seemed less foolhardy. And there was no appeal in drinking alone in her apartment. Not tonight. No reason for that. None she could name. Tonight she deserved to dine out. For surviving another day at the bookshop. If nothing else. Minnette kept that in mind as she limped along Rue des Écoles, kept all other thoughts out of sight, all disappointments and defeats covered with thoughts of a meal, a bottle of wine, a liqueur afterwards. No need to think yet again that the only hidden knowledge she had found in the bookshop was the going rate for a particular kind of vintage pornography.


  



  There had never been a plan. None she could recall with clarity, none she could admit. Working in bookshops had seemed to make sense: she liked books anyway and, so she thought, working in a bookshop would make it easier to find the kinds of books she wanted to read. It had worked out differently. And yet she continued. Because. Idealism, perhaps. Once. Stubbornness, certainly, yes. Perhaps. Maybe that. Maybe. And yet she continued. Habit. Call it habit. Call it that, wasn’t worth the bother, anyway, and that was the—


  



  The clock on Le Panthéon struck the quarter hour.


  Minnette pulled the café door shut behind her. Hip twinging, beginning to throb. Footway uneven. Making her think again of carrying a walking stick, once in a while. Making her decide not to give in to the pain. Almost stumbling and blaming that on the wine. Street lights too widely spaced along this stretch. Which made her think. A petition. Or she could write to a newspaper. Road bending as it sloped downwards. Which made her think. Think that she should think of something else, time later than she had realised and still a way to go before the nearest métro station. Minnette watching her step as she passed under a street light, into the twilight on the other side, concentrating on that, trying to ignore other thoughts that, conjured, were unwilling to leave. Fixing on the bookshop. On having to buy food. And toilet cleaner. She needed to buy toilet cleaner and kept forgetting that she needed to buy— A shade, a texture under each thought, because once it had surfaced, it was impossible to dismiss any thought so easily, even a memory that should be almost happenstance after all this time: the memory of walking uphill, up a hill, in the dark, in the cold. Minnette began compiling a shopping list, reciting it again with each new item added. And still the memory unpeeled, in the gaps between items. Not words. A sensation of memory. Familiar. Often recalled, turned over: walking up a winding lane— Minnette paused, looked for traffic that wasn’t there, crossed to the other side of the street, street old and winding and she was going down and not up and yet: the familiar memory of the lane winding up and up. An old street in an old part of a town. Remembrance a familiar undercurrent, no power left in it. But it wouldn’t leave her, not now it had been conjured, lane winding through the cold of a late, later afternoon, sure she would get to the top soon. Nothing else. Just that. Under, in the spaces. Not a word, or a sentence of description. Just a sensation, a feeling without words. Old as the street she had climbed— Minnette paused, looking for traffic that wasn’t there, crossed to the other side of the street, street lights widely spaced here and, yes, perhaps she should write to the paper or to someone and complain about this street, which prompted memory only because it was old and on a hill and winding a little, just a little and


  



  and it could be any street, in darkness, small-hours still—she might find herself walking, walking in darkness, along a street, a backstreet like this, narrow and quiet, buildings anonymous, footsteps chasing out of the shadows, walking just behind her as they had, forty years and a thousand kilometres ago, in twilight, in darkness, so, in sleep, she might find herself wandering an anyplace, one hand stretching out, air cold to the touch, wall dark, rough when she finds it, wandering a narrow lane, a backstreet nagging in its familiarity even if she knew, felt she knew, she had been not been here before, bricks rough-faced and faceless and small-hours still but unyielding to the press of fingers, like the flagstones, the cobbles underfoot under darkness, footsteps darting away to come back under a sky touched by a trace of colour, not aware of fatigue or bad hip, simply walking, as she had before in dreams, old dreams that had become filled with running and the drive to keep running, running until she woke, running until she had therapy, until they faded and stopped, those dreams nothing like these dreams, where she walked in silence but for the sound of her footsteps following—and pausing at that, at this corner, listening for the distant sounds of traffic, refusing to walk on, not straight away, despite a tingling between the shoulder blades, an irrational fear, an anxiety like the ones that had made her run in her sleep, run nowhere, simply run with nothing at the end, not—not that she was going to worry about that, dreams of walking in darkness late at night, not when she was walking late at night, and not when there was an end to that walk: walking back to the apartment, ready to go to bed, not already in—she would know and think otherwise each time she walked home late at night, city quite, Paris never sleeps, city relatively quite and streets deserted but for her, but for footsteps and thoughts, Paris never sleeps, telling herself that, that she was walking home and not walking in a—place, this place, not an anyplace, she knew this place, it was familiar, vaguely, walked, surely, a dozen, a hundred times, always quiet even if Paris never sleeps, and simply not fixed clearly in mind because she had been distracted, had been thinking of walking in darkness late at night, or the shop, or another time forty years and a million kilometres away and that proved nothing, nothing, because she knew she knew the difference, between waking and dream, and this—didn’t matter, because dreams didn’t mean anything, of that she was certain, dreams, dreams meant—


  Minnette stopped. Aware of the city’s stillness. Aware of the ache from her bad hip stretching towards her knee. A tightness in the stomach. Tension across shoulders, neck. Pressure in the bladder. Of shadows clotting doorways, masking the windows of each building lining the street. Forming pools. Darkness that could be hiding—


  Minnette stopped walking and waited.


  Waited.


  



  She startled when the hand appeared.


  ‘You’re going to buy this?’


  The hand tilted the cover into view. She snatched the paperback away.


  ‘I’m not—’ Minnette dropped the book and turned away sharply, almost walking into a tourist. Grunting an apology in afterthought, limp worsening as she tried to walk faster, muttering under her breath. Notre-Dame reared over the opposite bank. Wooden bookstalls lined the parapet wall, casual browsers and tourists choking the pavement and making it hard to walk fast enough. Hip protesting, she stopped and gazed at the traffic along the Quai Voltaire in hope of getting across and back to the Rue St Jacques.


  Began walking again. Unwilling to wait.


  ‘You forgot your book.’ He held it in front of her, easily keeping pace.


  ‘I don’t want it.’


  ‘A present.’ His expression hard to read, too easy to guess, one eye filled with silver, sky and dull sunlight reflecting from the monocle he always wore in public these days.


  ‘Don’t want any presents.’


  He lengthened his stride, blocking her path and holding out the paperback. ‘I bought it especially for you.’ He smiled. Goading her, of course. Choice between stopping or walking into him, Minnette stopped, glowering as his smile never flickered, taking a little comfort in the wrinkles around his eyes, the lines folded deeply into cheeks and high forehead; in grey hair gone wispy, no longer full and dark. Refusing to meet his gaze, or take the book.


  ‘Keep it, Guillaume. It’s more your sort of thing.’ Trying to put as much inflection in her voice as possible, hoping to hurt.


  Guillaume shrugged, seeming not to notice. ‘You seemed so engrossed…’


  Thrusting the book and his hand away. ‘I wasn’t engrossed, I was—’ re-reading the title, Wisdom of the Ancients: A Practical Guide for Magicians, Witches & Warlocks, giving the lurid, 1970s cover a dismissive sneer— ‘I was curious. Contemptuous.’


  ‘A-ha?’ Nodding, Guillaume leaned forward as if waiting for her to say more.


  Minnette turned, going back the way she had come. ‘Piss off, Guillaume.’


  ‘No, really—’ he walked beside her, stride effortless when she knew she was close to having to stop, pain good for making her angrier if nothing else, anger allowing her to walk a little faster— ‘it’s a present—’ and he held out the book.


  ‘I told you—’ stopping— ‘I don’t want the fucking book—’ still avoiding his gaze, avoiding the eye made wide by the monocle, monocle she knew he had no need of, eyesight better than her’s even though he was a year older, monocle an affectation like his bow ties and English blazers, like— ‘it’s a stupid book, it’s books like that that—’


  She shut her mouth. Took a breath. ‘This is a stupid business.’ Anger making her throat tight; hating herself for displaying so much emotion.


  ‘Stupid,’ she repeated, more quietly, wishing he would go, stop this.


  Guillaume lowered the paperback. ‘You should know as well as anyone, Minnette, this isn’t a business. It’s a passion, an avocation.’


  He nodded goodbye, stepping around her.


  ‘I’m…’ Minnette almost held him back. ‘I’m not exactly sure what this is any more.’ Sure her voice wouldn’t carry. But Guillaume paused, half-turning towards her.


  ‘Then perhaps…’


  Minnette waited, a few moments, long enough to become self-conscious, but Guillaume Boucaya did not look back again, did not finish what he had started.


  



  There was a box of old pamphlets and a note waiting beside the till. No sign of Pascal. Or customers. The shop felt small, air close and filled with dust, the smell of ageing paper. Minnette pulled a face, a twinge of acid flaring across her stomach. She had not eaten lunch. Nothing to do with Guillaume. She had lingered too long over the bookstalls.


  The ornate clock next to the till ticked, ticked, ticked.


  Ignoring it. Holding her reading specs up to skim over the note from the shop’s owner. Thinking: she didn’t have to re-open the shop for another twenty minutes or so, she should buy food on the way home, clean the apartment, the kitchen. Thinking she should at least tidy up a little, thoughts meandering and not one word of the owner’s note lodging although, reading it again, all it amounted to was: ‘Sort these pamphlets.’


  They were awful, the pamphlets. Badly printed. Badly bound. Badly written. Barely thought out.


  Sighing. Muttering.


  Charlatans.


  All of them. All of these pamphleteers, every one. As bad as Guillaume.


  Minnette flipped through one of the booklets. A word. A sentence. Reading a paragraph at random. Feeling the acid in her stomach grow sharper.


  He had admitted it. More or less. Too late. And the admission had changed nothing. Hadn’t harmed him at all: too many books by then, too many articles and too often on radio, even TV. All of it nonsense, rubbish, drivel, all of it—


  A betrayal.


  The box of pamphlets was still on the counter when Pascal came back from lunch. Lay untouched until he quietly gathered up those strewn across the counter, floor, put them back into the box and told her, since business was slow, he could manage if she wanted to go early.


  



  mumbling. Two voices. A strain to separate them, words indistinguishable. More a buzzing. Hearing’s edge. Sitting up straighter, book slithering from her lap, falling unnoticed. Disturbed by the voices even though she had explained them. Explanation not quite easing the fright of waking, of looking at the over-full living room and being sure for an instant it was part of a dream, dream already nothing but this fading adrenaline surge making her heart thump.


  The voices stopped.


  Minnette picked up the book, place lost.


  It had seemed as though what they had been saying was important, words flowing on top of each other, voices seeping through the walls, very clear even as they buzzed, blurred, became tangled with the bricks that, between their hidden faces, contained corners and branching passages burrowing deeper into the wall as they folded one over the next, words walking along them, making sense of their twists, the words’ twists, the passages’, the overlapping buzz of a voice that explained, a voice that questioned, a voice softer as if deepened with age, a voice hoarse, gruff, having trouble shaping words, better at other sounds, but talking through the walls, winding, winding another, winding another thread around and through and under her sleep, her dream—


  Until she woke. Gasp not quite a scream. Too quiet, too choked. Too aware of the buzzing voices.


  The flat silent.


  She took the book she had been reading before she had fallen asleep, her notebook and pen from the table beside the chair, standing, intending to go straight to bed.


  The flat remained silent.


  Minnette shook herself, ‘This is ridiculous’, dismissing dream, words flowing through, words gone, and only the memory they had been wondrous, or significant somehow, had made so much sense as they had flowed, been profound, somehow, only that somehow remaining.


  They must have gone to sleep next door.


  One lamp on.


  Only one light on in the apartment, shadows hiding the face of the clock on the wall but presumably it was late, from the tiredness becoming an itch in every muscle, a weight in each joint, grating with each blink; from the stillness of the building as Minnette turned on the kitchen light, slotting her empty mug into the dish washer, debating whether to make hot milk, camomile tea, deciding to go straight to bed. Fingers brushed against the mirror hanging in the hallway, other hand finding the frame of the portrait hanging opposite, working down the corridor by touch alone, corridor completely lightless. Finding the end of the wall, the sharp radius of the corner, the wall’s return. Pausing. Face of the clock in darkness. Picking up book, notebook, making her way down the corridor by touch alone, wall cool, each bump in the plaster, crack in the wall, seeming large, walking by touch alone until the wall turned, became a corner, making her way, wall cool, fingers moving over, other hand reaching out, falling, hand falling through empty space, rising, taking another step, moving slowly down the corridor, sure she was going to find


  



  M. Jacotey sucked air through his dentures.


  ‘I’m inclined not to agree. Don’t you think?’


  ‘U-huh.’ Opening the last of the morning’s post, junk mail joining the pile at the end of the counter.


  ‘Yes, yes.’ He nodded, mottled skin pink under the sparse white hair combed very precisely across his scalp. ‘Yes, I agree, the chances of any sort of—shall we say “cosmic”?—cosmic convergence taking place—’


  ‘Remote.’ Glancing up again at the two young people—students maybe, probably from the Sorbonne, maybe, probably—drifting between Secret Societies and Auras & Astral Travelling.


  ‘Quite so, remote.’ M. Jacotey frowned, rummaging in the pockets of his shapeless canvas jacket, stooped shoulders hunching further. He produced a tin of throat pastilles, frown deliquescing to leave the vaguely serene expression he usually wore. ‘Would you care…?’


  Shaking her head, calling for Pascal.


  ‘I admit, I’m not convinced,’ M. Jacotey continued, pastille moving from one side of his mouth to the other, ‘by the evidence I’ve seen, I’m afraid. No.’ He shook his head, sorry to be feeling doubt at all.


  The students glanced towards them. Minnette pretended not to notice.


  ‘I’ve amassed a little evidence myself.’ M. Jacotey stopped sucking on the sweet, the admission seeming to take him a little by surprise. ‘Nothing—shall we say, “extensive”?—I couldn’t say that…’


  Scooping junk mail into the plastic waste paper bin under the counter and glancing again at the two students. Both pretended not to notice. Which made her less certain they were going to steal something. They might be curious after all. Or saw themselves as would-be adepts. Nodding at whatever M. Jacotey was saying. Calling for Pascal to take the remainder of the post into the rear office. And wondering whether it was her turn to deal with the bills and book orders today, after all.


  ‘Which is why I’ve been working on this new interpretation or—dare I?—“theory”, if you see what I mean.’


  The pause caught her attention. Trying to remember what M. Jacotey had been saying. Gaze, unseeing, resting on the students. Unintentional stare enough to make one of them persuade the other to leave.


  ‘That sounds interesting.’ Hoping her smile did appear interested instead of confused. ‘Oh, and of course, yes—I’d love to look at your theory, sometime. Bring it by the shop—’


  There was a slight freeze in his expression. ‘My notes aren’t…’ He rested a hand on the counter-top, blunt fingers stained with ink from the cheap ballpoints crowding the jacket’s breast pocket, knuckles bent, raw. At least ten years older than me, she thought, trying not to dwell on the prospect. ‘That is, they’re still a little rough, scattered—’


  ‘Next week—’ regretting it as she said it— ‘one evening some—’ seeing him shrink and quickly altering this to: ‘or tomorrow—’ hating herself for yielding to an evening of crank theorising— ‘I could come to your flat tomorrow night, if you like.’


  ‘That would be so kind.’ He picked lint from the jacket’s sleeve. ‘So kind—’ the tilt of his head unmistakable— ‘but tomorrow is the night of my meeting, you see, and—’


  ‘Don’t worry about it.’ Trying to smooth over his embarrassment, ignore her own relief. ‘Next week it is—’


  ‘Would you like to come? To the meeting?’


  ‘That’s…’ She had no idea what it was, aside from the conviction it was something she wouldn’t want to do. ‘I wouldn’t like to intrude,’ she managed, hoping it would be enough, imagining an evening of earnest people talking about Atlantis and the aetheric. ‘Although I appreciate the offer. Really.’


  ‘It wouldn’t be an intrusion. We meet once a month, usually. Talk, exchange ideas, a small group, you see—“intimate”, shall we say?—you’d enjoy—’


  ‘I’m sure but all the same, I’d feel, simply turning up would be—’


  ‘Oh, we have discussed inviting you before, but you often seem so busy, so—’


  ‘I suppose I am—’ as disconcerted by feeling anything as by being caught between hurt and flattery— ‘but I’d feel like a gatecrasher even so, such short notice and—’


  ‘Not at all. As M. Boucaya was saying only—’


  ‘Guillaume? Guillaume’s part of your group?’


  ‘Yes. Yes, he is.’ M. Jacotey had stepped back from the counter. She realised she had snapped out the question.


  ‘Sorry.’ Gathering up the remaining post, envelopes slipping from her hands. ‘Sorry but I really have to get back to work.’


  ‘Of course, and I, ah, I have things I should—’ M. Jacotey retreated towards the door. ‘Sorry to have taken up so much—’


  ‘Don’t worry about it.’ Moderating her voice, trying again: ‘It was no trouble at all.’ Dumping the post and crossing the room. Opening the door for him. Repeating that he hadn’t disturbed her, adding that they should sort out a time for next week. Thinking of leaving it at that, before adding: ‘Enjoy your meeting.’


  M. Jacotey, one foot out on the street, turned back, pulling a fold of paper from an inside pocket and pushing it into her hands.


  ‘In case you change your mind.’


  



  A web address. Underneath: a username and password. Lettering shaky, the handwriting of someone whose arthritis was just beginning to become a burden, but legible.


  Minnette dropped it in the bin.


  



  Thinking, Charlatan, as she left the shop, struggling to get the umbrella open, rain waiting until now to start and, regardless, deciding she had no choice but to wander up and down Boulevard Saint-Germain, the thought of staying in the shop for the whole lunch break not in the least bit depressing, not in the least, but she had to get some air, no matter how heavy the rain was coming down—


  Thinking, Bastard, as she tried to concentrate on a customer, handing the woman over to Pascal, sure there was no point in being angry any longer and sure it was habit and getting angry at him again for putting her through this—


  Thinking, Pointless, as she fished the crumpled web address out of the waste paper bin before going home that evening.


  



  The young man made the mountain bike rear up on its hind wheel, guiding it between disinterested stares and half-scowls and projecting knees and a shopping bag prolapsed at an overweight man’s feet, alarm sounding. Doors closed, floor lurching. The young man seeming to see nothing but the bike’s sinuous path between commuters standing, middle-aged women perched on the edge of seats, an art student’s portfolio. Reaching the open area by the second set of doors. Finding insufficient space and setting off again, down the path between the seats, wheeling the bike deeper into the carriage.


  Minnette watched, his hands gripping the handlebars, handlebars reminding her of the horns of a bull—which was a piece of art seen in a book, random memory that anyone might think of… Minnette looked at the floor of the Métro carriage. Remembering another train. Image hazy. Although the buttons on his denim jacket were clear enough. And his hair. Cropped short, very short for those times. Remembering sitting with the duffle bag on the seat beside her. Sitting, worrying the pages of a book. Nervous, too excited to read, any distraction welcome, noticing the boy, the youth wheeling a bike down the gangway. And wondering if he had just come out of the army, his hair so short, if he was on leave, Jimi Hendrix catching her eye, making her look at the other button badges pinned to his denim jacket, Che Guevara staring out the window, other badges colourful enough for her to remember them even if the slogans and band names were gone.


  She had been on her way to Paris to start university.


  Her father had wanted her to go to secretarial college. Go to church, get married, have children, be responsible. Minnette had never wanted that. Glancing at the youth with the mountain bike, bike and boy swaying with the motion of the train rattling through the tunnel. Thoughts turning to a memory of school. A friend with an older sister already at university—’67 or 1968; must’ve been ’68—books she had left behind, books leafed through instead of doing homework, friend moaning over and over how boring the books were and why was Minnette even curious and how crazy her sister was and Minnette should put them back. And Minnette putting down Jung, picking up Meetings with Remarkable Men, lingering over a phrase or a sentence, frowning, turning back to the cover and staring at the author’s name; wondering how ‘Gurdjieff’ was pronounced. Both books had seemed illicit. Remembering those books on the train as the boy with short hair had wheeled his bicycle down the gangway. Remembering how positive she had been that there was more to the world than Father, church, marriage, children.


  There had to be.


  



  A third eye watched from over the squat’s front door. The ground floor staircase swirled, spirals resolving into a mandala on the landing; becoming sagging gig posters on the next flight; water stains and patches of bare lath by the top floor.


  Mostly she stayed in her tiny attic room: books, hand-me-down posters, a couple of LPs unplayed because there was no stereo, hot plate only source of warmth, October wind finding a finger-hold on every crack, every chink in window-frame, roof, mattress heaped with all the clothing she owned, flanked by steadily-growing ranks of empty wine bottles. Reading, studying, thinking; going out for lectures, still self-conscious about being in the city but wanting to do well; staying late in one library or another, reading the latest journals, making sense of them, some of the articles, sure it must make sense soon, wandering along the shelves, until, sometimes until, closing time.


  A third eye watched over the doorway to the communal kitchen. Mostly she stayed in her room.


  ‘It’s, like, amazingly important to get that about it all: this is, like, a stage and other planes and states of being—’ pausing to sip the dregs from the cup, holding it out without looking until someone refilled it from the pot on the stove— ‘intersect here, see? This is the centre of—’ another sip, a shrug— ‘everything, kind of. Yeah?’


  It was warm enough in the kitchen that she could shed a jacket, a jumper. Coffee mug cradled in both hands a hot coal against her palms, a tiny trickle of clear mucous set free by the heat and threatening to drip. She sniffed. Nodded.


  ‘I never knew…’


  ‘It’s there, man, it’s in Blavatasky, Ouspensky, it’s in Crowley.’ He scratched his beard, running the hand through his long hair in practically the same motion. It was hard to guess his age, easily fifteen years older than she, he and his wife—not really his wife and he sometimes stayed with another woman in another house a few streets away—the first people to move into the building. ‘You dig Crowley?’


  ‘Of course.’ She nodded, some of the others around the table nodding too, which made her smile, a sense of belonging, lifting her mug to her lips because she was self-conscious, smiling more when one of the other women gently took the mug, refilled it without asking.


  ‘It all comes from him,’ someone added and she listened, needing to stay here longer, not simply the fractions of a moment it took to make dinner, wanting put off the long climb to the attic.


  Couple of minutes later and she had to admit she knew very little about Aleister Crowley, had yet to read any of his books.


  ‘I’ll lend you some, man,’ was all the guy who had started the squat said.


  As easy as that.


  



  The physics student living in the ground-floor front room almost never came out except to go to lectures.


  He began finding excuses to come into the hallway when she was leaving, coming back.


  Minnette convinced herself it was coincidence.


  ‘What are you reading?’ he stammered. It had rained all afternoon, downpour penetrating, frigid and dour. She told herself what she wanted most was to get changed, burrow into bed.


  ‘Sociology.’ Standing in the middle of the entrance hall, rain dripping off her, making no move for the stairs.


  ‘Oh.’


  Somewhere overhead a stereo began to pound, guitars chasing away the sound of the rain. ‘It’s important, isn’t it? Understanding people, society.’


  ‘I guess. But everything comes from physical laws, from physics. In the end, I mean. Electricity, magnetism. How atoms interact. We’re all physics.’


  



  She said she had never thought of it like that.


  



  The physics student found more excuses to come out of his room. Showing her text books. Articles. Giving her an introductory book on physics. ‘It was in a sale, practically giving it away—’ Going red, stammering that that had not come out right.


  



  She tried the introductory book. Refused to give up so easily.


  



  The physics student turned away, casually asking if she had had chance to read that book he had given her.


  ‘A little. I’ve been so busy with a big essay they want before the Christmas vacation. I want to get back to it soon,’ she assured him, thinking he might never ask her out if she never finished the book, at least got beyond the first few pages.


  



  The wife of the man who had founded the squat taught her her first tarot spread. They found a second in a magazine.


  



  Ground floor hallway dark, sound of movement from the floor above, laughter drifting down from higher in the building, squat quiet enough she thought she could hear snoring from the physics student’s room.


  She had never seriously considered knocking on his door. It had just been a fancy, something to think about while she came down all those flights.


  Minnette had not noticed the candlelight filtering under the kitchen door, apologised, was backing out as the squat’s founder waved her in, offered her whisky, a toke, a seat. A moment’s awkwardness—the man alone for once, no crowd around the table—vying with embarrassment: she could not remember his name, wanted to say ‘Sebastian’ and suspicious it might be ‘Patrice’ after all.


  She sat.


  ‘Can’t sleep?’ Sebastian/Patrice took back the joint, relighting it.


  ‘Trying to work on an essay.’


  ‘Heavy?’ Question an indrawn breath, smoke spilling from nostrils moments later.


  Minnette thought, settling for: ‘Harder than I thought it would be’ and had an image of the physics student’s door appear in her mind.


  She took a mouthful of whisky.


  Sebastian/Patrice poured them both another drink. Spoke about his time in university. About meeting Burroughs. Hearing Ginsberg read once, getting high with Leary. About the important thing being experience.


  ‘Read loads, man. Think. That’s what they don’t want you to do.’


  He was right, of course. She supposed he was right. ‘I’ve been reading those books you leant me—’ blushing a little, reminded of the physics student’s questions, not wanting to sound gauche, provincial, topping up his glass, her own, and finding more words to say, turn over, carried along by the whiskey, the thrill of being here, alone, with this man, all thought of the physics student carefully forgotten.


  



  They talked until almost sun-up. Mostly Sebastian/Patrice talked. Minnette listened.


  



  The physics student told her: ‘I’ve been reading some sociology books. It’s interesting. The theories and… that.’


  ‘I guess.’ Minnette was too cold to talk. She had no idea it could be so cold here in November.


  



  Sebastian/Patrice stood in the doorway for a long time. It seemed like a long time before he came in.


  



  He brought a book with him next day. It made her nervous, standing in the middle of her attic room, turning over the book to look at the front cover again, book feeling like a pretext, a change she had not been expecting, something she did not want.


  Sebastian/Patrice dropped on to her mattress. ‘You know this guy?’ She took his outstretched hand, allowed herself to be pulled down. ‘He’s worth the effort, you know?’


  Minnette stumbled again over the author’s name as she said: ‘No, I’ve never heard of Gurdjieff before.’


  



  It was not her idea.


  Everyone seemed to know everyone else but her. Minnette, sure her face was red, cheeks prickling and fingers clammy against the bowl of the wine glass, walked through the party, determined not to take refuge in a corner or against a wall and longing for at least that much security, that much chance of being inconspicuous.


  ‘I always think a new decade should feel different to the old. From the first day, which is—’


  ‘But the ’80s have been—’


  ‘They got off to a slow start.’


  ‘You mean Reagan?’


  ‘Or that bloody woman the English—’


  Taking another confection of puff pastry and salmon from a tray—she would ask for the recipe if she saw either of the couple hosting the party, pretend she really would have a go at making them, that she was grateful they had persuaded her to come—drifting past another knot of conversation—‘Well, I didn’t think I’d live to see the Berlin Wall come down.’— questioning the expectation that everyone would be angry if she did try to join in and knowing she shouldn’t forget that she didn’t have enough worth saying in the first place.


  ‘… reach our full potential if we use both sides of the brain to their fullest…’


  Minnette took two steps, almost content to keep walking. She turned.


  ‘I don’t think that’s true—that most of our brains are dormant, unused—I think that’s a misinterpretation scientists have disproved.’


  He didn’t get angry at being corrected. Asking instead why the error was still accepted so widely.


  ‘Because—’ a gulp of wine, self-conscious in a different way because the small group he was talking to all seemed interested, perhaps sceptical some of them, but interested— ‘because I think it’s easier. To believe that, instead of what really, what I think is really—we hobble ourselves, you see, sometimes, you see, through boredom or fear of failure, not having enough belief, confidence, enough confidence that we can do… whatever it might be.’ Falling silent. Worried she sounded like some New Age self-helper, that she boring them, that she wasn’t articulating properly ideas she hadn’t thought about, had avoided, in a long while.


  The woman on her right frowned. ‘Boredom?’


  ‘Oh—’ finding her glass empty, concentrating on that instead of looking at the woman, aware of the man she had interrupted watching her— ‘I meant how we stop paying attention, become acclimatised—to the journey to the work, say, or the street we live in, the person we live—’ trying again to drink from the empty glass— ‘we stop noticing. Don’t you think? Like sleepwalkers.’ Looking at the small group around her: an all-encompassing glance that met no gaze directly, offering no challenge: a habit hard to break.


  Mumbling: ‘We’re all sleepwalkers, sometimes.’


  The man laughed. ‘Some more than others.’


  The others joined in. And, although she searched hard, there seemed only humour in the laughter. Minnette took a breath. Admitted: ‘Actually, the idea isn’t mine. Others have said it before.’


  ‘Have you heard of the Fourth Way?’


  He got more wine afterwards, found a place near the Christmas tree where they could sit, asked her if she had had enough to eat, excused himself before filling a plate, didn’t mind at all when, after he sat down again, she admitted she was hungry.


  His name was Nicolas.


  ‘Was your husband interested? In mysticism, esotericism?’


  Minnette shook her head—He hated—explaining: ‘I’d given it up by the time we met, so…’ and glad when Nicolas nodded, began speaking:


  ‘I always dismissed it. Out of hand.’ His wife—ex-wife—had been something of a hippy in her youth. ‘I found a box of books, was going to throw them out after she said she didn’t want them… I had insomnia, began reading anything to hand.’ He became fascinated. ‘How about you? Were you into the occult at university?’


  ‘I guess I was a bit of a hippy, too.’ And, not sure what else she should say, asked him about his interests, the areas that caught his imagination.


  But Nicolas kept coming back to her, her fascination with magic and the occult. ‘What made you loose interest? You talk like there’s still something that attracts you. Was it your husband—’


  ‘No.’


  ‘Sorry. I shouldn’t—’


  She apologised, told Nicolas it was fine, he wasn’t prying, that she had simply lost interest, moved on: job, career, marriage. Magic seemed… ‘less important,’ Minnette finished, words feeling off as she said them, a silence opening between them as they looked at almost empty plates, empty glasses, Nicolas’ cigarette smouldering in the ashtray between them, Minnette uncomfortable with the silence’s weight, saying: ‘But I think I’d like to go back to it,’ and surprising herself with how true this was.


  



  They had been seeing each other a little over a month when the man she was going to marry had said something about religion, and God, that God and religion were the same thing, or that you couldn’t have one without the other, Minnette was never sure afterwards why her saying that they could be separate or weren’t exactly the same, whatever it was, could have made him so angry, not that she realised at first, thinking his persistence was, at worst, a stubbornness she had not noticed in the past weeks, realising his returning to the same points, his tightening voice, his interrupting her, was nothing of the sort just before he began shouting, Minnette struggling to say a couple of words before his voice over-rode her again, her heart thumping, face warm, growing warmer as she felt herself trapped, every placation or concession a dead-end, bewildered by the way the conversation had turned, instinct vying with his physical presence, head thrust forward, hand jerking, up or out or away, swinging back so it was difficult not to flinch, sure, this time, he might hit her, and desperate to tell him to shut up, to stop, to tell him he could think what he liked but that didn’t mean she had to listen, unable to speak, too intimidated and too aware that she liked and wanted to like this man she hardly knew, insecure enough not to want to jeopardise that through being too aggressive, because it might be a long time until she met anyone else, and because—but there was no time to think of the scars on her arms, fading but still visible, not that this man had ever remarked on them and she was touched by this discretion, liking him for that, for other reasons that spilled out when she was alone, more down than usual, those times when it was easier to talk to herself—certainly no chance to think of such things as his anger became strident—‘Trying to rub my nose in it, that I haven’t read as much as you’—no chance to reflect at all, only agree—‘I don’t know much about this sort of thing, not really’—apologise for trying to push her opinions on him, telling herself—then and later, even more so later—that she was only saying it to calm him, that she didn’t mean it and that she wouldn’t put up with anything like this again, never. Never.
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