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Preface





Throughout most of my life, at intervals and very slowly, I have written pieces of fiction. Now that they have bulked up enough to be called a collection, it is a curious experience for me to read through them. Do I recognize their authors? I seem to enter a room of mirrors situated at various distances into the past. This young man aglow with the Orient, this dweller in European cities subject to metaphysical aftershocks, this Atlantic hermit with his mate, this word-logged pet-loving contemplative – none is exactly me, but I can see that each to a degree is responsible for me. And so I bear a reciprocal responsibility and want to take their shortcomings on my shoulders. Hence the decision to publish their works. Most of them are I-pieces, and their narrators are another source of anxiety, for I cannot totally disown them either, despite deploring their nihilistic tendencies. But because in the past I have published so much factual, celebratory, useful writing, I hope to be excused for giving rein to dark themes and dubious moods in some of these tales and imaginings – knowing, however, that once they leave my desk they are essentially on their own.


TIM ROBINSON


Roundstone, June 2002 



















The Festival of Creation





I


Persimmon despite his bulk went through the crowd like a blackbird through branches. Struggling in the confusion caused by his passage, I couldn’t catch his bellowed comments on the sights that flashed forth, evoked and dismissed by his potent gestures. I would have escaped from my self-appointed guide had he not already made himself indispensable by rushing me into this tangled quarter of the city. At one point an old woman curled up in a basket snapped at my ankle, and I lost sight of him; then the maze of frayed and patched dwellings parted to reveal him, momentarily static, at the foot of a great staircase leading up to the temples which hung over us like rosy evening clouds. ‘Young man‚’ he said, mopping his brow with his newspaper, ‘time is short; let us imagine we are at the top. The balustrade as you see is a huge snake that descends the hill in seven undulations, and shades us here with its seven heads. Up there, a last coil of its tail encircles a little viewing-platform, from which I now lean out so that my stomach broods over the city like a thundercloud, and by running my fingernail along the principal thoroughfares I elucidate what lies before your bewildered eyes.’


‘Wait‚’ I cried, ‘one fact please, just as an example. Back there we passed a man sitting by a coil of rope smouldering away at one end; why was that?’


Persimmon’s gaze rested heavily on me for a moment, and then was lifted towards the pinnacles above. ‘In comparison with my rich conception of this city, some fragments of which I may communicate during this morning, such queries dwindle into triviality; spare me them.’ He upended an empty oil-drum before me, and achieved an oratorical balance upon it. ‘Grasp the ground-plan first,’ he cried, turning himself into a declamatory, rotating signpost. ‘We are looking down upon a holy-mountain mandala-city, a simple and symmetrical structure of square within square extending both inwards and outwards beyond the limits of vision. It answers our enquiring eyes with a universal statement, qualified by the idiosyncrasies of millions, as if the Absolute had its portrait done in fingerprints.’ A small audience of naked children had gathered, and when Persimmon fell, very slowly and without disarticulating his syntax for a moment, they received his declining trunk into their arms, gathered up his scattered small change, and restored it to him with grave politeness. ‘The principal product of this propitious clime,’ he continued, supporting himself on half-a-dozen small springy bodies, ‘is symbolism, the consumption of which is strictly reserved for tourists.’


Later, as we stood on a mud-bank to watch the river changing its course millimetre by millimetre, we breathed more slowly; I told Persimmon about my missionary great-aunt, who had left her small savings to me on condition I spent it in coming here to see a festival commemorating the Creation, which had impressed her long ago.


‘And how long are you staying?’


‘Just five days; that’s another condition of the will.’


‘A lady of extraordinary wisdom!’ judged Persimmon, already in motion again, treading heavily from boat to boat across the crowded river. ‘The conditions of her will are the conditions of your vision; they are the magnifying glass through which, in your five days, you will discover a lifetime.’ His rhetoric bobbed and gleamed before me as I lurched after him, pushing through lines of washing, apologizing to the diminutive families that stared up at me from the bottom of each boat like the contents of trampled nests. ‘Five days! That calls for the concision of a novella; allow me to state its theme without preliminaries. The unique attribute of this city is to wear in the present the aspect of a memory; fragmentary, contingent, a temporal discontinuum of moments like pearls unthreaded by cause or purpose! Is this so? At first, certainly; and for reasons your commonsense will furnish. The daily life of the natives appears to you full of mysteries. Do not enquire; mysteries are hard to come by nowadays. Again, for you things lack names; and I will not provide them. One chooses between remembering an object or its name. I recommend that you preserve the pre-adamite clarity of your senses. The landscape of a memory, then; grasp that, and know where you are.’ Reaching the opposite bank, Persimmon stopped suddenly, the mud immediately closing over his shoes; he turned his face back to where I rocked on the brim of the last boat, and with a pedagogical look he demanded, ‘Now, what were your very first impressions, say at the airport?’


‘The lizards on the ceiling‚’ I said, momentarily suspended, and thinking fast, ‘and the spoons in the coffeebar each holding a minute reflection of the big electric fan overhead.’


‘Correct!’ cried Persimmon, uprooting himself with a great sucking convulsion, and wafting me ashore with a wave of his arm. ‘Quite correct! The reversal of gravity, in fact, as one might expect, everywhere being the antipodes of somewhere. In that case I will show you around; this evening we will visit the Happy World, which is a dance-hall, a fairground, a what-you-will, and where you may well meet a nice girl. After that what we old China hands call the opium parlour would be an instructive visit.’ He continued to plan as we clambered up crisscross timbers onto the busy road, and squeezed along between slow columns of lorries piled with some blackish rotting substance. He had to go sideways to allow his gestures the space they demanded; he coughed and wiped his eyes in the smoky crevices of the traffic, but his voice carried well over its roar. ‘I cannot mediate the surrounding jungle for you; that you must experience for yourself. However, I will arrange a trip for you to a friend of mine, a rubber-planter up in the hills near the temple ruins, which you can visit en route. Where are you staying, by the way?’


‘At the YMCA. It’s very cheap if you share a room.’


‘Then no doubt you have met young Midgley, who has been staying there for some months.’


‘In fact he’s my room-mate.’


Persimmon looked at me, and then through me down suddenly-opening vistas of speculation. ‘And how do you get on with that remarkable being?’


I hesitated; ‘Is he a friend of yours?’


‘You may speak evil of him to me‚’ answered Persimmon, sitting on the edge of an immense gutter in the middle of the road, and swinging his muddy shoes and socks in the swift clear water. The traffic groaned and rattled on either side of us.


‘Well, of course I only met him last night, when I was tired after the flight, but he’s not exactly the ideal room-mate …’


Persimmon interrupted: ‘He showed you his own method of erecting a mosquito-net, and left you shut in with a mosquito all night. From six in the morning until two in the morning, going the long way round the day, he hops like a molecule!’ – Persimmon combined a demonstration with capering in the sun to dry his footwear – ‘When you wake in the morning, the room is full of the dials of his diabolical engines; a hundred suns dazzle you; you rub your eyes, wondering which is Midgley’s expressionless face with its gloomy moustache; but he is under your bed taking by telepathy your temperatures oral and rectal; he computes the difference, divides by your intake, and in a trice he is in possession of the length of your gut! You ask me his history; we will lean against the shaded wall of this police station, the only building in this neighbourhood strong enough to support me, and I will gratify your curiosity. The person we speak of came out to a big firm here as an expert in time and motion; he soon demonstrated that the local supply of those commodities immeasurably exceeds the demand, and they sacked him forthwith. He then devoted himself to the automation of his own life story, but got no further than the invention of, if I remember aright, a thumb-sucking machine. Defeated by his own humanity, he retreated to plantlife. And the outcome? A beautiful paper flower; when floated on water it folded itself up into a small hard pellet and sank like a stone! Another of his projects is a catalogue of the contents of this city; thus finite minds conceive their tasks as finite. We know better. Enough of such western wisdom! I must be about my business.’


‘What is your business?’ I enquired, as Persimmon began to wave and shout in the direction of a group of rickshaw boys dozing in their vehicles on the other side of the road. 


‘Genuine relics of fake holy men, fake fountain-pens of genuine makes. Imports and exports, you might say; also transistor radios, for which the girls here have neat fingers. I’m a busy man, always sprinting over the roofs of cars in the traffic jams, even jumping from housetop to housetop in areas where I am unlikely to be recognized. Now, as you see, all these rickshaw boys have slipped off down various alleys at the sight of me, so I will walk with you as far as your YMCA, which is just round the corner, and then I must take wing. As we go, I will summarize your morning’s findings. In a word, the very structure of your experiences renders them time-resistant; when you come to write them up you will not have to wait like the early-to-bed Parisian memoirist for some flimsy secondary quality to recall them all. An observer less analytical than you might have said, the structure of a dream – and would have been mistaken. One person or thing does not become another, as seems unremarkable, natural even, in a dream. No, here as elsewhere ‘each thing is what it is‚ and not another thing’. To the natives of course it is just another city, another Bangkok, Penang, Malacca. I have been here thirty years, and so to me too its main aspect is that of a traffic problem. There is your YMCA; lunch awaits you, and an afternoon nap. I will collect you at sundown tonight. You have no time to thank me, as I am already running for that tram. Farewell!’




*





The clinging rosy wraps of a daylight drowse began to tatter under the intrusive thought-processes of Midgley’s number-machines; through a wispy hole his angular image was admitted into the reluctant depths of my sun-drenched darkness. A little bubble of awakeness formed around this irritant particle; the pearly sphere swelled until it enclosed me.


Mellow sunlight winked around the edges of the drawn curtains. Midgley was explaining one of his instruments. I sat up and shook my head; the morning came back like a flock of bright birds looking to be fed. I decided to speak rather than listen.


‘An acquaintance of yours rescued me from a band of robbers today.’


Midgley opened a notebook and asked, pencil poised, ‘What was his name?’ When I answered ‘Persimmon’, he sighed, and shut his notebook. Then he opened it again: ‘And the robbers?’


‘A crowd of kids swarming round me; naturally I don’t know their names. They were waving newspapers in my face, and under the newspapers their hands were diving into my pockets. Then this stout gentleman appeared and beat them off with the airmail Times. He’s going to show me round a bit.’


Midgley looked solemn. ‘Although Persimmon is a very good friend of mine, I should warn you that he is methodologically unsound.’


‘Then I’d better not mention him in my letters home. What form does this unsoundness take?’


A little pool of sunshine came into being on Midgley’s apparatus. He poked at it with his finger; it trembled and fled.


‘Let me give you an example. When I first came here he tried to persuade me he could predict all my actions. I naturally set out to disprove his claim by doing unexpected things, but he would never admit that they were unexpected. I’m a very methodical person, and I found it very difficult to think of new things to do, or find time to do them in. I decided to do one peculiar thing every day. I kept it up for a month; that’s how I lost my job. Then Persimmon told me he had only done it to exercise my imagination. I don’t need imagination, as it happens; this device I’ve been working on will make imagination obsolete. I only need to buy a battery for it, and it’s ready for testing. However, I won’t trouble you with an explanation of it, because you wouldn’t take it seriously.’


‘Why shouldn’t I?’ An explanation seemed inevitable. In the meantime I decided to get up.


‘Because you’ve been talking to Persimmon. He tells such lies about my work that nobody takes it seriously; I don’t know why he does it, because my experimental work complements his intellectual investigations perfectly. This device is an example; it’s based on an idea he threw out, and which he encouraged me to develop to the point of applicability. But his way seems to be to turn the unbelievable into reality, and make the reality appear so fantastic that nobody believes it.’


As I pulled on my trousers I looked at the little pyramid of metal and glass; four legs, three switches, two dials, and a flexible tube sprouting from the top. I tried to wash my slight irritability away in a basin of tepid water. ‘Please tell me what it is‚’ I said, lying down on the bed again.


‘I have already told you; you must have been asleep. It’s a device for recording dream-images. I expect that sounds a little far-fetched to you.’


‘No, on the contrary, I find the idea reassuringly unoriginal. What’s the little tube on top for?’


‘That is to be inserted into the sleeper’s ear.’


‘Really? Now if I take that seriously, I am led to ask if you couldn’t plug another tube into the other ear, and so get a stereoscopic picture?’


Midgley turned away and stood peering out through the gap between the curtains for a moment. Then he started again: ‘The suggestion shows your complete misapprehension of the principles involved. Let me begin at the beginning.’


‘No, wait, a more profound question occurs to me. Surely anyone sleeping with that thing plugged in his ear is going to have rather odd dreams?’


At this, Midgley became incomprehensible to the layman; his squeezed fingers and closed eyes indicated the tiny germ of doubt with which the experimenter unavoidably infects the experiment, the grain of subjectivity on which the pearl of knowledge forms itself. His brow bowed to Heisenberg, who, it appeared, if he knew where he was, didn’t know how fast he was going, and vice versa. Above, Einstein revolved on a disc in space, tracing the trajectory of a moonbeam. Not all Midgley’s million meters could masticate to exactitude the stubborn quantum-nut; so much at least condensed for me from the fog of mathematics he raised around us. By the time it had cleared, my mind had turned to other things. ‘What time is it, and what time is sundown?’ These questions were within the scope of Midgley’s instruments; the difference between the two answers was a mere five minutes. When I told him that Persimmon was taking me to the Happy World and then to an opium den, Midgley began to fill his pockets from drawers and trays of handily-sized implements. ‘I’ll accompany you to the Happy World, but not the opium house; it’s full of smoke, and I hate blurred things. The old Chinaman who runs it is very persuasive, too; he has a First in mathematics. I should be careful if I were you.’


I drew the curtains. The day’s sunshine had baked the city into a fragrant golden cake. ‘Hurry up then, if you’re coming; my hair is brushed, my tie is straightened, the world like a roulette ball is about to plop into one of various nights; adventure sings in the streets. Let’s go!’


‘You’re already talking like Persimmon,’ Midgely sighed, and as we rattled down the stairs he offered advice: ‘Don’t be led astray by your enthusiasm for the oriental. Preserve the objective viewpoint always.’


‘The objective viewpoint?’ I said. ‘I’ll try it!’


II


Down a capillary vesicle of a phosphorescent leaf three microbes hurry. From a mile above, Persimmon, Midgley and another, each in his own way, watch themselves pursue dwindling ramifications of the street-plan; Persimmon as final cause of all he surveys, Midgley plotting his world-line with due regard to relativities special and general, the other, through wide eyes and categories indeterminate as yet. There they are, temporarily baulked where the street ends abruptly at the foot of a cliff. The leader of the pack is casting about to find the little archway leading to a flight of steps up through the darkening foliage. On closer examination, Midgley, the rearmost of the three, is a miracle of conscious coordination, his muscles and tendons answering to the readings of his visual cortex with a scarcely perceptible time-lag. It appears he wishes to communicate with his companions; his mouth opens; ‘Wait, I must wind up my pedometer!’ Persimmon fills the arch, peering up the stairway Why does he pause? The wind is rising, the shadowy tangles of creeper that mask the cliff-face shift and rattle. The stairway with its wattle roof forms a little tunnel through limply flapping leaves, leading up and round a dark shoulder of rock. Against each roof-post lies a bundle, sprouting a hand like a sickly flower. Persimmon shouts ‘Have your small change ready!’ and sets off at a great pace, dealing out a coin to every second beggar. The second member of the party, myself a long time ago, follows, doing the same for those Persimmon passes over.




*





At the top I caught up with myself, and found Persimmon on a terrace among little trees hung with hourglass fruit each with a rag tied round its middle. Between swaying branches I saw below us the city beginning to map itself in lights; it showed no trace of the grand symmetries Persimmon had evoked. Purple columns of cloud were staggering towards us from the blazing horizon; above, the sky still held huge upsidedown pyramids of green light.


‘Eighty-seven steps exactly‚’ announced Midgley, coming clicking round the corner after us.


‘Welcome to the Happy World!’ said an old lady smiling across a turnstile, and issued us with tickets.


A chill gust of wind hurried us past a row of stalls selling incense sticks and small squares of gold leaf, into a courtyard where a fallen Chinese lantern was bowling about in a muddy puddle, between a little temple and a huge barnlike building of concrete. The first heavy drops of rain struck at our backs. ‘Into the dancehall!’ said Persimmon, and ran up the steps towards the great double doors, which blew open at that moment, and immediately crashed shut behind us. The dance-hall was racked by distorted music; it coughed and cleared itself like a throat. Through the darkness and mucous noises a man reeled towards the door. As he lurched between us he thrust a little booklet of tickets into my hand and shouted, ‘Enjoy yourself with those!’


‘Dance tickets‚’ said Persimmon. ‘You’re supposed to buy them from the old dame in the pajama trousers over there.’


We advanced into the gaunt hall, and sat down at one of the little iron tables round the dance-floor. The doors had opened again, and jammed. Rain was already leaping and roaring on the steps outside. At the far end of the room was an empty bandstand, and a flight of steps up to a balcony. A few bulbs burned feebly among the roof-girders, where the loudspeakers howled and shuddered. Apart from some silent beer-drinkers and a few couples dancing, the only people there were half a dozen girls sitting in a dark recess under the staircase. A ragged boy brought us small cups of bitter black tea, and the fat old woman in floppy cotton trousers moved towards us sluggishly. ‘Since you have tickets, you must dance,’ said Persimmon. ‘Tell her which girl you’ve set your heart on.’


I pointed at one of the girls in the obscure depths of the hall; the old woman bent down with a grunt to sight along my arm, her chin resting on my shoulder for a moment, and then trudged wearily across the dance-floor. We watched her in the distance pointing back at us. The girl appeared to argue with her for a minute before walking towards us.


As she came, the tormented loudspeakers fell silent, the doors slammed shut and the damp draught ceased. She approached through a profound stillness. ‘Observe the complicity of the inanimate!’  whispered Persimmon in my ear. But the cracked music started again and the doors flew open as she stood before us. She hugged her bare shoulders, and smiled equally upon us all. I placed a chair for her so that I was between her and the other two.


‘Would you like some tea?’ I asked; her answer was too quiet to be heard above the music, and I waved to the tea-boy, who brought us four more cups of tea, leaving the three empty cups on the table. Midgley, stirring his tea in a spiral movement from bottom to top, was discussing the girl in whispers with Persimmon: ‘To a certain degree …’ I heard him say, as he switched his eyes towards other girls at random in a comparative way. Not knowing what to say to the girl, I gestured towards the dance-floor. She picked up my booklet of tickets, tore one out and placed it under her saucer; then she slipped her little finger through my watch-strap and led me onto the dance-floor. As we began to dance she looked up at me for the first time; there was a question in her eyes to which I had no answer. I glanced around at the people sitting at the tables, embarrassed because I danced badly and there were so few couples on the floor; however nobody was looking at us except Midgley. The evening had already fallen quiet outside; the girl had put aside her question and was dancing, her mind far away, to a music that had changed, softened, as if its waves now reached us only after perhaps a year’s passage through the air of a scented country.


We walked back to our table hand in hand; we felt suddenly happy. ‘You make a lovely couple‚’ said Persimmon. As we sat down I said to Midgley, ‘Two hundred and thirty-six steps exactly.’


Later we danced again, and Persimmon led the fat lady in cotton trousers onto the floor; the girls at the dark end of the hall came forward to admire the ponderous graces of yesteryear. Then he persuaded them to come and sit with us; some of the morose onlookers were moved to join us, and it seemed that a party was being formed, wordless, but with tentative laughter, when Persimmon   smashed his cigarette into dust and fumes in his saucer and jumped up. ‘It’s getting later and later! If we are to smoke opium, we must go immediately.’


‘I won’t come‚’ said Midgley. ‘I have to go home and make some notes.’


‘I’ll catch you up in a moment‚’ I said. They went out, deep in conversation.


‘Will you come again?’ whispered the girl.


‘Yes, of course.’


‘Remember to ask for me.’


‘What’s your name then?’


‘Nit. My name is Nit.’


‘Nit?’


‘Remember Nit. Ask for Nit. Please; will you remember?’




*





‘How on earth did she get such a name?’ I said to Persimmon as we descended the covered stairway. It was quite dark now; the beggars had gone, leaving their mats rolled up and tied with string to the wooden posts.


‘No doubt its an abbreviation of something suitably exotic‚’ answered Persimmon, ‘or perhaps an American sailor gave it to her. I see you were hoping for one of those names that make Chinese novels read like a perfumery. A pretty girl, anyway; you must have good eyesight. You will find that after a day or two in your pocket her name will be quite amenable to the palm of the hand. Don’t trouble to tell me if I prophesy correctly.’


‘I’m not quite sure she is the girl I pointed at, but …’ I almost lost Persimmon as he turned suddenly at a little archway, and pushed through a crowd of half-naked youths lounging in the mouth of a dark alley. ‘Down here!’ he called. I stepped over sleeping  children, and almost slipped in mud. On a pile of rags an old woman sat, holding a bowl to her lips and hooking rice into her mouth with one finger. Persimmon was rapping at a door in a windowless wall. ‘You look peculiar,’ he said. ‘What’s the matter?’


‘Did you see that man with the forked thumb?’


Persimmon turned on me with a snarl. ‘For opening bottles, do you suppose? What is your mind full of? Girls, freaks, the quaint decorative surface! You must go deeper! Prepare yourself. And wear a serious inwardly-gazing smile, if you please; these people do not like to be looked at.’


The door opened a bit, and a head appeared so low down I didn’t see it immediately. Persimmon hustled me past the little doorkeeper who was like a bent, rusty key, twisting his neck to look up at us sideways. We too had to duck our heads; we were standing at the top of a short flight of stone steps, close under the ceiling of an enormous room. At first I couldn’t read the dark maze below; I felt warmth and stillness. Lines hung with clothes stretched across the room, and on the ceiling their shadows, thrown by oil-lamps burning in a layer of dusk on the floor, stirred like dim memories of the gleaming brown bodies lying motionless below. The room was divided by low partitions into hundreds of almost enclosed spaces. Each of these compartments had a broad bench on either side, bearing two or three people; most of them were asleep, their pale foot-soles regarding the lamps on the floor between the benches, but here and there were open eyes like black jewels, that did not move as we crossed their vision. In the depth of this scented labyrinth there sat among the fleshless sleepers a great soft pyramidal being with blood-rimmed eyes screwed deeply into his slowly pulsating face. Persimmon introduced me in a whisper; the swing of a sleeve made room for us on the bench; tea was brought.


‘Talk with me for a few moments before you smoke. My life is lonely, I sleep little. In the night, after the doors are locked and the last pipe is dead, I walk round and study the faces of my guests. They look older when asleep, but whether happier or wiser I do not know. I cannot enter their dreams; they bring back no souvenirs; any memories they smuggle out are buried later. Maybe they eat well there; certainly they will sacrifice food to buy from me. If they have friends or lovers there, here they are solitaries. They lie apart; in all this valley of sleepers not one head on another’s shoulder, not a hand touches casually another’s foot. For most men, I suppose, sleep is merely the soil in which their days grow. One is accustomed to think of the roots of a tree as the support and sustainer of the trunk, so purposeful, so fulfilled in the midst of its airy and fantastic creation of foliage and flower and fruit. One might, however, conceive of the seasonal and aeonal cycles of the crown, its breathing of sunshine, as a servant process, dedicated to an end: the roots’ stubborn, blind, inching exploration of earth. Look around you; here is my head-down forest. I, their forester, loiter above ground, wondering.’


‘You fatten on lop and top, however,’ said Persimmon in a conversational tone. Our host closed his eyes, and smoked his cigar thin as a straw. To break the silence I said, ‘I know somebody who has invented a camera for photographing dreams.’


‘Tell him that he has been anticipated, by Daguerre.’


Persimmon stirred restlessly; ‘Slack wisdom! However, my young friend is anxious to see for himself what lies under the forest floor.’ Ignoring our host’s sigh, he snapped his fingers to a figure standing in the shadows, who came forward with the apparatus of opium. The pipe, a thick wooden cylinder with an octagonal acorn-cup growing from one side, was placed in my hands. Persimmon, the expert, opened a little pill-box of brown grease, and picked up a blob of it on the end of a bamboo splinter. He rounded it against a wafer of bone, held it over the lamp till it sputtered, and put it into the cup of my pipe. ‘Come on now, lie down on the bench and hold it over the lamp. Rest your head on that block. Suck! You’re letting all the smoke dribble out of the corner of your mouth. Suck, before it’s all gone!’


‘I can’t swallow it – it’s so heavy and sweet. It rolls round my mouth like mercury!’


‘Try another lot; you wasted that.’


‘But do I want to kipper my brains like this?’


‘Of course you do. A well-fumigated subconscious will procure you sanative sleep before tomorrow’s journey.’


‘Why, where am I going tomorrow?’


‘To visit my friend the sage on the mountain-tops, near the religious ruins. The train leaves at nine; meanwhile all your worries about waking up in time are already asleep in my watch-case. Come on now, deep breaths. Ten deep breaths make one pipe, then a cup of tea, and then I will join you in another pipe.’


As we smoked, Persimmon talked. The cyclic ritual of the pipes stirred a slow eddy in the passage of time. My eye found a mouse asleep on the narrow top of a partition opposite our bench. Perhaps it was carved out of wood. Was it the torpid air swaying above the lamp that made it seem to stir and settle? I tried to follow Persimmon’s sentences, which wound away from me into the darkness: ‘… to entrap one of the most ancient chimeras of science; he holds that since dream transformations are fully reversible, the dream, thermodynamically considered, is the perfect machine. If so, he claims, all that stands between him and a certain possibility too absurd to bear contemplation – the frictionless time-rewinder – is the dreaminess of dreams, their drift and waver … I prefer another line of thought.’


Why is Persimmon bending over me, calling to me, the sound of his voice reaching me only after turning and turning in the coils of fragrant smoke? ‘You are floating. Your petals are closing. You are folding up into a pellet. You are sinking. Sink! Like a stone!’


Far above me, his other line of thought branched and budded. ‘More seriously, let us discuss the investigations he – or was it I? – made into the phenomenology of dreams, a region in which the concepts formed in waking life are like speechless foreigners


My left eye is a quiet pool. My right eye lies among the unwinking pebbles at the bottom, looking up through a green so tender and diffuse that only with an imperceptible trembling can its invisible skin support the sailing lilies of ideas unfolding overhead.


‘The material continuities, in the nature of the case, being absent, on what thread is strung the dream-object’s identity? Suppose for instance an eye becomes a pool …’


‘No, an eye is like enough a pool; but suppose now an idea becomes a lily-pad, what is the unity underlying that becoming?’


The pool flows calmly around the pale undersides of the lily-pads, expanding, losing its edges.


‘Imagine an opinion becomes a window; that’s a philosopher’s metaphor made concrete. And now the window in its wall becomes a lily leaf on the water’s surface; a geometry is preserved. The question is, do such transformations form chains that hold?’


The windows pattern a wall that stretches out of sight, above, below, and on either side. An infinitude of Persimmons smile and bow to me from them.


‘… or the being we meet in dreams who is at once today’s friend and a long-dead schoolmaster; a “person”? The word falters. A language born in the world of wide-awake is a wooden tongue to the dream-teller. Our failures to describe are blessed with a paltry adequacy simply because, all failing alike, we recognize to what each other’s failures refer.’


The windows shift and flicker like sunlight on rippled water. They shatter silently into foam and flow in sheets around me.


‘But perhaps we can tell our dreams because our language is not just built on the day’s stabilities; indeed how could it be? Consider the child, his growing rationality heaped and squared each day like a sandcastle, only to be licked shapeless by a tide of dreams each night …’


Foam dances in a whorl on the seashore, A last few words, ‘Or, of course …’ and ‘Perhaps, though …’, drift down to drown in it. The bubbles are catching at my wrist. Something tender is hidden behind them.


III


‘The train doesn’t actually stop there, but it slows down, so be ready to jump.’


I waited, holding the carriage door half open, in a rush of mouldy jungle air.


‘Jump!’ they shouted.


By the time I had picked myself up, the train had disappeared down a tunnel of leaves. Two brown bodies pieced themselves together from scraps of shade under a flowering bush, and came forward carrying a pole.


‘To the temple?’


‘Yes, please.’


In single file, first the shorter carrier with one end of the pole on his shoulder, then myself hugging it with arms and legs, and last the taller carrier with the other end of the pole on his shoulder, we climbed a path of leaf-mould beneath the trees. Then, first the taller carrier, next myself, and last the shorter carrier (their statures being adapted to this route), we descended to the banks of a river. On the dazzling water stood an old man in a little boat; his parasol was a leaf as long as himself, resting on the crown of his head in a broken arch. The boat drifted gently to the bank, and we jumped in. The boatman adjusted the rudder, and we immediately began to move out into the current. The two pole-men were already asleep in the bottom of the boat, piled together like cats; the old man sat motionless in the stern, under his leaf.


Was I expected to row?


No, the boat was swinging on a rope; far upstream the rope was attached to a ring sliding along a cable high across the river. The pole-men murmured softly to each other in their sleep, the old man sat and read his toes, the ring jerked and grumbled along the cable, the cable hummed against the sun; an effortless arc took us from one forest to another.


Shimdi and Sonra awoke in the act of jumping ashore. Their four eyes glinting in the shade watched me pay the boatman. I lay on the ground and embraced the pole with arms and legs, like a lover; Shimdi and Sonra swung it to their shoulders, and trotted deep into the shadowy jungle. Swinging, I looked up the dark perspectives of passing tree-trunks to lofty hollows of green and gold. Here and there the path opened out into the silent glades of a distant geological era, where grey moss muffled the boles of giant tree-ferns, and generations of cobwebs hung like vapour.


Shimdi and Sonra stopped; the taller lifted his end of the pole high in the air, the shorter placed his end on the ground, and I slid to earth.


We entered the temple where the masonry of a fallen tower lay locked among the tree-roots. An arcaded walk surrounded a courtyard filled with a dense thicket of bamboo, which murmured and flashed in the sunlight far above us. While the two pole-men drowsed in a shady corner, I picked my way across the uprooted flagstones of the cloister and examined, one by one, broken statues of the god, which stood or lay against the wall in the various postures of the other world: thumbs in the ears, and a foot missing; ten fingers in the mouth, and no nose; both hands cupping the paunch, and a little white flower growing in an empty eye-socket.


When I was a quarter of the way round the arcade I found a narrow path hacked through the bamboo; it led me to a shrine in the centre of the courtyard. A net of creepers now held together the inverted bell-shape of crumbling brick and plaster which it had long ago split open to reveal an empty cavity. An incense-stick was burning in a tin can jammed into the crack. Striped like a tiger by the shadows of bamboo, I sat, listening to the creaking of the stems, watching the thread of blue scent rising slowly in the torn brickwork. When a third of the incense-stick had wilted into a fragile worm of ash, a green lizard appeared and sat up with its long forelegs straight, like a dog. The ash lengthened, the lizard by degrees turned brown. The ash fell, the lizard ran off with its tail in the air.


The path, continuing across the courtyard, brought me out facing the arched doorway of the temple. The sunlight, full of golden dust, hung like a curtain across the door; I took one step into the chill darkness beyond. As my eyes adjusted to shades of black, I found myself facing the soles of two enormous feet, the toes of which formed an irregular battlement above my head. A noise behind me made me turn to see Shimdi and Sonra in the colour and heat outside the doorway, their teeth busy at the last shreds of fruit-flesh in great spiky segments of husk, their eyes vacantly towards me invisible to them in the darkness. They stepped in and discovered me with delight. On the soles of the giant feet they pointed out fragmentary remains of inlaid scenes from the life of the god. Only one episode was still comprehensible, and this they explained to me in gestures: after a day of observing foam on the seashore, comes the invention of the chiliagon.


We sidled along the narrow space between the wall and the great cylinder of the leg, until in the dusk of the furthest recesses the face of the god rose like a vast moon over the mountainous body, with a dim glimmer of worn gold leaf. The head was bent forward and sideways to accommodate its crowning spire in the most distant corner of the roof. The clenched fist of the cramped god blocked our way forward; water trickling out from between the fingers had formed a dark pool at our feet.


A snake! We tumbled over each other until we were out in the sunshine. Shimdi and Sonra fetched the pole, and we set off immediately.




*





‘We go back now.’


I looked round the little clearing. ‘But how do I get to Dark’s house?’


The shorter carrier parted spiny branches and showed me a little path leading downhill. I looked along it doubtfully; it was very steep and muddy. Shimdi and Sonra were already running away, crashing through clouds of blossom, leaping and skipping over tangled roots; the jungle swallowed up the sound of their retreat almost as soon as they were out of sight. All around, large leaves presented blank faces to me, waiting to see which I would press aside.


I reopened the mouth of the path and stepped down into the dank cellarage of the forest. Coiling roots formed a dislocated spiral staircase round a gigantic tree trunk which vanished just above my head into a tangle of crooked poles and hairy bundles of rope. A muddy sediment of light drifted down from where a few dazzling scraps of sun hung in this motionless web, which completely hid the upper layers of the forest. These rippling, murmurous, sunlit levels hanging above, full of laughter and weeping and dreamy conversations, weighed with a stifling pressure on the region of excrement and death in which I was struggling. The path became a series of footholds kicked in a slide of poisonous green mud; the branches towards which I reached for balance were all covered in rows of squat hooks or hair-like spines. Something falling brushed the back of my neck; when I whirled round, barbed creepers swung silently at my face.


Some way further down, quick triangles of blue and silver came and went in the crevices of the undergrowth. I tore my way through, and eventually fell out of the net of creepers onto the gold-dust bank of a little stream. A row of fish that had been sitting on a fallen tree plopped into the water and swam away, their eyes above the surface like pairs of bubbles. I bathed my scratched face and hands, and then sat with my feet in the idling flow and looked up a funnel of shadow to where the sunlight flickered in the treetops round a ragged circle of fading sky. Up there were hanging gardens of dusky purple, and a dancing golden cloud of insects. The babble of the canopy had faded to a drowsy hum. Great black butterflies came spiraling down towards me, and slipped sideways into the obscurity of the undergrowth. The coming night was welling up in the forest.


From the other side of the stream a clear path led upwards. I scrambled across by the fallen tree, and almost ran up the slope. Round one bend from the stream, the silence started. A firefly drifted up the tunnel of leaves before me. The path divided; I took the wider branch, which after a time ended in a tangle of barbed thongs. As I turned back, the silence above me started to howl, and then held its breath again.


The other path was darker. At its entrance a loop of sticky creeper caught me under the chin. I began to run again, but the track eventually dwindled into diamond-shaped gaps in a bamboo thicket, and then failed completely. I turned back again, and found a yet narrower way which someone had hacked out of the cage of branches. After a few steps I wasn’t sure if it was a path at all. I stopped and listened. There were little noises like the muffled tickings, whirrings and chimings of buried clocks coming from all directions. When I tried to shout, my voice wouldn’t come out, but all the tiny sounds stopped dead. Then I shouted at the top of my voice, again and again; the night closed round me like a trap; I burst through into a place full of black feathers and muddy snakes, I slipped and fell into a clinging bed of fungus.


I was rigidly still. I strained my eyes into the blackness and held my breath. The silence was absolute. Then someone started to tear the jungle apart, slowly, leaf by leaf.




*





‘When I heard you crashing about at the bottom of the garden last night, I just threw a bottle and hoped whatever it was would go away. The forest folk say that at night the space between two twigs becomes another twig; it’s the only explanation for your getting lost between the stream and here. Tomorrow I’ll go and see if a tree is down across the path. Anyway, how are you feeling now?’


‘Much better, thanks. I must have slept all day.’


‘We’ll take our beers out onto the verandah, and watch the sun set. Would you like the long chair, to rest your ankle? You should be all right by tomorrow; I’ll drive you down to the station, and you’ll be back in time for the Festival.’


‘I didn’t know there was a road up here.’


‘Oh, there definitely is a road. I wonder if it wasn’t a little careless of Persimmon to send you round the back way so late in the day? However that may be, I have your company for an evening. It’s some time since Persimmon arranged a visitor for me; I realized that last week when I began re-numbering my rubber-trees. I talk to myself too much. And now talking to someone else gives me the sensation of walking too fast on stilts; I can only avoid falling flat by lurching on with increasing strides. So if you get tired please go to sleep; any other way of stopping me would be too abrupt. Would you like another beer?’


‘Not just yet, thanks. Tell me, do you know Persimmon well?’


‘We correspond. No, that’s hardly true, I rarely write. Though in another sense it is true; we correspond, he in his city, me in my forest. I suppose our correspondence in the one sense eliminates the need for it in the other. No, I’m isolated; I have no connection with the city. It amuses Persimmon to think I still exist, perhaps more than it amuses me, but that’s all. Up here, in my orderly grey-green plantations, every day I walk around; each tree has its little cup slowly filling. Endless weeding. I supervise the work, and in the evenings the men go off to the labour-lines to watch Tarzan films, and I come back here and sit on the verandah. Not this one; this is for when I have a guest, and at the back there’s another. The view there is of a countable array of rubber-trees. Whereas on this side


Tiny birds or large moths hung in the mist of their invisible wings over a border of flame-shaped blossoms, behind which the slopes of jungle fell away sharply, leaving the eye hovering over depths of light. Cloud lay in pools like dull mirrors in various laps of the mountain below. The oily blue-green forest terminated sharply against an emerald plain of rice-fields stretched under a silver web of canals converging to a slow turn of the great river. Further away still, dark forest slopes again, a layer of mist, a mountainous horizon that perhaps was cloud, then a bank of clouds like mountains, mist; and above, among sleeping flame and high cool air, the ageing sun.


Down in the brilliant plain palmtrees stood in rows along paths linking little villages; a boy was riding a water buffalo. Every temple spire and tree and tiny figure cast a long precise shadow. ‘A clock with two hands tells the time better than a clock with one; a clock with three hands is more accurate than one with two. Here I have a clock with an infinity of hands; an instant is defined before our eyes, that at which the evening breeze begins …’ A fan-shaped sail was swung up on the distant riven. The pools of cloud below us were stirred, crept up the forest slopes, and broke slowly over the rims of the valleys. The shadow of the mountains opposite swept towards us across the plain, and overhead the evening rushed to meet it in silent gales of green and violet. The flowers trembled, the hovering things vanished.


Dark refilled his glass. ‘Did I say a countable array? My trees are numbered according to a system; I start from a place where natural chaos ends and my orderly forest begins. I penetrate deep into the plantations until the numbers become unmanageable. At some point on the boundary I start again. In fact I suppose the trees are numbered according to several systems; some have several numbers, others none. Philosophically, too, I have the instincts, but not the stamina, of the system-builder. To tell the truth, my thoughts and beliefs have faded, like memories. My character has become diffuse, like the thoughts of a solitary man, and repetitive. The memory of me visitors like you carry away must be like my forests, featureless, labyrinthine. I save you half the trouble of forgetting me; in myself I am half forgotten. Why does Persimmon still send people to me? I used to be able to reassure them when they were distressed to find their adventures had no moral, to say “Yes, we must pull down those deserted temples of the mind‚” or “You see, even indifference is a familiar face.” But now?’


The breeze had ceased already. Around the horizon lightning was dancing noiselessly inside tall purple clouds; they were filled for a minute with a pulsating glow, and then sank back into the darkening sky. Somewhere a bird was putting crescent parentheses round various silences.


‘Sometimes I wonder if I should go back to England. A room, with a few trusted objects, a slow clock by which to relive some memorable sunsets …’ Dark’s voice seemed to come from farther away; it took a measurable effort to make my question reach him: ‘What brought you out here in the first place?’ He sipped his beer regularly, without haste; behind that he seemed to be choosing an answer with care, quietly opening drawers full of shadows, unfolding them, considering, and eventually selecting: ‘I came out as an entomologist, to help build the Empire of Linnaeus. But I became discouraged, not just at the thought of a lifetime spent counting the small change of the animal kingdom, but by the numbers of individuals of each species, the great wandering books of chance and fantasy I was sealing up with simple titles, taking a little word to lie about a multitude of eyes that look into and out of every corner of this jungle, whose leaf presses against leaf from coast to coast … But that was a stage only. The story of King Solomon and the Queen of the Ants, perhaps you know it. He paid her a state visit, and her subjects marched past in review. After the third day, or the third week, Solomon made some remark; let me try to remember what it was, now


Dark became silent. My eye was wandering among freshly scattered stars; eventually I could say, ‘How odd to see Orion directly overhead, and upside down! And there’s the Great Bear, pointing to the horizon!’


‘The stars, yes; we won’t talk of them.’ He went into the house, and came back with more bottles. After drinking in silence for some time, he suddenly began, ‘… which shows that one doesn’t need the wisdom of Solomon to pass the stage of feeling outnumbered. And abandoned by some invisible guarantor of one’s dominion. There is a period of groping and stumbling among the dazzling afterimages of belief; the negative ones in particular seem comforting, the emptinesses and absences as resonant as ever was the huge imaginary ally, despair as proud a feather as immortality, life a condition to which one was condemned (in absentia, as it were, the absent one being the judge, thus doubly deaf to pleadings), a condition uniquely, beguilingly, singled out by that condemnation, in dramatic opposition to the rest, the ‘indifferent’. But beyond all that


‘After all that, the charms of monoculture became apparent?’


‘Yes, I tried to simplify myself; after all, why should one animal count another? Though that too is not forbidden.’


The moon, hidden from us by the house, had resurrected a frail landscape. The network of canals and paths that had marked it by day was still faintly discernible, like writing on the ash of paper after the flame has left it.


‘Our ways of seeing betray what we are looking for: a person, a letter from a person. We persist in seeing as indecipherable what was never a text; we see as a face, even if an averted one, something that never was such an organ of expression. We have to learn not to read, not to peer for mirrors …’ He flung a bottle; it became a gleam of moonlight for a moment, and was noiselessly received by the silver web hung below us.


‘I don’t quite follow you, I’m afraid.’


‘I’m afraid I don’t quite follow myself. Sometimes, when the great sleeping-pill of the day is beginning to work in me, I see what I want to say coming towards me, cloudily. And I travel through the evening towards it, becoming more cloudy myself. Sometimes two clouds can exchange a bolt of lightning, can’t they? But instead of the moment of clarity and the giant syllables of truth, nothing but obscurity redoubled. Am I just too old? The new precisions tire my tongue, the old generalities leave me hungry; between the indiscriminate mystic welter and the loveless systems there must be words for my awareness of the material world and my perfect continuity with it. I am the form of the mutual sustaining of my cells; does that reduce me? I see the world, or parts of it, I drink parts of it, parts of it see me, it will drink me; I am not alone. The reasons of the heart have been endlessly rehearsed; those of the centre of gravity are voiceless; yet another night I leave them unspoken.’


Dark’s voice ceased, leaving him staring out over the blurred treetops and tapping the rim of his glass against his teeth. A moth brushed across my face, leaving a trace of drowsiness. I shut my eyes and waited.


Nit stepped into my mind out of some vaguely rippling expanse. The harsh letters of her name, which like close-set bars had shut my imagination out of her life, now became as pliant as a curtain, or a lock of hair, to be set aside with one finger; the dot of its vowel floated up to be a moon over sudden depths of sleep.


When I opened my eyes again, Dark was lurching up from his chair, grasping at the table as he stood. The shadow of the house had shortened, and more of the garden was delivered over into incomprehensibility; each leaf was a silver lid over a black hole. Behind us, the house seemed to have become larger and hollower. Dark turned to go inside; he stood leaning forward with a hand on either side of the door, swaying, and peering in. Then he plunged through the skin of the room’s accumulated obscurity. I heard a crash in the hall, heavy uneven footfalls on the stairs; then a long silence. His voice fell from a window above my head: ‘Keys twisted by anticipation of difficult locks! Half my lifetime, filing and hammering, testing and laying aside! For a door that stands open!’


A lavatory cistern cried out overhead, and one among the black stems climbing the house was filled with whispers rushing to earth. By degrees a clarity was restored, through which I could read Dark’s stumbling on the stairs, clutching at a doorknob, opening a refrigerator, slamming it shut. I refilled my glass, and watched the increasingly convincing constructions of the moonlight.


Dark fell back into his chair. ‘… but we will not now leave our collection of ingenious keys; we are tired, dulled …’


Later he stirred again: ‘The earth rounds the sun in such a calm; why can we not keep our feet? What was it Marx said about philosophers and the world? “The problem, however …’”


‘The problem, however, is to be part of it‚’ I suggested.


He swung his blurred face towards me with slow suspicion. ‘Plainly, your generation is less fuddled. One can celebrate the actual, or live it unexamined … or leave it unexamined … or leave it …’


Dark was asleep. A quarter of a day must have passed since sunset, for the full moon had cleared the house, and stood directly over us.


IV


Instruments of interrogation had been deployed against my return. Midgley seated me at the focus of an array of metal full of hungry eyes and round mouths toothed about with digits; here and there a precisely pointed tongue flickered in anticipation of my story. At my elbow a tiny oblong window gave onto a Pythagorean world of numbers tumbling in a greenish glow. In front of me clustered dials of different sizes, protruding on stalks or sunk like lilies into glassy surfaces; some bore upon their faces miniature replicas of themselves. I took it that I was facing lie-detectors of all degrees of acuity, that automatic pens were poised to scale the fevers of the imaginative faculty, that compass needles would unwaveringly point out anomalies produced by my buried selves in the magnetic field of truth. However, when Midgley had swung microphones on mechanical arms around my face, and had thrown a master-switch whose current convulsed the apparatus, but spared me, I was allowed to tell my tale without interruption.


Afterwards Midgley ran his eye along the reeled-out ribbon of numerical commentary. A little cross-checking enabled him to say, ‘I don’t believe you were carried on a pole.’


‘Perhaps that was a mere traveller’s tale‚’ I suggested. ‘On the other hand, although such a mode of transport wouldn’t do for the city, it seemed quite natural for the jungle. I suppose your contraption didn’t believe the bit about the talking fish? I’d be interested to know if it thought I took all that slippery mud too personally. Maybe the sunset was in bad taste? There are other questions a machine like yours could usefully answer. To whose absence, for example, would it attribute my loneliness? The sense of defeat I found in Dark – was that a projection of my own hidden forebodings, or a reality evoked by the contrast of my unquenched youthfulness?’


But Midgley’s attention seemed suddenly to have turned inward, leaving his surface inert. Little flecks of music were drifting in from the enormous afternoon preparing outside. I freed myself from the dead circuitry and stood up to stretch. ‘Wake up, or we’ll miss the procession,’ I said, and stepped around him to the door. Some connection was restored in his interior; he seized a fat briefcase and ran after me down the stairs, crying, ‘I’ve remembered what it was I had to show you. You’ll be amazed!’


I stepped through the invisible surface separating the cool sharp wax-polish smell of the hallway from the sleepy erotic scents of the white and purple pyramids of blossom in the courtyard. Daytime fireworks were scattering noisy black stars above the rooftops. Midgley was waving a photograph before my eyes; it was a mere blur in the dazzle. ‘It’s your opium-dream,’ he cried, capering around me in triumph.


‘What do you mean? Taken by action-at-a-distance?’


‘No, I ran back here to collect the apparatus, and arrived at the opium-shop just as you were going under. You are the first person ever to have his dream photographed; I hope you don’t mind.’


‘I’ll tell you that in a moment,’ I said. At the corner of the crowded street stood a man holding a bush; while Midgley bought one of the leaf-shaped festival programmes impaled on its twigs, I crouched in its shade to examine the picture. It was indistinct, but I could make out a naked girl, on a beach, grinning, and waving some blurred object. ‘What’s the innuendo in her hand?’ I asked. Midgley shrugged his shoulders and said, ‘It’s your dream, you know.’


It was hot; I began to shout. ‘My most idle reverie has more profundity than this! It’s nothing but a dirty postcard from your own subconscious!’


Midgley twitched the thing out of my hands and gave me a reproving look. ‘You can’t argue with science, as I’m sure you will realize upon reflection. My part in this was merely to clarify certain indications the layman might overlook, and which in fact Persimmon brought to my attention. Anyway she looks like the girl you danced with that night; it’s to be expected you should dream of her.’


I grabbed the card back; the blotchy bulbous creature didn’t look at all like Nit. I tore it into little bits and flung them into the gutter. After a moment of paralysis Midgley dived to collect them. As I strode off into the crowd I heard him wailing after me, ‘How many pieces were there?’




*





A number of twisted alleys threw Midgley’s intrusive images off the track, but as soon as I rejoined the crowds lining the procession route I saw Persimmon looking down at me from one of the hundreds of windows in an immense office-block. There was someone at every window; why had my eye immediately met his? He beckoned, apparently offering me a share in his vantage-point, but I pretended not to see him and turned back into the quiet parts of the city emptied by the pull of the festival. Soon I found a small shapeless open space at the juncture of several narrow streets; in its centre a tree had transformed itself into a little forest by dropping dozens of minor trunks from its branches to the ground. The earth was trodden hard into warm brown paths winding among the pillars of the tree; some fat grey monkeys slept fitfully in the branches. I leaned against the central trunk, where it was cool and shady. In the high wall opposite me was a gate; its delicate lattice of wood was broken in places. On either side of the worn step in front of it slept a small plump crocodile, blindfolded with moss. Above the wall I could see among foliage three people in bright yellow robes, climbing ladders to gather fruit; I could just hear their murmured talk. Further back in the little courtyard a gilded dragon marked the corner of a temple roof. A gong sounded, once, very deep and mellow. The priests came down from the trees with their baskets, and were hidden from me by the wall. The gong stroke came again, and then there was silence.


I could hear flies buzzing. I stepped round the big tree-trunk and met a dreadful stench. A pig’s face, stripped from the bone and flattened out like a mask, was fixed to the tree-trunk by four nails; blood had collected and dried in the hollow of a stone below it. I jumped into the sunshine and hurried through the deserted streets to join the crowd.


It sounded as if the procession was coming at last. People were pushing and jumping to see, and the crowns of the palmtrees lining the ceremonial way were full of children. A boy squeezed through the crowd and stood before me; a dozen big lizards of pleated paper hung around his neck, and two more ran along behind him on strings. By twitching the strings he made the lizards dart at my ankles. One of them ran up the others back as if in copulation, and the boy looked up at me with a doubtful grin. Immediately a man pushed him aside, handed me a peacock feather, and dragged the boy away. The crowd swirled around me. Someone snatched the feather out of my hand. Nit appeared at my side; she put her hands in front of her face, the palms towards me, and said, ‘You come to house, see from window.’


I struggled after her slim figure, which slipped easily through the crevices in the swaying mass of people. She stopped in front of a row of pedlars hung about with trays of fruit, and bought from each one. We went down a side-street, and then along an alley between rows of small wooden houses that leaned together. She climbed the steps of the last of these, pushing aside the cane mat that hung in place of a door. ‘Surely the procession doesn’t come down here?’


‘Very important street‚’ she said. ‘Everybody come down here.’


The little house swayed slightly as I stepped into it. The ground floor was hardly more than a wide verandah over the edge of a small canal; I could see water glinting through gaps in the floor and between the bamboo hangings that formed the opposite side of the room. A little boat lay propped on its side in the middle of the floor; someone had broken off in the middle of repainting an eye on its prow, leaving a paintbrush resting in a saucer of red lacquer. There was little else in the room, just a mat in one corner, a few things that might have been bird-cages or fish-traps, and an old gramophone.


Nit had climbed a ladder into the room above. I lingered a moment, peering out at the motionless water. A row of small boats was moored against the factory wall that formed the opposite bank. Each boat had a roof supported on four poles and made of overlapping leaves like tiles. I could see the boatmen drowsing in the shade, while their womenfolk cooked fish over bowls of glowing charcoal.
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