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            I: Happiness in Reverse

         

         Judge Beauregard Peach was writing to his estranged wife, Gertrude. Gertrude had her own prosperous career as a lawyer. However, following a number of serious quarrels with her husband, she had taken herself off with their adult daughter, Catherine, to the South of France.

         There she was visited by an Oxford man she had known in the past, a well-placed journalist. They sailed and visited restaurants and drank copiously, and she received unwelcome letters from Beauregard.

         Beauregard did not plead for her to return. His mind worked in a more sophisticated way. Gertrude knew that way, admired it, feared it.

         
            My dearest Gertrude, (he wrote)

            I regret you are not here with me in Oxford, since the case I am now hearing would interest you. It may indeed prove momentous.

            We are sitting at Oxford Crown Court. So unusual is the problem that the court is always full to overflowing. The ushers are having difficulties with the crowds which gather outside early in the morning. Reporters are present, not only from the Oxford Mail, as one might expect, but from several of the London papers, together with a stringer from the New York Herald Tribune.

            Traffic comes regularly to a standstill from Magdalen Bridge to the railway station, though ‘nothing unusual about that’, as a would-be wit has commented. Unfortunately, the judge’s wife has taken herself away for a holiday, while her husband sits upon the question, What to do with a man, no petty criminal, indeed one of a long line of Oxford eccentrics who intend no harm, who has invented a new, if rather wooden, race or species, the reproduction rate of which threatens humanity? (Incidentally, what a conundrum to face an ageing man rendered suddenly impotent by his wife’s unfaithfulness! I am sure you must laugh to think of it.)

            The case has been unprecedented; I consider myself fortunate to sit on it. We must think it one of the perks of living in Oxford – rather as if we had been present last century at that evolution debate presided over by Bishop Wilberforce.

            The world is crowded enough as it is; sufficient ecological damage has already been done to our natural habitat. Here before me is someone responsible for more, much more, of the same.

            The accused, Donald Maudsley, is an ordinary enough fellow as regards appearances. A little beard, rather beaky nose, fair hair tied back in a short pony tail. Of average height, or under. A melancholy man, but not unintelligent. An old Oriel man, in fact.

            He has a way of telling his story in the third person, which I found rather irritating at first. It becomes evident that he suffers from dissociation of personality.

            A transcript of his deposition runs as follows:

            After gaining his degree, this little man, by name Donald Maudsley, went into Earth Sciences. He attended the Brazil Conference, after which he disappeared into the wilds of South America. This is the essence of his story.

            This little man came to live on the edge of an undiscovered rain forest which swept right down to the South Pacific ocean. The sun shone, the winds blew, the rains came and went. Days and years passed. No one knew where this man was. He had no contact with the outside world. No boat ever visited the shore. No plane ever passed overhead. It proved a congenial place in which to undergo a crisis of identity.

            The little man collected discarded sunsets. He swept them up every evening when they were spent, and kept them in a big golden cage in the depths of the forest.

            Although he often sang to himself, generally a folk song about a hermit polar bear, he remained lonely. He rarely met with another living thing, apart from crabs on the beach. Occasionally a white bird, an albatross, flew by overhead. The sight merely increased his feeling of solitude. The solitude pierced his being and became a part of him.

            Early one morning, he cut down a forest tree. From a section of the tree he fashioned a ventriloquist’s dummy. He called the dummy Ben. He imbued Ben with an illusion of life for the sake of company.

            The man and the doll held long conversations together, sitting on the trunk of the felled tree. In the main, they discussed morality, and whether there was a necessity for it. The little man had a stern morality which had served to shape his life. While up at Oriel, he had met a handsome and intelligent young woman, the daughter of foreign royalty. He had been in love with her. But when she had done her best to persuade him to make love to her, he had refused and shunned her company.

            Her response to rejection had been one of fury and vituperation.

            He had then studied at Black Friars to take holy orders, but once more felt unable to carry his wishes through. In his despair, he felt it was morality which had driven him apart from all human company.

            The dummy sometimes became passionate on the subject, believing morality to be merely a failure in relationships. For a wooden thing, the dummy was surprisingly eloquent. It ran about the beach, such was its strength of conviction. But these arguments led nowhere, like the beach.

            Gertrude, I am dining in hall this evening, and must change my clothes. My scout is here. I will write to you again soon, to give you an account of the conversations which took place, according to Maudsley, between him and his dummy.

            With love,
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