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To Catherine


Prologue

 


Potence, the glass city, the
centre of empire in its glorious constitution declaring itself the
Mecca for impoverished refugees and migrants and the oppressed of
little countries, the eraser of memory, of former homelands, the
Shangri-La for seekers of capital. Orange beacons flash on the
mountainous slagheaps for the new buildings that are shooting up.
The tectonic architecture of glass sheds prisms of light in great
trigonometric angles and rhombohedron or tetrahedron shapes all
over the city. An architecture for the now-seekers, unlike the old
architecture which was built for majestic decay. Glass storey upon
glass storey, like frozen music, mounting skywards in varying
heights reflecting the different notes, the different levels of
wealth cutting through the clouds, bringing tungsten and
fluorescence into the night’s darkness, making time an eternal day.
And the great walls of glass curve towards the river taking on a
greeny look past the luminous pillars of the courthouse, the seat
of justice, and the river glistens in the reflection of the light,
illuminating faces and legs and short skirts of women waiting by
the quays. And if one walks along by the river at night, one can
sometimes hear the water lapping, and they are not waves licking
the wharf wall, but the primeval sound of oars of boats carrying up
river from the sea, their engines cut out to avoid the police
radar, the searchlight that highlights all the debris of Potence.
Sometimes one can make out a pale white lantern in the river fog
approaching the quay and hear the scurrying of feet or muffled
voices, and one knows that another batch of the clandestined ones
has arrived in the city.

Other cities tried to imitate
an architecture of glass, but they had not the secret of
colourlessness and their buildings, despite their grandeur, looked
dark and murky. But Potence had the secret handed down from
generations of town burghers. They knew that it was more than
simply the use of manganese, that the skill lay in the art of their
glassblowers, acknowledged as the greatest in the world. With them
it was not merely a matter of the skilful blowing of the glass but
of knowing the exact moment at which to blow, of knowing when the
parison was at its most mouldable, that was where the skill lay
together of course with its timely tempering and vitrifying, a
skill that was the envy of the lesser imitative cities. For there
is only one Potence, the burghers proclaimed, which can produce the
purest of glass.

When the Patricians won the
last election, the ministers paraded down the main street in
bullet-proof glass coaches.

And on the mezzanine of the
Imperial Bank a stream flows along walls of clear glass where one
can catch fish.

There were vandals years ago
(some nostalgically and euphemistically still call them anarchists)
who smashed the glass: the glass punctured the tyres of some of the
four hundred thousand cars and trucks and lorries that commuted to
the city daily, but after a while they stopped smashing the glass.
A sort of apathy set in. The kicks were to be found elsewhere, in
drugs and rave and some of them even joined ANNA (Anarchists of the
New Age). Smashing glass is considered childish now, the act of
immature adolescents. So most of the civic buildings, all the glass
offices of the city’s bureaucracy, are left unscathed where the
people work unimpeded in the hundreds of banks and financial
buildings like rare plants, safely guarded, in huge botanical glass
houses.


Chapter One

 


Guido van Thool, blond head
downcast with little round spectacles perusing a book, is about to
enter the door of Loti’s café in the old quarter of Potence when he
bumps into a girl, knocking pumps out of her hands. He apologises,
picks up the pumps, lets his book fall in the process, picks it up
and rising, reddens slightly, as his eyes are drawn to long shapely
legs protruding from a white wool coat.

The girl smiles doe-eyed, and
his mind becomes suffused with the idea that he has just bumped
into the most beautiful girl he ever saw, and she’s about to walk
away.

‘I re...
really am sorry,’ he hears his voice saying.

Another smile, revealing the
straightest, the whitest of teeth. She’s moving away, turning her
back, swivelling slightly, nursing the pumps in her arms.

‘Please,’ he
says,

She turns around, shivering a
little in the winter cold, waiting for Guido to speak. He’s
searching frantically, trying to find a word. ‘The... the least I
can do is buy you a coffee.’

‘Don’t drink
coffee.’

How quick and sharp her reply.
A crestfallen Guido.

‘I’ve just
been in there,’ she says. ‘I had to come away; it’s too
crowded.’

‘I know Loti,’
says Guido more assuredly. ‘She’ll get us a table.’

‘Well...’ She
ponders, shaking back her long auburn hair... ‘maybe a cranberry
juice.’

She smiles, as the little bell
tinkles when Guido opens the door. Inside the air is heady with
aromas of roasting coffee beans and oven-cooking. It is a single
large room with basic wooden tables covered in bright red and white
tablecloths. There’s a small TV on a high perch showing the head of
a newscaster, his reading silenced by all the clatter, plates and
voices vying with each other for dominance.

‘Ah Guido,’
shouts a tall, greyblond busty woman through the steam of plates as
they enter the café. She puts the plates, quite heaped with
vegetables and potatoes and chicken legs, on the table of two
salivating students, smiling indulgently at them before turning to
Guido. ‘Is Philippe not coming?’ she says, wiping her hands in a
beige apron.

‘I don’t know.
He wasn’t at lectures.’

‘Sit down
here,’ she says, clearing a table which had just been vacated near
a window.

‘Sorry,’ says
Guido, ‘this is...’

‘Anna.’

‘Ah, the word
made flesh,’ says Loti, and she winks, showing up her crow’s
feet.

‘She’s
strange,’ Anna says, as Loti departs with their order.

He notices her looking around
at the walls festooned with pictures of past revolutionaries.
‘Loti’s heroes,’ he says.

‘So you’re
Guido.’

‘Guido van
Thool.’

She concentrates on him now for
the first time full face as he places his book on the side of the
table and removes his spectacles, holding them nervously, she
notices, with both hands on each arm, pondering perhaps where to
place them, and she sees the slight eye strain, the little dint on
the bridge of the nose and – approvingly – the high cheek bones set
in an ascetically handsome face.

‘Anna
Zweig.’

He feels the warmth still in
her palm from her mitten which she removes as they shake hands.

‘The book,’
she says looking down, breaking the awkwardness of the momentary
silence.

‘I often study
here.’

‘With all that
clatter?’

‘I like the
clatter.’

‘What’s the
book anyway?’

‘Nietzsche.’

‘You study
philosophy?’

‘Yes.’

‘I missed out
on all of that student stuff,’ she says. ‘You must have great fun
as a student, with all the demonstrations and things to keep you
amused. Tell me about this Nietzsche guy. What has he got to say
about the world? Let me see.’

She takes up the book, a shiny
black paperback, with a picture of a solemn looking man with
deep-set staring eyes and a huge bushy moustache obliterating his
mouth. ‘The corners of the pages,’ she says, flicking through the
book, ‘they’re..You...?’

‘Afraid
so.’

‘...You eat
paper?’

‘Not eat,
chew.’

She laughs. ‘Why on
earth...?’

‘I don’t know
why,’ he says dismissively, ‘but you asked me what Nietzsche is
saying about the world.’

‘So I did,’
she says still smiling.

‘Well, you
know the obvious of course...’(he waits momentarily but she does
not answer)... ‘that God is dead, that there is only this world and
no world beyond it? That’s why…’

‘Yes?’ she
says.

The spectacles he has been
holding all along – an aid for gesticulation, she thinks – he folds
and places in an inside pocket of his navy parka.

‘…that is why
we should attempt to perfect this world if it is all we
have.’

She looks at him quizzically.
‘Are you for real, Guido van Thool?’

Loti arrives with the beverages
and two cream buns on a plate. ‘On the house,’ she says, ‘for our
new recruit.’

‘What does she
mean by recruit?’ whispers Anna, as Loti moves to take an order
from another table.

‘That’s just
Loti,’ says Guido. ‘She tries... how shall I put it? to proselytise
every newcomer to the café.’

‘Proselytise?’

‘Sorry,’ he
says, unable to avert his gaze from the wonderful breathing shapes
in her white tanktop. ‘You see, you’re in her lair. She wants to
win you over, turn you into a revolutionary.’

Anna smiles, lifting the cake
to her mouth, ‘And her method is cream buns.’

He laughs. ‘She means
well.’

‘And you, do
you try to proselytise too?’

‘No, but I
understand the problem.’

‘The
problem?’

‘Yes,’ says
Guido, ‘it’s one of language essentially.’

‘Oh
really.’

‘Yes. Man
imposes meanings on the world to suit his own taste for
survival.’

‘What is that
supposed to mean?’ she says, scooping the cream into her mouth with
her finger.

‘It means
we’re free agents. The world is not a universal certainty. We
impose our own interpretations on the world, not through honest
enquiry, but for ulterior motive, for gain, and then we pretend
these interpretations are universal and...’

‘Hold on,’ she
shouts.

‘Sorry, what I
mean is...’

‘What you mean
is we all try to convince others that our lies are the
truth.’

‘Exactly,’
says Guido admiringly. ‘That’s exactly it.’

‘And why
didn’t you say that in the first place?’ she says
mockingly.

Her hand has moved towards his.
Is it accidental? Long fingers, like a piano player’s; nails:
perfect half moons, colourless varnish, not garish like some girls’
nails, he thinks. He moves his finished plate to the middle of the
table, an excuse for his fingers to inch forward; little trembling
touch of tips; the sensitive top of the hand; butterfly graze. She
looks down, smiles, does not move her hand away. What can he say to
her? He wants to ask her where she lives, what paradisal planet she
comes from. Instead he says, ‘Our lecturer says there are these
forces all the time, these pressures from society, from the
masters.’

‘The
masters?’

‘Those who
control us. Don’t you ever feel those pressures?’

‘I never
thought about it,’ she says.

‘I mean those
who force us to chop up the world, to dissect it for capitalist
ends...’

‘You’re not a
communist?’

‘No no, it’s
just... that’s why the world has lost its equilibrium. It’s all
broken up.’

She looks seriously straight
into his eyes. ‘That’s what you think then, that the world is
broken up?’

‘Just look at
the news any night,’ he says, casting his eyes in the direction of
the TV. ‘What do you see? A series of...’ He stops. Why is he
talking like this to her? His words were meant to impress her not
to give her that serious look (that is his preserve), not to dim
the dimple of her smile like a gloomy cloud pressing down on
her.

A minute dollop of cream
resting on her chin, he would love to lick, an excuse (an
opportunity?) to bring his lips close to hers. Should he point out
its presence? It might embarrass, especially someone you have only
met. Such thoughts, however, are suddenly nullified by the
spontaneous action of her tongue shooting out, sliding down her
chin to scoop up, in one lightning movement (like that of a lizard,
he thinks), the dollop of cream.

‘A series
of?’

‘Disasters.’

Dabbing her lips with her
serviette, which is red and white matching the tablecloth, she
says, ‘You are a very solemn fellow, Guido van Thool.’

‘Nietzsche
says jokes are epitaphs on the deaths of feelings.’ Why did he say
that? he wonders. It just came out of his head like her tongue out
of her mouth. But not really. Her action was spontaneous, his
conditioned. A pedantic showing off.

‘He does, does
he?’

‘Yes,’ says
Guido (too late now to retract).

‘It’s time you
stopped reading Nietzsche, then.’

He smiles. ‘Sorry. I’m boring
you.’

‘No, it’s all
right. We all are what we are, aren’t we? Besides I agree with all
you say.’

‘You
do?’

‘Yes. That’s
why I dance.’ She throws her head back, loosening her hair. ‘I
dance away all those thoughts that are in my head.’

‘You’re a
ballerina?’

‘In the
National Ballet.’

‘That’s
wonderful,’ he says.

‘It’s bloody
hard work.’

She laughs, finishing her
juice, her little finger extending, Guido notices, each time she
sips. ‘I never had time for things like that.’

‘Like
what?’

‘Speculation.
It’s just dedication to the one thing for me.’

She pauses, looks around the
café. The windows are steamed up; she can’t see out on to the
street, and there’s a constant traffic of people in and out the
door. Loti is in the far corner in polemic with several
students.

‘It’s
lunchtime,’ says Guido, ‘that’s why it’s so busy.’

She reaches down to her feet.
‘You don’t mind if I take off my shoe?’

‘Shed all you
like,’ says Guido. ‘Sorry I didn’t mean...’ What is he saying? He
can’t talk to women; he doesn’t have the knack.

She smiles, taking no offence.
‘Sometimes my toes ache,’ she says.

‘How long
would you spend on your toes?’ (Again the ambiguity. Why can’t he
ask a simple straightforward question?) ‘I mean at any given
time?’

‘Oh hours,’
she says, ‘in rehearsals. They get blistered and cramped. I take
cider vinegar.’

‘Really?’

‘My dentist
says it’ll rot my teeth, but it keeps the inflammation out of my
feet’

‘It sounds
heroic.’

‘It’s just...’
She grunts as she releases the shoe...‘if anything ever went wrong
you know, I have put all my shells in the one basket.’

Guido smiles. ‘You mean
eggs.’

‘No, I mean
shells,’ she says almost irately. She tut tuts. ‘But look what
you’ve done to me.’

‘What have I
done?’ says Guido.

‘You’ve made
me all serious like yourself. I will have to lighten up those
eyes,’ she says smiling again, examining his face. ‘Cobalt
blue.’

‘What?’

‘The colour of
your eyes.’

She looks at her watch. ‘Got to
go.’

‘So
soon?’

‘Afraid so.
Thanks for the juice and the bun, which I shouldn’t have eaten by
the way. If I regurgitate on stage I’ll blame you.’

‘Sorry
I...’

She reaffixes her shoe and
takes up her pumps. ‘Don’t look so sad Guido van Thool. It may
never happen, all that gloom you forecast.’ She rises from the
chair. ‘Here,’ she says giving Guido a ticket, ‘come to the
ballet.’


Chapter Two

 


Judge Jeremiah Delahyde stands
in the bay window of the study of his house on Harmony Hill in the
opulent tree-softened suburbs of Potence. He is holding a glass of
brandy and smoking from a pipe which has a silver cap and a long
slender brown and white stem. The smoke rises from little slits in
the silver cap as the judge, in his double breasted grey suit and
white shirt and wine silk tie, looks out on his spacious back
garden. Through the arched opening in the laurel hedge he sees his
granddaughter, Esmé in her pinafore and little red wellingtons
kneeling to tend the vegetable plot. She is tying her string beans
to bamboo canes, plants which she proudly grew herself from seeds.
Little Esmé, the nurturer, lovingly watching over her string beans,
talking to them. Her little voice, he cannot hear, but he can see
her lips moving at a rapid rate admonishing, cajoling, forcing the
peas to pod and burst out into the world, all thanks to the
gentleness of a little girl, a little innocent. When will she learn
her place in the world? the judge wonders. At what age will she
learn the curse of her sex? He hears Irina’s voice from the kitchen
calling Esmé in. ‘Ah Grandma, just another little moment, please,
Grandma.’ But Irina is firm. ‘It is growing dark, Esmé and there is
a chill in the air.’ Firm and loving, always her way with her
granddaughter, more protective perhaps than Esmé’s own mother would
have been, and the little girl reluctantly but obediently goes
indoors.

The judge rests his pipe in a
glass ashtray on his leather-topped mahogany desk, takes a phial
from his breast pocket and inserts a tincture in the right nostril
of his crooked nose. His crooked nose: an aberration, out of joint,
broken in a rugby game, he proudly boasts, a long time ago,
accounting for his sinus trouble now. He returns the phial to his
breast pocket and lifts his pipe, drawing hard to keep it lighting.
He loosens the knot of his tie and pours himself another generous
measure of brandy from a lead crystal decanter (Potence’s finest),
resting on the mirrored ledge of his drinks table which throws out
prisms of light from the flames of the fire. He sips contentedly,
feeling the heat on his back as the flames in the white marble
fireplace leap and crackle from the freshly hewn logs, and cast
tall shadows on his sitting room wall. The garden, in contrast,
looks wistful. A dew has fallen on his manicured lawn (despite
Esmé’s efforts, he employs a gardener for the more laborious work),
and tall trees with wide leaves hide high boundary walls, out of
sight of neighbour and out of sound of traffic. A haven, what a
home ought to be for someone of such stature.

Esmé Delahyde has lived with
her grandparents ever since the tragic deaths of her own parents
when she was a baby, a tragedy that is never allowed to be
mentioned in the Delahyde household.

In the first year of their
marriage, Jeremiah and Irina Delahyde had a son, Benito (named
after Mussolini whom Jeremiah admired). When Benito grew up – to
the disappointment of his father – he showed none of the ‘strong’
characteristics of his namesake, and was rather puny and withdrawn.
He was close to his mother and rebelled against his father because
of his maltreatment of her. After that there was no option for
Benito but to leave home, something he did one stormy night before
he was out of his teens. He married young – out of desperation
perhaps – ‘someone from low life’ according to the judge. The
couple had a baby girl called Esmé, but by then Benito was already
an alcoholic, and the relationship was under strain. Irina, in an
attempt to save her son’s marriage, gave the couple money to take a
holiday, a sort of belated honeymoon which they never had, saying
she would look after Esmé while they were away.

The plane in which the couple
travelled was struck by lightning while flying over the Italian
Alps en route to Venice (on Irina’s recommendation – she had
pondered it so many times), where she had spent her own honeymoon.
It was to be a place, a consolation for an event. ‘Go there,’ she
told them, ‘it’s so beautiful.’ The plane crashed. There were no
survivors.

Irina cannot
forgive herself for what happened. It is all her fault that Esmé is
now an orphan. As
for Jeremiah, he feels no qualms about flying his own private
plane. It’s to spite her, Irina feels, for what she had done. He
shows her no sympathy as she still sobs nightly in her bed despite
the lapse of time. ‘That son was a wastrel, an ingrate,’ he says
repeatedly, ‘and what he suffered was simply Fate taking revenge,
as it does on all weakwilled creatures’.

So Esmé remained permanently
where originally she had been lodged temporarily, but Jeremiah
Delahyde did not object to this arrangement. In fact he liked Esmé,
the first and perhaps only female he ever professed to like, if one
could call it liking. What he meant was he didn’t feel under threat
with her. He had an easy relationship with her. He indulged her
innocent, childlike questioning which, unlike that of the legal
world, posed no prior conditions. He could relax with her. She was
so demonstrably affectionate; her warm hugs to her granddad before
the little creature went to bed lightened all the darkness of his
world. It made him feel paternal or perhaps avuncular if a
grandfather can feel such a thing. The female is not uniform, he
thinks, marvelling at himself for such a late life realisation.

This evening the judge is
playing war. He has armies in khaki colours with banners advancing
at one end of his desk and other armies in grey and long helmets
standing their ground at the other. He has hundreds of model
soldiers, infantrymen mainly, and with his long bony fingers he
positions the little lead figures strategically, like a small boy
playing: the soldiers in khaki with their flame throwers ready to
attack the grey tanks of the enemy or other figures with rifles or
machine guns marching towards other infantrymen. The delineation of
the features of the soldiers of the two armies is very lifelike
with their trouser legs stuffed in to their boots, creased and
protruding, and the helmets of the khaki-uniformed soldiers with
their straps carelessly hanging loose.

Esmé saunters into the room
dressed in a gauze tutu with a large pink bow at her back. She has
rather dull grey eyes, small like her grandfather’s, is
chubbycheeked and freckled; an indulged child since the death of
her parents, she has the habit of staring with her mouth open in a
permanent letter O (despite Irina’s warning that she could be left
permanently like that).

‘Ah Esmé,’ he
says, ‘come here and sit on my knee. Were you at your ballet
lesson?’

‘Yes,
Granddad,’ squeaks Esmé, hopping up on to her grandfather’s left
knee, extricated for the purpose from under his desk

‘And how did
you get on?’ he says, enveloping her in his huge arm.

‘Some of the
steps are hard.’

‘Keep at it,
my little ballerina.’

She surveys the table. ‘You
like playing with soldiers, Granddad?’

‘Playing with
soldiers, you say.’ He laughs. ‘Yes I suppose I do. You see I can
make whichever side I wish win. That’s the fun of it, the power it
gives one. Sometimes I let one side win, sometimes the other,
that’s the way life is, a pendulum you know, it can swing either
way. I love it when one side is nearly losing and, against all the
odds, it comes back and wins the day. But there are two armies I
never let win Esmé, and they are the armies of democracy and the
armies of communism.’

‘What armies
are fighting now, Granddad?’

‘This army
here,’ says the judge pointing to the right, ‘in the grey uniforms
and the long helmets, this is the army of the Great Nobility; they
represent all that is noble in the world, and this army here in
khaki (pointing to his left), this is the army of the Upstarts. The
army of the Great Nobility will win this battle, Esmé. You see.
Watch for the hand grenades.’

Esmé observes several of the
grey soldiers holding hand grenades in the throwing position with
their security pins removed and caught between their teeth, and she
marvels at the precision of their making. The judge raises these
figures off the table with his left hand to make it look as if they
are hurling the grenades and, simultaneously, with a sweep of his
right hand, he topples several dozen of the army of the
Upstarts.

‘Bravo,
Granddad’, exclaims Esmé, laughing and clapping.

When the battle is over, the
judge sits back on his chair and lights his pipe.

‘You were
going through the years,’ says the granddaughter.

‘The
years?’

‘The last day.
Since you were born.’

‘The beginning
of the war?’

‘Yes, the
beginning.’

‘Were you in
the war Granddad?’

‘Of course
not. I was too young, but I was able to read about it and listen to
the accounts.’

‘How did the
war start?’

‘How do all
wars start? Someone takes something from somebody else. But it
really doesn’t matter how wars start, it’s what they do that
counts.’

‘What do they
do?’

‘Soldiers dig
trenches and stand in them.’

‘Even when it
rains?’

‘Even when it
rains. And they point their rifles and fire shots at other soldiers
who are from a different territory, and who also are standing in
muddy trenches. And after months of standing in these trenches some
of these men get frost bite or gangrene, and their toes or even
their legs have to be cut off.’

‘Ugh,’ says
Esmé, wincing.

‘Yes. So many
people for years afterwards go around on crutches.’

‘I would hate
to lose my legs,’ says Esmé. I wouldn’t be able to run or
dance.’

She jumps off his knee,
twirls.

‘No need to
worry, Esmé. It’s only in the war things like that happen. But I am
not getting to the point I want to make. You can learn all the
details from your history book in school. You will learn of the
similarity of all wars, how they all follow similar patterns. But I
want to skip over this and get to the purpose of it all.’ The judge
draws deeply on his pipe. ‘You see it’s not always the best people
who win wars, Esmé. Aristocracy. You know what that
means?’

‘No,
Granddad’.

‘It means rule
by the best. And that is the way it should be. But after this war
there were democracies. You know what they are?’

‘Government of
the people by the people for the people. We learned that in
school’.

Very good. But do you know what
that means? It means government by any Tom Dick or Harry. It means
being ruled by some plebeian picked off the streets. And such
governments encourage scavengers.’

‘What are
scavengers, Granddad?’ She was curious to know what plebeians were
too but knew from past experience that Granddad got irritated with
multiple questions.

‘Lazy people
who will not work, who expect the state to maintain them. Our
taxes, the taxes of hardworking people are used to maintain
scum.’

‘What’s scum,
Granddad?’

‘The vile of
the earth.’

‘Bad things?
‘

‘Yes, bad
things. The last war Esmé, the ones who lost, they were fighting to
show that there were superior people and inferior people. But the
superior people lost, you see.’

‘But how were
they superior if they lost, Granddad?’

‘Because….’
The judge thinks for a moment, apparently stumped by the question.
‘They were superior in intellect Esmé. It’s just that the others
had more weapons, more guns, you understand?’

‘But if they
were superior, why did they not have more guns?’

The judge sighs. This has
happened before, the different turns his stories take, the opposite
to what he wants himself. He is irritated. He looks at his watch.
‘Oh my goodness, I didn’t realise it was so late. You better run
along to bed now, Esmé. We can continue this another day.’

‘Good night,
Granddad,’ says Esmé acceptingly, and she kisses her grandfather on
his leathery cheek.

He waits a few moments for Esmé
to settle, and then taps the dottle from his pipe into the glass
ashtray and extinguishes the green-shaded desk lamp. He enters the
hall – so quiet, ghostly – and before ascending the stairs to his
bedroom, checks the barometer arrow on the wall: pointing to
change.


Chapter Three

 


He sees an advertising poster
of her on a wall near the commercial quarter – a man on a ladder
with a long brush and bucket, as if he’s painting a mural, to adorn
Potence streets. How rare to find, thinks Guido, through all the
posters from technology, the latest models of mobile phones, the
latest models in clothes, the latest laptop, the best interest
rates from the Imperial bank (of course, where else?) sales offers,
cuts, an old Patrician party election poster never taken down, it’s
flap blowing, and there in the midst of all is a dancer in
shimmering white (how do they get the effect?) in mid-air with
straddled legs leaping into his world, and the name written below:
Anna Zweig.

He feels himself being pushed.
He is forced to move on. The busy street, not a place for standing
still.

 


The darkening evening finds him
walking down the nameless lane at the side of the theatre. Standing
on tiptoe he looks in the small open window. He sees the black
rubber floor and the mirrored walls and the shining chrome of the
wall barre and he watches the dancers limbering up, stretching,
marvelling at how they are able to contort their bodies into almost
metamorphic forms. And he can hear the rasping voice of the
short-statured instructor shouting, ‘Clear line. I want to see
clear lines,’ and after a series of strenuous, stretching exercises
at the barre, Anna, hair tied back in a bun, comes close to the
window in a black leotard, displaying more of those long and
wonderfully proportioned legs. She looks out, but of course she
cannot see Guido through the light that is shining inside. She
takes a towel from a hook and wipes the glistening sweat from her
brow (even mere sweat looks diamond-like and magical on her), and
the instructor comes towards her. ‘Back in line,’ she commands,
‘you don’t have a long life. None of you have a long life. Dance,’
she exhorts, ‘dance,’ and her voice rises, and the ballerinas
convene in a circle. ‘Live for the moment. Don’t carry your cares
on your shoulders. Let the world take care of itself.’

The words you don’t have a long
life send a shudder down Guido’s spine, but then he realises she
meant dancing life, not mortal life. Obviously career is what she
meant, he clarifies, putting his mind at rest, the short career of
a ballerina.

 


The following night finds him
sitting restlessly and somewhat selfconsciously in the theatre
before the ballet commences – the ticket Anna had given him was for
one of the better seats in the stalls, three rows from the front.
Guido muses briefly before banishing the words of his anarchist
friend, Philippe when he told him where he was going: ‘If you must
go there, bring a bomb with you.’ He tries to blot out his
surroundings, the diamond horseshoe circle, the sumptuous
chandeliers, the high stuccoed ceiling, the posh pseudo talk around
him, the technical terms bandied about in high-pitched
polysyllables. As the huge velvet curtain rises with its gold
braid, he strains to concentrate on the unfolding of the ballet on
the stage, and not to hear the cellophane opening on the huge box
of chocolate sweets that a lady with a blue rinse in her hair is
about to scoff in the row in front of him, or notice the fat
bellies on the overfed husbands or rich sugar daddies louring
voyeuristically through their little binoculars at the ballerinas
as they come on stage. An elderly fellow sitting in front of Guido
comments on the ‘shapely little arse’ of one of the swans (his
Anna?) to a smaller balding gentleman sitting beside him. It is the
guffaw, in a semi muffled way, that makes Guido want to knock the
binoculars from the voyeur’s hands and smash them on the floor.
(Philippe had a point).

He makes a supreme effort to
avert his attention from the expensive jewels dripping from
wrinkled necks, the smell of brandy and cigar smoke drifting from
the vestibule, and concentrate totally on the stage. The swans –
heavenly creatures – have descended on the mirror lake. In the dim
light he consults his programme, daunted, yet (for her sake)
determined to study all the movements. He resists the temptation to
tear a corner of a page and put it into his mouth. He tries to
silently pronounce the terms, the (for him) new words: the
arabesque, the ecarte, the glissade, the sur les pointes and there
the poster pose, the pas ciseaux. He looks up and Anna, unfurling,
flies to the foreground, flutters effortlessly and, weightless like
a feather, with all the gracefulness of the swan endowed in her
now, lands on her own reflection in the ‘lake’.

And he finds a strange feeling
wafting over him, or rather strange feelings, for they are varying.
It’s the music playing on his heart strings despite himself. Never
before did he feel such waves of emotion floating over him. The
music – the live orchestra in the pit – the artistry, the guile of
the composer teasing, drawing out, infuriating, thwarting, tossing
him like a ship in a wild sea, and then lulling, calming, but all
the time duping. The expectation of something, the whispering,
almost muted lilt, the crash of cymbals confounding the senses, the
dance of the signets and then the haunting sound giving way to the
extended waltz – lava flowing over the human heart. Swans gliding
across water in moonlight. Save us from the hunters. Crushing
drumroll, resurrecting strings. The swell (the swell of her breasts
in Loti’s). All rise and fall and rise again. The heart played on,
operated on. The effect, the wanting, desirous for more at curtain
fall, the applause lifting the emotions, carrying away something,
an opening out, profound elation.

In one of the high boxes Guido
hears an elderly woman shouting, ‘Bravo,’ ignoring the hush hushes
of the audience. Anna surely hears the shout but she does not look
up. She concentrates (professionally, Guido approves), on her role.
The woman is sitting in a wheelchair, her arms her only
gesticulators. The music takes on a lively air and the woman is now
slapping the wheel of her chair and rocking backwards and forwards.
Guido sees the joie de vivre lighting up her wizened face, and the
music changes to a slower tempo, and her arms are now moving over
her head, slowly simulating the movements of the swans. She is
stuck there in the chair, thinks Guido, but by the look on her
face, if there was any power from heaven that could move her, she
would be up and dancing. When the music stops at the interval,
Guido notices how she looks cross and fidgety.

 


He waits for Anna afterwards,
standing outside the theatre under a little flurry of snow (to calm
the ardour as it were), humbled by the applause she received and
the huge bouquets of flowers, and the standing ovation of all those
people who adored her, besides him. How can he compete with them?
Then he hears her voice: ‘Guido,’ she shouts, running towards him
with a wide smile shining out from under her white woollen beret
(matching her coat). ‘Did you like me?’ The doe-eyes looking for
praise, not, ‘Did you like the show?’ The little innocuous vanity
endearing her all the more to him. And such familiarity, such
trusting at this early stage. ‘Was I good? The leap of faith, did
you see it?’

‘I saw
it.’

‘Well?’

‘You were
good.’

‘Just
good?’

‘Very
good.’

She scrunches up her shoulders,
gloating. Suddenly, pushing up a wisp of his hair like the cord of
a curtain, she plants a kiss on his forehead. She smiles up at him,
blinking the snowflakes away to gauge his reaction. My newfound
boy, is that what she’s thinking? She likes me. Is she always so
outward, so demonstrative with the opposite sex? Is it a sign of
real affection so soon, so wonderfully soon? She links him and they
walk past the tall illuminated glass buildings. They laugh as both
notice their reflections, like a second couple walking along beside
them. The snow has stopped as they cross the river on the new
suspension bridge and walk towards the old quarter, and he steps
out with a confident step, smiling out at the world through the
lens of his glasses, in contrast to his customary downward slouch
of abstract bumping into things, into people, into Anna. ‘Two
professors were to meet...’ He’s telling her an anecdote from Dr
Atkinson, his lecturer. ‘One had his head in the clouds, the other
had his gaze on the street, and they walked past each other.’

They reach the old quarter, the
lower buildings, less traffic in the narrower streets, the cobbled
stones wet and sleeky. ‘I tried to concentrate totally on the
dance,’ Guido is saying, ‘to banish all distractions.’ He is
speaking excitedly, warming to her touch as she keeps pressing his
arm reassuringly, indulging him, if he must speak let him
speak.

‘You allowed
distractions to take your mind off me,’ she says with feigned
hurt.

‘Oh no, I
mean...’

‘What sort of
distractions?’

‘Oh you know
things that are around one and things that come into one’s head.
Philippe...’

‘Philippe?’

‘Yes my friend
at university. He’s an anarchist you see.’

‘An
anarchist.’

‘Yes. He would
consider all this as bourgeois sentimentality.’

‘All what,
Guido?’

‘All the
ballet stuff.’

She shrugs her shoulders. ‘And
you, what do you think? Or are you always influenced by your
friend?’

‘Oh no,’ says
Guido.

‘You’re using
him,’ she says.

‘Using
him?’

‘Yes. Because
you’re not confident.’

‘No.’

She smiles. ‘You’re shy.’

‘Maybe I
am.’

‘It’s all
right. I like that in a boy, better than some of the cocky ones in
the ballet.’

Why does she have to call me a
boy, he wonders, slightly affronted.

She tugs at his arm, ‘It’s
cold. Come on, keep moving. You can’t keep stopping every time you
want to make a point. You’ve got to understand I’m on a bit of a
high. It’s the buzz. It takes a while to...’

‘You were
wonderful. But then...’

‘But then
what?’

‘You’d be used
to such praise from all your admirers.’

‘Let it all
come,’ she says, patting his linked arm. She shivers, snuggles into
him, a pearl of moisture on her cheek. ‘You know what I think?’ she
says.

‘What do you
think?’

‘You’re not
human at all, Guido van Thool.’

‘No?’

‘No.’

‘What am I
then?’

‘An angel. A
very shy and serious angel sent to watch over me.’

‘Some angel,’
says Guido.

‘Stay still,’
she says, resting a hand on his shoulder for balance, and reaching
down (his eyes following the long line of her jeaned legs) to her
plimsoll.

‘Are your feet
hurting?’

‘No, no,’ she
says removing the plimsoll and shaking it. ‘It’s just a
stone.’

They walk in silence for a
while, dodging in and out of people passing: students and workers
with scarves and gloves scrunched up against the cold.

He says, ‘Besides, Philippe’s
out of date.’

‘Oh
yeah?’

‘Yes. He’s
passé.’

She stops at the steps of the
subway station. ‘I can get home from here,’ she says.

‘What? Oh I
didn’t realise...’ Is she annoyed with him or maybe bored? Is that
why she wants to leave him so abruptly?

‘Remember,’
she says, by way of valediction ‘when you’re watching ballet to
suspend all those thoughts of yours.’

‘How? I mean
we’re thinking beings...’

She silences him by crossing
her finger on his lips. ‘Feel it. Go with your senses.’

‘You think
so?’

‘There you go
again. No think. Just go with it. Next time.’

‘Next time.
Okay, I’ll try.’

And he watches her, the glow of
her coat disappearing down the gloomy steps.


Chapter Four

 


He goes to other ballets. The
effect she has on him. He thinks of the fan mail she must receive,
the autographs she must be forever signing, and he wants to be her
number one fan. He would be satisfied with that. Even that. When he
is studying in the library in the university or in the lecture
theatre now he finds himself writing, not his notes, but his half
dreamy thoughts about Anna, in the chewed margins of his notebook,
in the corner of his textbooks, on bus tickets, dreamily looking
out the windows at the traffic of the city, failing to hear the
snarl of it, coining words, trying to sculpt her in words on the
lunch receipt in the college refectory or in Loti’s, everywhere
there is a piece of paper, he finds himself writing, his pen
moving, involuntarily almost, and everything that comes out is
about her. If he could only capture these burgeoning feelings in a
poem worthy to present to her, but she is the poem. The very
essence of her. Guido man, listen to yourself, he admonishes. If
anybody heard you going on like that, what would they say? Philippe
noticed a change the other day when he found him sitting alone in
the lecture hall. Guido hadn’t even realised the lecture was over.
He had told him briefly about Anna. ‘Is that demiurge taking over
your senses?’ was all he said.

Demiurge. The insult. He didn’t
know her. All women are demiurges according to Philippe, it would
seem. But as regards her taking over his senses. Maybe she is. He
finds himself writing on the inside cover of his Nietzsche: She
shows the perfectibility of soul and body. She proves Nietzsche
wrong. She shows that there is a god in the world. And if there is
a god, she is a goddess whom one sees at her most beautiful in the
human form – a temporary borrowing to satisfy us mortals, to give
us a glimpse of what a deity can look like when it honours us with
its incarnation

He goes to see her as Aurora,
the principal dancer in Sleeping Beauty – and again when she dances
as Juliet in Serge Lifar’s Romeo and Juliet, and it is then he is
truly smitten. There in the theatre, sitting transfixed in his
upholstered seat, he is her Romeo. He, by the power of his passion,
usurps the role of the dry fellow gyrating in front of her, and he
feels a momentary jealousy in her wanton abandonment of head and
arms, the infuriating near-yielding to that lucky fellow, and the
sigh of relief in the drawing away on the stage, and seeing her
dying and sealing death in a kiss, sealing our lives (not that dry
fellow’s) and our deaths, he thinks, together, like that of an
Indian couple on a funeral pyre.


Chapter Five

 


Two and a half hours after his
chat with his granddaughter, Judge Delahyde is in his bedroom
removing his jacket and trousers. Careful not to crease them, he
hangs them on a wooden hanger. He unties the knot of his silk tie
and ravels it around his hands stretching it taut. He holds this
position for a moment, looking in the vanity mirror and gritting
his teeth, and then relaxes his hands and face muscles and places
the tie on the tie rack on the back of the wardrobe door. There are
lots of ties on the rack, of varying material and colours and
widths. He removes his shirt and places it in a ball on the floor
for his wife Irina to pick up later for the wash – that’s how he
perceives his wife, as a factotum; he married beneath him; didn’t
think at the time of course, but he won’t start ruminating on that
now. ‘Goodnight, Granddad.’ His granddaughter’s words echo in his
brain as he stands looking in the mirror in his vest, the scraggly
hairs of his underarms protruding. The innocence of children.
Goodnight and so to bed. But the judge is not going to bed. Instead
he is changing into a black polo neck sweater and blue denim jeans,
proud of his still narrow waist, maintained by his regular workouts
at a prestigious city gym. He dons a black leather jacket and pulls
the collar up. He splays his freckled hands in front of the vanity
mirror, holding them aloft for a moment, the hair above the
furrowed knuckles caught under the vanity light like some spidery
creatures. He takes up a nail file from the table and removes a
spec of dirt from under his left thumbnail, and then immerses the
long fingers into black leather gloves. He looks over at the
stressworn face (even in sleep) of his wife in the bed. She groans
gently and turns as he, silent as a thief, exits.

Jeremiah Delahyde is the owner
of four motor cars and, as already mentioned, one light aeroplane.
A blue BMW is one of his day cars, the one most people see him in
commuting to and from the courthouse. It is parked in his cavernous
double-door garage beside his night car, his black Merc with the
darkened windows. They are the main cars he uses now, the other two
cars, a silver Rolls Royce and a Citroen, are used less because he
feels the Citroen, a small car, is passé now – it belonged to what
he deemed his impecunious solicitor era – and the Rolls, well the
Rolls has become a little too conspicuous for day time envies
(although he brings it out on those special occasions when he wants
to impress), but more importantly it has become too conspicuous for
the night activities, which he engages in now with increasing
frequency. That is not to say that he is not fond of luxury: just
look at the cocktail cabinet and reclining leather seats in his
Merc. The more luxurious the better, he feels, but that is not the
main mover for Jeremiah; what he likes most of all – as he does in
his job, in his position in his household, in his outside contacts
– is power, and so it is with cars; it’s the horse power that
drives the beast, his aphrodisiac, his turnon, as his friend and
government minister, Bartholomew Smythe would say. But a little
nifty sports car would not have sufficed, although it was something
which Barth had suggested for leisure (not necessarily pleasure)
purposes. Jeremiah did not buy the sports car, because he said he
was realistic, that such a purchase would only make a laughing
stock of him at his age: a sexagenarian, and we couldn’t have that
with the ladies now, could we? It would make him look like an old
man wearing teenage clothes. (He obviously saw nothing incongruous
in the trendiness of his own night attire). No, he said it to
Barth, he needed a pleasure car that could be three things:
luxurious, classy and fast, just like his private plane – a Cessna
150 – parked in the small airport on the outskirts of the city, for
use when the mood took him to challenge the fortunes of the
skies.

Jeremiah loved money for what
it could buy. In this he differed from Bartholomew who loved money
for its own sake, for the joy of seeing it accruing. Jeremiah saved
money in his youth; he went through that phase (as he advised his
granddaughter to do also). But Jeremiah had a specific purpose for
saving in his youth (although his sexual saving was hardly
deliberate), and that was so that he could afford to be extravagant
now in later life – something he omitted to add in his monetary
advice to Esmé. Still his was the best age to be at: his age, all
the work done, capital made. His is an age not to sit back but to
go forward, to challenge the world without fear, without those
stupid adolescent fears that, even at this stage of his life, still
surface from time to time to haunt him. These fears are of a
threefold nature (he is fond of triads), stemming from lack of
success on the sporting field in school (the so-called rugby nose
we’ll talk about later), lack of success with the opposite sex when
growing up, resulting in low self esteem. Low self esteem had to be
compensated for, and that’s what his life was about ever since –
making up for the lost times.
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