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Enter the SF Gateway …


In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:




‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


Welcome to the SF Gateway.







Synthajoy


Edward Cadence was a brilliant man, and a dedicated scientist. He had invented Sensitape, a means of recording the thoughts and emotions of great musicians, religious figures, etc. so that others could experience at first-hand just what it was like to play a magnificent concerto, or to slip peacefully toward an untroubled death with the sure expectation that Heaven lies waiting. And he had added Sexitape, whereby people whose sex lives weren’t completely satisfying could experience everything that the most compatible couple in the world felt together.


For all this he was given the Nobel Prize, became enormously wealthy and famous. But finally he set to work on the ultimate application of his experiments: Synthajoy.


And when the enormity of this dehumanising process became clear, he was murdered.


The Steel Crocodile


In answer to an unanswerable future, science has created Bohn, the omnipotent computer whose flashing circuits and messianic pronouncements dictate what tomorrow will – or will not – be.


But Matthew Oliver is flesh and blood and full of questions – not nearly as certain as the machine he’s appointed to serve.


And the right hand of science seldom knows what the left hand is doing …


Ascendancies


Into a future where a depleted fuel supply had the world spiralling down into grinding poverty and constant war came … Moondrift. Mysterious white flakes of alien matter that was the perfect fuel – clean powerful, dependable.


But the aliens – or whatever they were – who sent Moondrift seemed to demand a heavy ransom in return. After each Moondrift comes an eerie sound, as pure as a children’s choir, heard all over the world. It mesmerises all who hear it with its beauty – and when it is ended, certain people have simply disappeared without warning, never to be seen again.


This is the story of one who disappeared …




INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


David Guy Compton (Born 1930) is a UK author, born of parents who were both in the theatre; he lived for some time in the USA after 1981. Compton’s novels are almost always set in the Near Future, and present a moral dilemma within that arena: the future is very clearly used in his work as a device of perspective, with the result that his tales bring contemporary trends into focus that is both clear and intimate. Most of the interest transparently inherent in these novels lies in their exposure of personal relationships and the behaviour of people under stress; minor characters are observed with humour which frequently arises from class differences. Endings are ambiguous or deliberately inconclusive. Later novels are increasingly varied in the narrative techniques deployed, but do not significantly depart from the humane focus of his early work. Compton’s rare public utterances confirm the impression that he is not interested in the staple concerns of Genre SF.


Compton’s first SF novel was The Quality of Mercy (1965), in which conspirators conceive it will be appropriate to commit genocide, using a biological weapon, to combat Overpopulation. Further novels followed rapidly, including the impressive The Silent Multitude (1967), in which a space-borne fungus has begun to end civilization. In a crumbling cathedral in a small, infested English city, the Dean and two companions begin to face – but very movingly are incapable of grasping – the fact that the world is ending, moment by moment and inch by inch, around them; that the future they cannot grasp has no room for them, or any other mere human. Further titles include Farewell, Earth’s Bliss (1966), which dramatizes the plight of social misfits transported to Mars; Synthajoy (1968) (see below); The Steel Crocodile (1970) (see below); Chronocules (1970), a Time-Travel story whose UK title, Hot Wireless Sets, Aspirin Tablets, the Sandpaper Sides of Used Matchboxes, and Something that Might have been Castor Oil, may not have been a selling point, though the author must clearly be admired for suggesting it; and The Missionaries (1972), which describes the efforts of some evangelizing aliens with a good deal of social comedy.


Compton’s strengths as a writer are also displayed in the much admired Katherine Mortenhoe series comprising The Continuous Katherine Mortenhoe (1974) and Windows (1979). A woman in her forties is given four weeks to live. A reporter with eyes replaced by television cameras has the job of watching her decline for the entertainment of a pain-starved public in a world where illness is almost unknown. The reporter sees one of the transmissions and realizes (perhaps a little late in the game) that the camera cannot tell the truth; the recorded film is without mind and therefore without compassion. The second volume depicts the consequences of the reporter’s decision to opt for the oxymoron of literal blindness; neither character in the end is allowed to escape into solitude. The Continuous Katherine Mortenhoe was filmed as La Mort en Direct (1979). Later work includes Ascendancies (1980) (see below); and Ragnarok (1991) with John Gribbin which also shows Compton’s grasp of character depiction; its near-future plot – in which a scientist brings on a Nuclear Winter in an attempt to enforce disarmament – owes much to his collaborator’s grasp of scientific process. But Nomansland (1993), and the Alec Jordan series of Near Future policiers comprising Justice City (1994) and Back of Town Blues (1996), increasingly demonstrate his recapture of the perceptive humanity with which, in earlier books, he so eloquently anatomized the near future. In 2007 he was honoured by SFWA as Author Emeritus, a category of that organization’s array of Grand Master Awards; the presentation went some way to recognizing his stature as a humanist author capable of grappling with the future. His readers, though there are not as many as he deserves, remain intense advocates of his high worth.


Synthajoy (1968), the first tale to be presented here, is a complex novel that gained Compton wider notice, particularly in America. A surgeon and an electronics engineer develop a tape machine to record and minutely play back human brain activity, the individual’s actual and unique emotional experiences. These, taken from people with outstanding professional abilities, are to be marketed so that members of the general public may know what it really ‘feels like’ to be a brilliant orchestral conductor or champion cross-country runner. Such a machine of course offers less benevolent possibilities, and Compton’s story intimately charts the moral destruction of its narrator, the wife of the machine’s inventor. Compton does not precisely describe today’s virtual reality devices, but the analogies are clear.


The Steel Crocodile (1970) may be Compton’s most intricately sustained and successful single tale. It is set in the Near Future, where an unnamed authority has become fearful of the threat of uncontrolled technological advance, and creates a Computer monitor to ward off potential excesses. The lives and careers of those involved in its creation are compellingly recounted, and the punchline is so bedded into the intimate wisdom of the narrative that it comes as a shock, though it perhaps should not: if we allow a preternaturally advanced technology watch over us (Compton asks), who then shall watch the watcher? Forty years ago, that question may have seemed melodramatic. Today it is no longer so.


The last novel here included is more recent. Also more light-hearted. In Ascendancies (1980), manna-like free energy begins to fall from space like glittering dust, but there is no free lunch, and somehow an ominous energy-exchange is put into effect, as humans begin mysteriously to disappear. Further side-effects include unexpected displacements, both physical and in the domestic psyches whose traumas have always inspired his best work. It is a mark of Compton’s calm prescient vision that the three novels presented here read like reports from the front. He was there before us, telling us how the future was going to feel at home; this omnibus gives us a chance to catch up.


For a more detailed version of the above, see D. G. Compton’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/compton_d_g


Some terms above are capitalised when they would not normally be so rendered; this indicates that the terms represent discrete entries in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction.




SYNTHAJOY




DAY 25


Mrs Craig has just asked me yet again to remember that she is a nurse, and to address her as such. I wonder if it is simply small-minded for me to persist in calling her my wardress.


We returned from today’s tape therapy five minutes ago. She evidently imagines that she has to lead me everywhere, as if I were either very old or an idiot. Unless it’s simply that she’s so foolish she obeys the letter of her training even with patients who would be much better helped by the spirit. Now she’s helping me tidy my room. As I watch her I know that I’m right to call her my wardress. No woman who wasn’t a wardress would want to make the folds of a curtain as regular as corrugated iron. She’s doing it now, tugging at the hems one after another … She tears off lavatory paper in just the same way – a neat sharp tweak that separates it straight along the perforated edge. The pieces of paper Mrs Craig offers me, folded in two, are as neat and as sharp as envelopes. We know a lot about each other’s habits, she and I: I am her charge and she is my wardress.


She tidies my room really so well and so quickly that there’s nothing left for me to do at all. It’s the same with all of my life now – either from a lack of imagination or a malicious need to destroy me, she’s taken over my every department. I find myself left without will or energy. Doctor would say this is a result of my personality break-up, that it started months ago, long before I came to this place. But I know different. I know the will and the energy that I had the day before. No, on the very day that. The very day that. I know it’s the result of having Mrs Craig for a wardress. And a wardress for Mrs Craig. That’s not a silly thing to say – Mrs Craigs are essential to most of us, but they don’t have to be so noticeably wardress.


She’s seen now that I’m watching her in the plastic mirror.


‘Do you like your hair hanging all over your face, Mrs Cadence?’


That’s her way of pretending that she wants me to make a decision for myself. I don’t answer.


‘It’s the way Doctor puts on the headset, Mrs Cadence. It upsets all your good work. And it really isn’t necessary, not with these new units. I’ll speak to him about it.’


Her ideas of how to flatter me into doing things are quite childish. I may be in her charge, but that doesn’t make me either paranoid or half-witted.


‘There are things about this place that have to be resisted, Mrs C.’ Don’t call me that. ‘I don’t agree with every aspect of your treatment. I shall speak to Doctor again about having you moved into a ward. This single room is doing you no good. No good at all.’


She goes to the door. What she doesn’t know – though she must really – is that dignity and self-respect can be entirely interior and that I intend to hang on to these whatever may be done to me. To her I must look like just another sulking psychotic.


‘I think you’re wrong, Mrs Craig.’ I don’t know why I’m bothering, why I’m calling her Mrs Craig even. ‘Surely the reason for my being here is so that I may come to terms with myself and what I have done? I doubt if I’d get on with that half as well in the friendly atmosphere of a ward.’


I wish I hadn’t chosen my words so carefully, hadn’t wanted so badly to show her.


‘It’s not that I like being alone in here. It’s just that I believe it’s good for me. And so did the judge.’


I don’t hear her reply. Now that her hand’s on the doorknob I’m soon going to be left alone again. I shake my hair back from my face and look at myself in the mirror. I try to see from my reflection’s eyes what my reflection is thinking. Nothing shows.


‘The tapes should be doing that for you, Mrs Cadence. For the rest of the time you’d find you were helped by a more normal social life.’


‘But haven’t you read reports of the trial?’ Allowing a note of hysteria. Not able to keep it out. ‘All about how I hate Sensitape? Can’t you see how much more valuable my salvation would be if I arrived at it on my own?’


‘Some diseases are hard to cure by an act of the mind alone, Mrs Cadence.’


‘The past isn’t a disease, Mrs Craig. To talk of curing it is ridiculous.’


I can’t read her eyes either. With subtle people one seldom can.


‘The past doesn’t exist, Mrs Cadence. Only our different ideas of it.’


Not a bad exit line. And afterward the door is neither more shut nor less. Which I say to myself by way of reassurance since it seems in fact to be more shut than any other door I’ve ever seen. And in my mind, because of the guilt which is there – what guilt, what particular guilt is this? – the door shuts unfairly, separating off past happiness, leaving on my side of it only past sorrow.


There are other concepts of time, Wardress. Sometimes it is seen as a fixed landscape through which we move, so that the past and the future all exist at once … She does everything knowingly; why has she decided to try to take the past away from me? All the past, that is, before the murder. She’s not likely to be doubting the reality of that. The eyes in the plastic mirror tell me nothing. Indeed, they feed back into my own, canceling thought. I go to the door and, because I am calm and sensible, I open it. The corridor is pleasant, carefully domestic. They got the scale right. Of course they well, of course of course


Oh my poor dear dead darling.


I remember how slow the bus was all the way along from the Tottenham Court Road. The trees hiding all but the highest roofs of the zoo and a distant giraffe, I sat on the top of the bus and watched their pale, tiny leaves, so out of place in the seasonless city. If spring belongs anywhere it is in the crocus shop windows, and in the women’s clothes. A sour thought, from present experience. Back then the leaves were young and delicate, the sky was cloudless, and I was three bus stops away from Tony.


‘Thea. Thea, my dear … My little love –’


I’d jumped from the bus while it was still moving, nearly broken my ankle, run between the amiable people and hung myself up around his neck. Nobody minded how ridiculous it was, me at thirty-one still like a schoolgirl, nobody on the whole pavement. Baker Street was golden. We moved on another plane, and everyone who saw us.


‘We’re going to the park,’ Tony said. ‘I’ve brought you a present.’


It was silly. It was a tin opener and a tin of frankfurter sausages.


The buildings were so clear that afternoon, so tall, so exquisitely detailed. I stopped Tony in front of a blank shop window, trying to see in his reflection the ordinariness other people must see. The reflection was even more marvelous than the reality. He was easier than usual. He took off his hat to it. Then we walked on. A side road gave us a glimpse of a cobbled mews and expensive houses with window boxes. There were daffodils, and some kind of blue flowers, and a cheerful car in front with a spotted perspex roof. The bricks of the house were earth red, the cobbles brown. None of it was real. As we watched a man in a green fake baize apron came out with a watering can and began to water the ground floor window boxes. He disturbed a cat from one and she moved onto the top of the car. Only we saw all this, and it was ours. We went toward the park, humbled.


We held hands.


‘Theary, Theary, I have a Theary and I love my Theary.’


I didn’t ask him what his theory was. It would have involved some comic mathematical formula and would have reminded us of his work. So silk thin was our happiness.


‘In fact,’ he said, ‘my love is entirely Theatrical.’


His name was Tony Stech (not quite English, you see) and he regarded puns as the apostles must have regarded the tongues of flame.


At the crossing there wasn’t a car in sight. The road stretched as clear as a triumphal route right along to Lancaster Gate. We went over the road and into the park. I wish I could remember what we said to each other – there was nothing capable of being talked about. There must have been words, though, helping to build an isolation, communication between us that preserved and enlarged what was ours, our happiness, our suspension. I can remember no effort in finding things to say to Tony. We may even have made plans, but I doubt it. Dogs passed, and people who smiled at us, and once a brewer’s dray with polished horses practicing for the parade. Enormous, they flourished themselves like banners. Their brasses caught at the sunlight, the wheels behind them spun silver, the driver cheerfully self-conscious in his fancy dress waved at us as he went by. We waved back, extended by the contact.


Tony found us a bench by the canal, sat me down and opened the tin of sausages. He fed them to me, shiny little things that tasted of salt and herbs and not much else. But they snapped satisfactorily and between us we ate the whole tin. I can experience their feel even now, and the feel of the bench against my back, and the feel of the sharp unlit air that was different from any other day’s, and the feel of being with Tony and in him and a part of him. The frankfurter sausages of that particular day too – no other food has ever been so deeply involved in the totality of experience. The totality of experience, jargon words, worked to death by Edward in his Sensitape handouts – but everything he said and did had been a Sensitape handout, had been for seven years – but even so I know of no other. We lived inside out, our souls and our senses indissoluble. This is probably what being in love means. This is probably what made it possible for us to be happy.


Houses showed, cream-painted and regular, through the trees, fine rich houses with fine blank windows. In my mind they were unattainable – also undesirable – though through Edward’s money, Sensitape money, I could easily have encompassed any one of them. While I was with Tony neither the past, nor the real present, nor the future existed. Doctor is wrong. If my personality ever disintegrated it was then, more than a year ago. More recent months have in fact seen a coming together.


Tony poured the saline solution that had contained the sausages onto the grass, and threw the tin into a litter basket. He insisted that I keep the tin opener. He said he was giving me the key to his heart, so for the sake of his joke I tried to put it down the front of my dress. In the end it went into my handbag. He had the sense of humor of a much uglier man.


We did usual things. They were there to be done, each one a personal magic. Mostly we walked. Walked. Lovers do walk. There were birds to be fed, and the pointless race up over the bridge and down the other side which Tony won, and my silly shoes to be laughed at, and the page of newspaper that we picked up and read for omens, and buttoned children who thought we were mad because we were not sane, and the final slope of damp bald grass not to be minded as we lay on it and got our breaths back and watched the sky through the tiny leaves (why is it always spring in fairy stories?), and didn’t need to kiss or make love at all.


At four o’clock Tony took me to a café for tea. Time was running out, had been from the moment I got off the bus. The place laid on a special tea for men out with other men’s wives, weak, with dry yellow scones and a dusty slab of cake. The men never noticed and the wives were too polite to. But it was quiet, and respectable, with a spinning wheel in one corner and a respectability that was catching. It helped us back into the necessary constraint. I had to be in Richmond by six, when Edward’s first private patient arrived. The constraint worked so well that I remember Tony asked me when he’d see me again. Memory safe now and not able to hurt, I remember my answer and what followed.


‘At the conference tomorrow morning,’ I said. ‘Had you forgotten?’


‘No, I meant see you.’ Poor Tony, he was embarrassed. ‘See you alone.’


‘What’s the conference going to be about?’ I said, not answering him.


‘Hasn’t Edward told you?’


This was the important conversation. This was the one that could be remembered.


‘A new process, he told me. And he gave me a list of the important people attending.’


‘And he didn’t say what the process was?’


He hadn’t told me because I hadn’t wanted to be told. I’d had more than enough of new processes. Now Tony would tell me if I didn’t stop him, and then it would be time for my train out to Richmond. I gathered together my gloves and my handbag. My face could wait for later, for the cold summing-up on the train home. Already we were running out of isolation.


‘Actually he did tell me. I suppose I tried to forget.’


Tony, so distant, didn’t see my lie. He put his hand across the table and onto mine, a gesture as much a part of the Spinning Wheel as its red gingham curtains or the genuine beam.


‘You don’t approve,’ he said.


‘What’s the use, Tony? You don’t stop technical progress by not approving of it.’


‘There will be medical advantages, you know. With Synthajoy we’ll be able to analyze deficiences in –’


‘Don’t go on, Tony.’ Aching. Bleak. ‘You show the whole thing up so.’


‘Show it up?’


I couldn’t bear him pretending he didn’t understand. I took my hand away, began to put my gloves on. Fine black leather, hand-stitched. Possessions were mattering a lot by then – they were all Edward gave me.


‘We’re a part of the entertainment industry now, Tony. We’d better face it.’


‘That’s not true. You oversimpilfy, Thea. Edward’s clinic does very fine work.’


‘And the Governor’s Wife? Does she do very fine work?’


‘You do what you can. The clinic is the one decent bit of Sensitape left. Without you it wouldn’t function.’


‘The clinic is a face-saver.’


I knew I wasn’t being fair, not fair in the way I was blaming Tony. To stand up to Edward would have needed an equivalent ruthlessness. And even then, it wasn’t Edward who needed standing up to, but twenty million Sensitape users. That sort of strength would have made Tony different, a fanatic, a man whom I could never, warned by Edward, have loved.


‘Leave it, shall we, Tony? It’s not worth quarreling about. We’re all caught up in the same thing – you should tell me not to be so bloody self-righteous.’


‘Years ago – three years ago – when you were showing me the Richmond house for the first time, I told you then what was going to happen. Do you remember?’


‘I prefer to remember that afternoon for something else you told me.’


‘It does worry me, Thea. It worries me sick.’


‘Tony – stay in your laboratory. Edward’s shoulders are broad enough for all of us.’


I stood up. He helped me into my coat. The dishonesty of what I had just said closed the subject, closed almost any subject. Otherwise he’d have told me again about the tigers and crocodiles, and the cage it was my responsibility to build against them. I’ve always thought it a nonsense, this in the world but separate from it, but I loved Tony far too much ever to argue.


Loved him too much … This love then, does it make morality irrelevant? Does body take over, and soul, leaving conscience safely tucked away in the mind? I don’t like to think of my knowledge of right and wrong being situated entirely in my mind. It’s my mind that Doctor treats each afternoon with guilt – yet he doesn’t reach me, not the part of me capable of love. Love deeper than conscience? I know what Pastor Mannheim would have said. The trouble is, I don’t know how he would have justified it.


The corridor has a carpet – I chose a lot here in the Kingston; did I choose that carpet? – and a comfortable unstylish cupboard with a vase of flowers on it. Have the daffodils come from a hothouse or do they mean that outside it’s spring? The Superintendent seems capable of knowing the importance of truth in such a matter. I can’t tell from the few times I have met him how he would use that importance, though. The cupboard is slim against the wall so that nothing interrupts the full width of the carpet: it spoils the domestic effect, this clearway for trolleys. Still, the attempt is appreciated. Peace of mind, however evilly used, is a welcome gift. In the Kingston we give in almost without noticing. Dungeons and thumb-screws, while easier to fight, would be infinitely worse.


A warder is coming down the corridor. With his neat white coat and his glasses he might perfectly well be a young doctor, even a superior barber. That’s probably a comb sticking up out of his top pocket. He looks at the strip of me he can see between the door and the jamb, and he smiles. Encouragingly. He sees a door painted ivory white, and the dark strip of an old woman with wild hair. He knows that the woman isn’t old – he knows every single thing about her. He protects her from society and society from her. Feels himself a universal benefactor, smiles at her again. She makes a face at him – perhaps the poor thing sees him as a warder – and closes the door.


Synthajoy … I suppose that was the first time I had heard the word. And I let it slide. Not wanting to know. And I gave the meeting next morning a miss for the same reason. And in the afternoon it was all. In the afternoon it was. In the afternoon it


I like this room.


I like my room. I dare to like it because I know they haven’t got any circuits capable of making me like it. With me they’re at a disadvantage: Edward and I worked together so closely that I know everything he achieved, everything he planned to achieve. It was his work on prison reform that won him the Prize. This room is what it seems to be, and nothing more. And, most important, Sensitape has been found to have no post-experiential effect whatsoever. Their only hope is to establish a habit of feeling by long repetition. They subject me to Guilt – sorry, Criminal Responsibility – so that in the end I will need it like a drug. They. They do … I must avoid thinking of me and them; it’s the beginning of a psychosis they’d love to foster.


I suppose I ought to be able to remember a time when I was in love with Edward. Perhaps I can. And even he with me – in his own way. That’s a sour qualification, the patronizing dig of every aggrieved wife with not enough to be aggrieved about. Edward was in love with me, up to and even after the time when I stopped being in love with him.


Wasn’t he?


Young Dr Teddy Cadence. (He quickly ironed out the Teddy.) He’d been fascinated by the patterns of the electroencephalograph ever since his first days at medical school. No doubt they were all he talked about on our first date. I remember little of the occasion except the pain in my guts. There was a mild form of dysentery going around the hospital at the time – if he hadn’t been considered a catch by the other young nurses I’d never have accepted his invitation. I have an impression of his mouth as he talked, and of his hands explaining things. Dr Cadence used his hands a lot in those days – it was a habit he dealt with as he became more momentous. My only other recollection is of the sound made by the cistern in the Ladies’. The water fell from a great height, arriving with a thump. Rather Victorian and, oh Lord, I needed it. I don’t even remember very clearly where the dance was being held. The old Royal, I think, the tall hotel near Paddington that was pulled down to make room for the thruway. So Edward talked about the electroencephalograph and I thought about how soon I would need to get back to that cistern.


The evening can’t have been a success, but I got asked out again all the same. He said afterward it was my anxious expression – he’d thought at the time that it showed a serious mind, an earnest attempt to grapple with what he was propounding. He didn’t often just talk; mostly he had some theory to batter you with. He wasn’t the only one, of course – the hospital was full of young doctors and the young doctors were all full of theories. We nurses put up with the latter for the sake of the former. I don’t think any of us sensed that Dr Cadence was different from the others. I know I didn’t, not that first evening. But he was handsome, and he wore his clothes well, and information from the teaching side said he would pass his examinations easily, distinctions all around, so I received that second invitation with a considerable sense of triumph. If I’d managed so to bewitch him when my attention was, to say the least, divided, what marvellous progress I would be able to make this next time. I might even be able to hear what he was saying. And perhaps even understand it.


‘It’s a question of electrical nano-wavelengths, you see, Miss Springfield.’


Springfield. I can see him and hear him precisely. He had a beautifully shaped voice even then – perhaps his later work on it made it too beautiful. Thea Springfield.


‘It’s a question of electrical nano-wavelengths, you see, Miss Springfield.’


I’d forgotten all about Thea Springfield. It has needed the name in his voice, young, to remind me. I’ve been making the mistake of remembering past events clearly and then placing myself in them as I am now, thirty-two, tired, deadened by experience that should not be mistaken for wisdom. Experience is like lead, a lead for which the philosophers’ stone really exists. Twelve years ago I possessed neither, neither gold nor the base metal from which gold may be made. Twelve years ago I had hardly begun.


‘I know about electrical nano-wavelengths, Dr Cadence.’ She really did. ‘They’re the impulses the brain emits all the time it’s working. They form patterns we can record and measure and analyse.’


‘Measure? You call it measure, Miss Springfield?’


Such scorn. I’d quite forgotten the ways she learned later of dealing with it.


This was Thea Springfield’s second date, the one that’s supposed to be so important. And she’d thought she was doing well.


‘I’ve seen the encephalograph at work, Dr Cadence. Our professor analyzed some of the graphs for us.’


‘And what did he tell you? “At this point, ladies and gentlemen, the patient opened his eyes.” (It was a good imitation.) “At this point he closed them. At this point he went to sleep. And here, ladies and gentlemen, is the reading for an epileptic fit.” Is that what you call measurement?’


‘He showed us other things too. When the patient became angry, for instance.’ So eager.


‘That’s not measurement, Miss Springfield. I look at your dress, I perceive that it is blue. I go further – I say it is dark blue. Have I in any way measured the quality of blueness that your dress possesses?’


Her main thought at this point was pleasure that he’d noticed her dress. To cover this she sought words that would show she was intelligent.


‘Aren’t colours subjective, Dr Cadence? I mean, doesn’t each person have his own idea of what they are? Like greeny blue or bluey green, for instance.’


‘I do know what subjective means, Miss Springfield.’


She didn’t find his manners insufferable. He was Dr Cadence, and he’d asked her out to dinner. I expect she fiddled with her knife and fork, and cursed herself for being gauche.


‘Actually, Miss Springfield, you’ve accidentally put your finger on the big fault in my analogy.’ She brightened, in spite of the accidentally. ‘Although colours do in fact exist as light waves easily measurable with present-day instruments, the electrical nano-waves emitted by the brain are never likely to be so easily systematised. The machine sensitive enough, subtle enough to measure these would need to be as sensitive and subtle as the brain that was emitting them.’


At future meetings, parties and student sociables, Thea Springfield was to hear this preamble many times. Otherwise it would never have remained so word-perfect.


‘Perhaps then brain waves are in fact to some extent – using your own word, Miss Springfield – subjective. Existing only in relation to the brain that emits them.’ He leaned forward, his tie trailing unheeded in his food. ‘Or in relation to another brain perhaps, Miss Springfield?’


The lift in his voice told her that something was expected of her. She tried to be sober and sensible and adult.


‘Your tie’s in your gravy, Dr Cadence,’ she said.


I wonder why he persevered with her, a third year psychiatric nurse who could so monumentally miss so monumental a point. Later on, as young Mrs Cadence, she looked back and decided that it must have been the blue dress after all. My present perspective offers a second, more flattering reason. He didn’t bore her. She was the only one of all the nurses who unconsciously recognised his potential – not the potential in his theory, the potential in him. A man who has recognised his own potential likes his woman to recognize it also. So it wasn’t the blue dress, or the breasts it showed to such fine advantage. Ultimately it was her perceptiveness that won her Dr Cadence for a husband.


But she was looking for love. Just as, not all that much later, she would be looking for Regent’s Park with Tony. It’s not tragic that she, that I, should have had to look so hard, not even surprising. Thea Springfield drifted into love too naturally, too easily, too much without pain. Every day was a marvel. The excitement of being alive overwhelmed thought, so that she moved in a state of heightened unconsciousness, of gloriously unheeded revelation. And everything went right for her. Even sex. Until of course


Now that the wardress is gone I’ll see to my hair. It’s not important that I should avoid looking mad – with my presumed kind of madness and with my known background of self-discipline, the maddest thing I could do would be to avoid looking mad. In all I must be careful to do whatever I do for its own sake and nothing else. To consider its effect on the received ideas of Doctor or Mrs Craig is obviously idiotic. I sit here doing my hair because brushing my hair, feeling the tug, scratching my ear wth the coarse brush bristles, I sit here tilting my head against the pull, because watching the dark hair flow like water, rush in a shining torrent, separate at the rock of my shoulder and pour on down the front of my hospital dress, down almost to my waist, I sit here doing my hair because … because I am not yet ready to think of Thea Springfield and sex. There’s too much in the way.


Dr X and his wife’s appointment was for seven-thirty in the evening. I remember the time so precisely because they were late. He worked at a hospital over on the other side of town and hadn’t been able to get away as early as he’d expected. Edward and I hadn’t yet moved out to Richmond of course – we were still using the consulting room provided by the hospital. Edward wasn’t even a consultant then, merely one of the hospital’s team of psychiatrists. They worked him hard. But he’d got me off the wards as his assistant by then, and neither of us minded the work.


I’d been in the outer office catching up on paperwork, case histories to be duplicated and the file to be brought up to date. After seven the hospital quieted down. I liked working there, being contained by its power – in the evenings this power was somehow more apparent: the stillness of the enormous building, and the small noises, expressed it more personally to me than the obvious activity of the days. I worked at my neat files, the strength of the hospital humming in the silence. At seven-thirty I buzzed Edward to warn him to expect Dr X and his wife. There was no answer, so I went through to see if he was still there. His room had its own door onto the corridor; sometimes patients preferred to leave without running the gauntlet of me.


He had on a Sensitape headset, the new lightweight unit Tony had recently perfected. He appeared to be asleep – Sensitape subjects always do. The tape was turning slowly, an advanced relaxation tape we had recorded some months earlier, from a Yoga expert.


I turned the volume down very slowly. It was almost sad to see how peaceful he was. I loved him then, married love, a structure seven years deep and still only on the edge of self-awareness. Around point two on the dial he roused.


‘What’s the time?’ he said. ‘Are they here?’


‘Not yet,’ I said. ‘Something must have held them up.’


He took my hand and squeezed it.


‘I was only showing off. No side effects, my mind instantly as sharp as a razor.’


‘You feel better now? Not tired?’


‘I’ve been wondering, Thea, about habituation dangers. To have the day’s jangle so completely smoothed; it’s an effect I could easily become hooked on. Would that be a bad thing?’


‘It shows you how, Edward. Then in time you don’t need it.’


This was Sensitape dogma. Necessary in those days when Edward did more than nod at morality in passing. If patients experienced the prescribed emotional state often enough they had something to build on, to work toward on their own account. He drew my hand up and rubbed the side of his face with it.


‘It’s marvelous, Thea. An emotional state it took Grainger forty years to achieve – now I can plug into it just like that.’


‘Of course it’s marvelous. But it’s not for you to say so.’


‘I don’t see why not. Sensitape is like a painting. For the artist a painting grows, makes itself almost, so that really all the artist is entitled to feel is a sort of gratitude.’ He looked up at me, suddenly concerned. ‘I’m not noticeably conceited, Thea, am I?’


I told him he wasn’t. As he moved about the room getting ready I thought about it. I watched him take out the sherry. No, he wasn’t conceited – he was too ambitious to be conceited. Ambitious for his machine, I thought, not for himself. He fetched his white coat from the back of the door and I helped him put it on.


‘Formalization,’ he said, apologizing. ‘This interview’s got to be impersonal. Wearing my uniform will help.’


Was it then love, me so aware of his imperfections that he had to apologize for them? Tony in Regent’s Park was without imperfections. Tony in Regent’s Park simply was. We both heard a knock on the door of the outside office. I went to let Dr X and his wife in, Edward briefly calling me back.


‘This is going to be important, Thea. Listen in on the intercom, will you? Better still, record the whole meeting. I don’t want there to be any misunderstandings.’


I left him nervously straightening the furniture. The consulting room was comfortable precisely to the scale laid down by the hospital management committee. No desk for the psychiatrist to hide behind – it had been decided that desks gave a fatal employer/applicant, headmaster/malcontent atmosphere. The room had dusty orange wallpaper, a sage green carpet, a coffee table and several not too low armchairs. Our particular coffee table had a finely produced volume on Egyptian archaeology and – as a really domestic touch – a copy of Radio Times. The medical machinery was hidden in something that might have been a hi-fi cabinet – the intercom, the hypnophone, Sensitape, the various recorders for voice, blood pressure, respiration and so on. The final effect was perhaps of the waiting room to a not very prosperous airline.


And my room? The Single Occupancy Ward over my shoulder as I brush my hair in the mirror? I know too much to be able to find it as pleasant as I should. It’s hardly more than painted scenery to me, for I know the spec, behind it and the squabbling behind the spec. ‘We’re not running a luxury hotel, Mr Chairman,’ and the painstaking explanations. I can remember the battle fought for the window seat, for the washbasin’s fancy taps. It gives them a tenuous hold; things could so easily be taken away. No, not taken. Voted.


Dr X was large and scrubbed, analysis of his audition tapes killing forever the notion that big men are undersexed. His wife looked more conventionally bedworthy, long-legged and plump and slightly greasy. I look through a today-shaped hole, of course.


I showed them into Edward’s office, returned to mine and switched on the intercom. I loaded the recorder with a fresh spool. I’ve listened to the conversation that followed many times. Of the four of us present it was Dr X who would forget it first, his memory cut short by death.


I had missed the first few words.










	
Edward.   

	… good of you both to come. Please sit down. Make yourself at home – this is going to take some time so you’d better be comfortable.






	
Dr X.

	I’m afraid we’re rather late. My wife made me have some supper after coming off the ward. Otherwise we’d have been here sooner.






	Mrs X.

	Well, Dr Cadence, you know how it is … important interview this – no use coming to it on an empty stomach.







There’s an Australian inflection here. So it’s to be a Commonwealth effort. How suitable.






	
Edward.

	You believe in feeding the body, Mrs X.

(She makes an indeterminate noise, not knowing how to take him.) No, I mean it. Women who take food seriously are often the most wholehearted sexual partners.








	Dr X.

	Is that a statistical fact, Dr Cadence?






	
Edward.   

	Inspired intuition, Dr X. Often more valuable than whole pages of statistics.






	
Dr X.

	I’ll remember that, Dr Cadence.







I’d learned something. Up till then I’d always felt a sense of humor to be a great help in bed. Dr X. got fine results without it.






	
Edward.   

	Sherry for you both?

(The glasses clink.)


The first thing I really must do is congratulate you on the results of all your preliminary auditions. As I’m sure you’ve been told, they were quite outstanding.








	
Mrs X.

	It’s how we were made, Dr Cadence. We fitted, right from the very first time.







Isn’t that nice. I wonder if it’s hindsight that makes me detect a come-hither even then? Certainly there’s no audible sign from Edward that he noticed anything.






	
Edward.   

	It places you two in a very responsible position, Mrs X. No doubt you realize this.






	
Dr X.

	(clears his throat) All this ‘Mrs X’ and ‘Dr X’ – it seems a bit like a spy story. Couldn’t we get down to names? I’m –






	Edward.

	Please. I don’t know your name, and I don’t want to. I consider it vital that to everybody involved in this project – even myself – you should both remain anonymous.






	Dr X.

	We were told that our names wouldn’t appear on the tape sleeve. That seemed reasonable. It was just that –






	
Mrs X.

	I’m sure Dr Cadence is right, dear. If nobody, but nobody knows our names, then if they ever get out then we’ll know who to blame, won’t we?






	
Edward.

	They must not get out, Mrs X. Apart from questions of medical etiquette, this measure also is for your own protection. Public opinion on our project is bound to be divided. There will be sections of the community, people with uncritically traditional minds, who will sling all the mud they can gather. We must do everything we can, Dr X, to protect you and your wife from such attacks.







(There is an awkward pause. Obviously the X’s have been so busy congratulating themselves that they’ve never thought of this. Edward lets it sink in, then continues.)






	
Edward.   

	I was talking about your responsible position. You’ve already said this was an important interview. Why important? Important for whom?






	
Mrs X.

	Important for humanity, of course.






	Edward.

	You answer off the top of your head, Mrs X. You really have thought about what you’re doing? You’re convinced that it is right?






	
Dr X.

	She understands completely, Dr Cadence. (His voice becomes incantatory.) Helping sexually disturbed or inadequate people to experience the pleasures of fully shared copulation – the successful heterosexual event, I mean – will be a major step toward curing them. A major step toward the elimination of sexual neuroses in society.







(What he offers is a close paraphrase of the handout circulated by Edward around the profession in his search for audition subjects. Edward must be noticing the similarity, for he sighs. I can imagine him reminding himself that Dr X and his wife have been chosen for their sexual rather than their intellectual prowess.)






	
Edward.   

	I have an agreement here for you both to sign.

(Rustle of Agreement.)


Briefly, it establishes that the patent in Sensitape 57 – a method of recording psycho-electric brain activity for the purpose of subsequent playback into another individual, who will then experience the emotion and sensation as they were recorded – reposes in myself. As do all rights in any such tapes as you or your wife may make. Also there is a pledge that you both preserve your anonymity for a minimum period of fifty years.








	
Dr X.

	That sounds reasonable. We want nothing out of it for ourselves. Nothing at all.






	
Edward.

	But before you sign it I want you both to think very carefully. You must be absolutely convinced that what you are doing is right. Morally right.






	
Mrs X.

	We have thought about it, Dr Cadence. The advancement of medical research, it’s a moral duty we all have.







(Again the slick phrase. They don’t understand how carefully Edward is choosing his words.)






	
Edward.   

	For an initial period, determinable at my discretion but no longer than twenty years, any Sensitape 57 tapes of yours that I may preserve will be used exclusively by accredited students and for the treatment of certain psychiatric conditions that have failed to respond to more conventional methods. We are not peddling cheap thrills. During that initial period whatever royalties are paid for the use of such tapes will be devoted to financing further research into the development of Sensitape 57 techniques.






	Dr X.

	Where do we sign?






	
Edward.

	It’s a serious step, Dr X. If you would rather consult a solictor before signing I will quite understand.






	
Dr X.

	I told you, we want nothing out of it. If ever anything wasn’t right, it’d be for us to take money for an opportunity like this.






	
Mrs X.

	Prostitution, that’s what it’d be.






	
Dr X.

	So if we don’t want anything, then we can’t be diddled. It’s as simple as that.







(Poor scrubbed young man. And his hot wife. Innocents, both of them. I can’t blame him – at that time I’d been married to Edward for seven years and I still believed in his devotion to the advancement of medical research.)






	
Edward.   

	In that case I shall send for my secretary to witness your signatures. As soon as you have both signed, fold the sheet over where marked. That way neither she nor I will know your identities. The contract will be then placed in a sealed envelope in my personal safe. You understand?

(A pause in which presumably they nod.)








	Edward.

	(loud) Thea – could you come in please?






	
Thea.

	At once, Dr Cadence.







My own voice. I’ve been electronically there all the time. Present. Involved. Unavoidably responsible. Believing in him should not have been enough. An excuse comes to mind, that of the guard in the concentration camp: what could I have done? What notice would they have taken of me? But I ought at least to have doubted. I ought not to have had to wait for the more superficial horrors that came later. The merely electronic grubbiness of the recording session.


I looked down on the recording van from the window of Dr X’s flat. The block, one of a small group, was in a development area where vehicles were not normally allowed., but we had produced a good cover story for the Residents’ Association. The van was lettered B.B.C., Edward and I were interviewers, Tony was the B.B.C. engineer. Dr X was taking part in a proposed sound feature about the hospital where he worked. All perfectly plausible, nothing to connect it with the Sexitape that would finally be produced. Dr X – I still think of him as that, even though I did finally, after he was dead, find out his real name.


The van stood on the large rectangular lawn in the centre of the three-storey block. There was a dark pond and beside it a laburnum tree shifting its kite tails in the moonlight. The window in the side of the van shone an electric bright square onto the sage-colored grass. Down there I could imagine Tony Stech overhauling his circuits. For this recording two simultaneous tracks had to be used – he’d built a special control unit for the job. I called him Tony Stech in those days, both names in order to distance, in order never to have to take us seriously. Tony Stech.


Above the flat roofs of the building across the court the city sky was faintly orange. And it flashed occasionally.


Inside the bedroom the lights were discreet. I don’t know why I was there. I certainly needn’t have been. Two thick shiny cables, contrasting vividly with the pink beige bedroom carpet, lay across the floor to the window. They moved secretly as Edward adjusted the headset panel. Dr and Mrs X were already in their night clothes and I offered to help them with their headsets. They didn’t need help, not after their preliminary auditions. They were sitting on the edge of the bed and it was evident through his pyjamas that Dr X had an


Do the specifics matter?


It’s nearly teatime. After my daily session with Doctor my wardress always leaves me for half an hour or so, then brings my tea. Perhaps I am supposed to need the interval in order to recover from what Doctor has done to me. This is ridiculous, of course, for what he does makes no impression at all. He feeds me guilt when I have been borne down by guilt for too many years. Later my wardress feeds me with bread and butter and cake and tea (sedated). If only she fed me with gingerbread then there might be material for a joke. Something to do with Gingerbread and Guilt. My wardress would appreciate a joke – it would show a change in my attitude of mind … Everybody watches you, so very soon you watch yourself. Even if you were not egocentric to begin with, a fortnight in here would make you so. I wonder if I began watching myself before coming here, or after. Just before, I think. Up to then I had always watched others. Now I watch myself. I watch myself putting the table ready for my tea when my wardress brings it. I sneak a glance at myself, colorless old woman, in the unbreakable mirror.


Everything here is unbreakable, moulded, blunt, harmless. Obliquely this fact cheers me: perhaps one day they contemplate doing something to me positive enough to make me want to kill myself. And I won’t be able to.


Oh look, I was right. Here’s tea. Goody.


‘You may put the tray there, Wardress.’


I know what it is. I speak to her as if she behaved as I’m always afraid she will. And she rarely does. She’s rarely brisk, or sensible, or heavily maternal. In fact, she’s probably a very intelligent woman. So I shouldn’t talk to her the way I do at all.


‘I wonder if you’d like to start taking a daily paper, Mrs Cadence? It might bring you out of yourself a little.’


‘I thought Doctor had forbidden it.’


‘I can always say I thought he meant only at the beginning. When there were still reports of the trial to upset you.’


‘Not very responsible of you to go against Doctor’s orders.’


‘I see you more than he does. Besides, I’m a woman.’


How right she is. Like me, she squats to pee. I’d like to believe there’s nothing more to it than that. But the power of our shared sex is often overwhelming. So I separate her off by calling her my wardress.


‘You can bring me what you like, of course. I can’t possibly stop you.’


‘You know damn well you can, Mrs Cadence. You can tell on me to Doctor.’


So down to earth. (I wonder if even the ‘damn’ was calculated.) It leaves me nothing to dramatise. And it shows that in some small way she’s willing to put herself in my power. I shall be trustworthy and at the same time incorruptible. I shall let her bring the paper and I shall not read it.


‘I’d never tell on you. At least you’re slightly more on my side than Doctor is.’


‘You’re always trying to convince yourself of things that aren’t true, Mrs Cadence. We’re all on your side in the Kingston.’


Rumpetty tumpetty. One, two, three, four. Off we go now. The same dear old jingle.


‘It doesn’t always seem so, Nurse. Not from where I’m standing.’


‘Perhaps not. But your treatment, for example – don’t you find the tape is helping you?’


‘To discuss a patient’s treatment with her is against the rules.’


‘But –’


‘You forget that my husband set this place up. I probably know more about the Kingston even than you do.’


I cannot bear confidences. Not with my wardress. We’ve got to face each other for a long time to come. Distance between us is essential.


She fiddles awkwardly with the teapot. It’s almost as if I had physically hurt her. I can imagine that in different circumstances she’d be an attractive woman. The way she does her hair softens the square shape of her face. And her brown eyes often contradict the professional line of her mouth. Just now they’re worried. She looks down at the teapot, then up at me. Now that I’m officially psychotic I can stare at people without myself feeling any embarrassment. It’s a sour pleasure, one of the few left. My stare disconcerts her, for I suspect that she knows my real mental condition only too well. She’s probably even realised that I am aware of the contents of the teapot.


‘You’re wrong not to trust me, Mrs Cadence.’ She pulls the folds of her overall, herself, together. ‘But that’s your loss. Come and drink up your tea now, while it’s hot.’


‘I don’t feel like tea today.’ A little game with her. They feed and water me perfectly adequately at their own convenience. ‘In fact, I don’t think I’ll have anything, thank you.’


‘I’ll take it away then.’


‘You do that.’


‘It interests me, Mrs Cadence.’ She still hasn’t picked up the tray. ‘I’d like to know why you so often pretend irrational behaviour.’


She will persist in dealing so directly with me. It pushes me further and further off.


‘I wouldn’t call this irrational. People don’t always want tea at teatime. Sometimes they may prefer coffee instead.’


Will she offer coffee? She picks up the tray and starts for the door. I see now that it’s a situation she can perfectly well deal with in another way later on. Just give me a pill. So much less dignified, to have to meet her eyes and take it.


‘Bring the tray back, please. I’ll drink the tea, now that you’ve brought it.’


I pour the tea out for myself, thin and golden and faintly musty. The room is close-carpetted, its corners rounded for ease of sweeping. The door won’t slam on account of air so excellently contained. There is bread and butter, a small pot of jam, and two round coconut cakes on a plastic plate. There is a linen tray-cloth – such an odd attempt at the homey, so very out of date.


My wardress doesn’t bother to watch me drink the tea. She goes out, obeying her instructions not to make the patients feel awkward about their meals. If I’m not sedated by the time she returns for the tray, there are plenty of pills. For what purpose would I have gained an extra ten minutes of awareness? I expect they know best; no doubt the half hour prescribed for me between treatment and tea is the most that is good for me. I drink two cups. Tomorrow’s return will be my new day. I eat my bread and butter without jam, and then one of the cakes. My comfort lies in knowing precisely what they are doing to me. The drug creeps in like a mist. So that I can’t




DAY 26


The sound of the doors of the treatment room flapping shut behind me comes as a slight shock. So the day’s treatment is already over. This is my first gulp of reality. Why don’t I receive it with joy? Or at least enthusiasm. Enthusiasm. I must muster enthusiasm.


My wardress leads me by the hand as if we were both girls. Curiously sympathetic, I come near to giving in. But the association is wrong, of someone whose name I won’t remember. It leads down a hot school corridor to a situation I can’t remember. Only the corridor, glass on one side looking over a patch of grass with a lily pond to tennis courts, three boys and a girl playing a sort of mixed doubles, and the resonance of bare tiles and walls and the smell of gym shoes and someone’s scent, and this cool soft corridor smells carefully of nothing. It’s comfortable not to be able to remember.


‘I’ve brought you a newspaper as I said I would.’ Bold on account of the close fit of the doors behind us. ‘There’s been an accident on the Manchester Monorail. There’s nothing like a good healthy interest in disasters.’


‘Thank you.’


‘I’ve also spoken to Doctor about moving you into a shared ward. He’s going to put it to the Committee.’


Edward chose every single member of the Committee. How deeply responsible they’ll feel.


‘Doctor’s being more reasonable, Mrs Cadence. He let me put your headset on. You’ll find your hair is quite undisturbed today.’


‘You always do what you say you will.’


‘Of course I do. If you’ve had any training at all you’ll know for yourself how important to the patient it is.’


‘We present each other with problems, Mrs Craig. You’re afraid I know too much so you pretend to treat me as an equal. For myself, I’m not sure if you know everything, or nothing at all.’


‘So you pretend to treat me as an inferior. It’s quite understandable.’


An error, to be so knowing. She’ll worry about it afterward, realising that I won.


‘There’s a concert in a few days’ time, Mrs Cadence.’ She opens the door into my room. ‘If you’d like to go to it I’ll ask Doctor. I’m sure it could be arranged.’


‘You know I can’t stand music. It breaks my heart.’


‘I know you have an irrational fear of it.’


‘Not fear. Inadequacy.’


I close the door behind us myself. She doesn’t suggest that my differentiation was false. Thank God such simplifications are over between us.


‘It’s a neurotic symptom, Mrs Cadence. I believe you will find you have grown out of it.’


‘Paul Cassavetes hasn’t grown out of it.’


‘You’re being melodramatic. He’s a very old man.’


‘He was a very great musician.’


Which is why he was a natural candidate..


She’s a mind reader. ‘Which is why he was a natural candidate,’ she tells me.


A Sensitape 57 made by him would have been of historic value.


‘A Sensitape 57 made by him would have been of historic value.’


She tells me that too. She’s read the book.


‘He’s a great man, Mrs Craig. He made his choice. He has something none of you will ever understand about.’


‘Shouting is unsuitable, Mrs Cadence. Unsuitable for you, I mean.’


She’s wrong, of course. For me in some situations there is only shouting. In others, bullets, so some say.


‘Edward hounded him. He’ll never play again.’


‘Dr Cadence pursued a vision.’


‘And the effect of Edward’s vision on Paul?’


‘Like the effect of your vision on Edward, perhaps.’


She calls him Edward for neatness of phrase, which is offensive. Her theory – a polite word for hope – is that what she thinks I did to Edward may have cured my hatred for what he did to Paul. But for me to have killed Edward would have cured nothing. So many things I ought to have done, ought today to feel differently. Now she reads into my silence God knows what.


‘I’ll tidy your room, Mrs Cadence. I’ve left the paper on the end of the bed for you to have a look at.’


Three-pronged. To help her or to read the paper – either would show a weakening. While to do neither would be childish.


‘Did you ever meet my husband, Mrs Craig?’


‘I heard him lecture on several occasions.’


Small talk. The last thing she must have expected.


‘People used to say he lectured very well. I knew him too intimately to be able to judge.’


‘He lectured brilliantly.’ Tweak, tweak, tweak on the curtains. ‘His timing was faultless. He seemed to know exactly when he was going over and when he wasn’t. He must have had a sort of thermometer with which he constantly took the mental temperature of the audience.’


‘That’s interesting. So he was good with groups. He was quite hopeless with individuals.’


She’ll have to allow some level of criticism. She takes her time, fills in by picking up clothes and putting them away.


‘You’ll agree that he was a great champion of the individual, Mrs Cadence. Nobody who wasn’t could ever have invented Sensitape.’


Cant. The hand-out again. I lose interest.


I stare at myself in the mirror, at the hair my wardress has been careful not to mess. This, of course, is Edward’s great achievement; he brought all the implications of Sensitape down to the simple concern as to whether it would mess up a person’s hair or not. He helped us to get our priorities right. He gave us the means by which to preserve mental stability. Now we concentrate on our hair.


‘I’ll just go and get your tea, Mrs Cadence.’


She must be used to losing me somewhere in mid-flow. To losing all her patients.


‘Mrs Craig, at the moment do you have other people you’re … looking after?’


‘Good gracious yes, Mrs Cadence. Five others. Staggered consciousness periods, of course. You’re not the only pebble on the beach by any means.’


A comfort? Or a warning? Or just another of her exit lines …


Eyes staring into eyes staring into eyes staring into eyes. With brain at one end of the exchange to give it an extra nudge. Interesting to imagine uncertainty as to which end. Me looking at myself or myself looking at me. But I’m not there yet. Acoustically the effect would produce a crescendo feeding on itself. They shut me into my own system of feed-back weeks ago. But I can still look away. It’s as simple as that. I can still win.


Neat wash basin, neat taps, neat paper towel. And a neat plastic foam mat to catch the drips. Edward didn’t invent the Sensitapes. The vision may have been his, but the actual process of invention was Tony’s. If the two hadn’t come together the thing would never have happened. If Tony’s father hadn’t died so opportunely.


Old Jacob Stech was no maestro Cassavates. Edward’s patient, he’d been admitted to hospital in the final stages of UDW – Uncompensated Death Wish, a terminal condition prevalent in those days. So common that we in the trade simply knew it by its initials. Like TB or VD or MS it was in fact a complex condition needing diagnostic subheadings. On his admission card Jacob Stech was described as Archetypal. Archetypal UDW. He was indeed archetypal, an archetypal old man – old Jew, to be more precise.


He was a bed patient of course, since by the time he came into our care he was too weak to be kept up and about. He stayed cheerfully in the end bed of Ward K and watched, with us, the course of his Archetypal UDW. And, like us, he was in no doubt as to the final outcome. We got him eating again fairly quickly – his former starvation had been rather from neglect than from intent. When you’ve decided to die eating becomes pointless. But he gave in to our persuasions out of innate courtesy, and dutifully gained weight. When his son came to visit him, the young man was delighted.


Edward took Tony to his office after his visit The same office that modernized would be used four years later by Dr X and his wife.


‘Mr Stech, I judge you to be a man who would like to be told the truth. In my opinion close relatives have a right to know these things, especially when the patient himself so obviously knows. Your father is very sick. With medical science at its present stage he will die within a matter of weeks.’


‘I don’t understand. Since coming here he looks so much better.’


‘We’re feeding him up, Mr Stech. In this way his body fights his mind. But we have found that the body never wins in these cases. Our technique is to prolong the struggle as long as possible in the hope that something external may happen to change the mind. It’s an inadequate treatment, and in my experience it almost never works.’


‘Last time I came you told me he’d made up his mind to die. There must be some reason for this. He’s always seemed so happy.’


‘In Archetypal UDW there are never any discernible reasons for the decision – this is what gives it its “A” classification. The others, the neurotic conditions, are much more easy to deal with.’


‘I suppose it’s a sort of short circuit, Doctor. So that life becomes the reason for death.’


I remember Edward looking up sharply from his papers, then across at me. The familiar conversation had taken a new turning.


‘Exactly so, Mr Stech. And a malaise as deep as that is inaccessible to any of our present techniques. Shock treatment, hypnosis, narcosis, nothing reaches far enough in.’


‘Then my father is going to die.’


‘That is so.’


Stripped of technicalities, the words were violent. Tony weathered them, frail-looking though he was in the days before he had found a center. I’d seen him and his father together – there was a feeling between them my hospital experience had already shown me to be peculiarly Jewish. It certainly wasn’t callousness that gave Tony his strength.


‘Let me understand you properly, Doctor.’ The occasion forced a formality on him. ‘You are not trying to say that my father will finally commit suicide?’


‘Not as we at present understand the word. One day he will simply cease to live. All we can say is that there is a determination quite separate from the mind. With our present equipment we cannot touch it. We cannot even detect its presence. His body is as fit as yours or mine. And so, as far as we can tell, is his mind.’


The office was not as grand, not as insidious as it came to be later. Desk, upright chairs, examination couch, five instructions on the wall, three filing cabinets and an unobtrusive table behind the door holding teacups and an electric kettle. If it was a room that made not enough effort to be nice, it was at least a room without a devious, psychiatric purpose. The subtle rooms existed even then, of course, in the suites of private consultants where you paid for what you got. Tony Stech stared at the burnished floor of our little office, moved one foot along a join in the linoleum.


‘Perhaps the world has got to be too much for him. Poor old man … The papers say UDW rates are mounting.’


‘Statistics are difficult. But it’s safe to say that there’s been a marked increase in the first three months of this year alone.’


Tony Stech was silent. I was to find out later how fervently he believed in life – UDW to him was utterly shocking, utterly inconceivable. He believed in life … how else can I describe the passion with which he took, turned over in his hands, tried to undertstand, every experience the world offered him?


‘It shows you how close we still are to the primitive,’ he said at last. ‘Natives have been doing this sort of thing for centuries.’


‘You must come and visit your father whenever you like, Mr Stech.’ Edward stood up. He was admittedly overworked. ‘You can see we’re doing our best for him. He’s quite contented, and I’m sure your visits cheer him up.’


‘How long will it be?’


‘Two weeks. Three at the most.’


‘I’ll call every day.’ He began putting on his gloves, for it was cold outside, had been snowing. ‘I suppose I ought to thank you, Doctor, for being so frank with me.’


‘Not at all. My name is Cadence. Any time you want to, come and have a talk with me.’


Again silence. Edward glanced unobtrusively at his watch.


‘Is my father right, Dr Cadence? Is the world really such a rotten place to be alive in?’


‘I’d hardly be a doctor if I believed that. Now, if you don’t mind …’


They turned. Tony Stech saw me, probably for the first time.


‘And thank you, nurse. My father has already told me of you in his letters. We both appreciate your kindness very much.’


And I, officially Mrs Cadence, no longer mere Thea, still couldn’t find enough voice to answer. I nodded up and down and smiled excessively, as if to a deaf person. He didn’t smile back. Why should he; there was nothing for him to smile at. He made something almost a little bow to Edward, and went out. His slowly fading footsteps kept him in the room with us just that much longer.


‘An interesting young man,’ Edward said. ‘A powerful personality. What does the file say about his job, Thea? I wonder what he does for a living.’


The file was reticent. His job was the same as that of his father – shopkeeper. Then the telephone rang, calling Edward away. And Sister sent word, wanting me to help with a shock therapy. The feeling of strangeness and yet of recognition that had been in the office was gone, and even very quickly forgotten.


At that time there was still an excellent chance that Tony might have escaped, might have missed his share in the glory, might never have come to love Dr Cadence’s wife and ultimately be loved by her in return, might never have been destroyed by what he had helped to make. Which of course is melodramatic nonsense. Tony was never destroyed. He was killed. Never destroyed.


Seventeen days later it became clear that Jacob Stech was ready to die. During the afternoon the sight retreated from his eyes, not blindness but rather the choice not to see. It was a bitter evening, snow piled against ward windows as I went around drawing the curtains. To me, never ill in my life, insulated by my own vitality, the brightness of the ward was reassuring. I arranged to do night duty. The old man would die in the lost hours between two and four. His son had been that morning, had probably known. An obscure selfishness made me not call him, almost as if I wanted the death all for myself.


The windows in the double doors at the end of the darkened ward glowed a dull yellow, two small discs of light. The patients had all settled by eleven, a barbiturate calm, close, storm-heavy, immovable. I’d accepted his refusal of the tiny pale cylinders without comment. Now I stood at the foot of his bed and watched his light sleep, and its contentment. Expecting him to wake, maybe I brought it about. He frowned, and opened his eyes. He saw very clearly.


‘I tell you,’ he said, ‘we people manage to do two big things. We make our children and we give them space. It’s my big consolation.’


‘More than just that, Mr Stech. Surely.’


Not understanding, I shouldn’t have spoken. After that I don’t know why he bothered.


‘We have a saying, nurse. We say that dying makes a space for the new life, for the new life that’s waiting.’


I think I kept silent. He smiled, sorry for me.


‘You’re thinking that’s what’s wrong all the time. All the time too much coming in, and not enough spaces, not enough going out. Not enough dying. But that’s not it. That’s not it at all.’ He held his hands out to me, cupped a little, elbows close to his sides. ‘The night is a long time for you. So maybe you wouldn’t mind talking a little?’


‘Of course not. I’d be very glad to.’


‘Then sit down here, close beside me, so I don’t have to shout. Oh, I know nothing wakes those who sleep here in the hospital. All the same, the middle of the night is for being close, and for whispering like children.’


I sat by the head of his bed, took his hand. Even then I think I realized who was comforting whom.


‘You see, nurse, God could provide. God could provide so easily. What is quantity? I ask you, when you are God, what is quantity?’


Trying to enter his world, I mentioned the Christian parable of loaves and fishes.


‘I know it. Don’t I know it? When you are God – twice times two, it doesn’t matter. Quantity, quality – they’re for people doing sums. Adding things up. Deciding. All this eating, working, sleeping. Making love … You understand what I’m saying?’


Footsteps passed in the corridor, growing and fading with dream-like slowness. He allowed the dream to complete itself.


‘All this interests me, nurse, knowing that I will soon die.’


The words confused me. A shopkeeper, a dealer, a doer of sums … why was he not afraid? He spoke of God lightly, as if a metaphor, not as a refuge and protector. And besides, the unknown was always frightening. Unless of course the known was worse.


‘What I mean, nurse, is that I examine this knowledge. I try to remember when it came, and how. In my shop the days are very much the same. How do I know when I have had enough of them? But then one day I do know, and my dinner is there for me, and I say to Tony, “No dinner for me today, Tony.” And he thinks I am ill and in the end he sends for the doctor.’


‘He was quite right to, Mr Stech. You were ill. You still are.’


‘Do I feel ill? Do I look ill? Don’t I know best if I am ill or not?’


‘Your mind is ill.’ I wanted to reach him. ‘Or perhaps your spirit.’


‘It’s not me that’s ill. No part of me at all.’


I thought them the words of his sickness. Now that I perhaps understand them a little better, are they only the words of my own sickness? I recognized him as a happy man, but denied him a right to this happiness. I thought him happy because he was dying. I know now he was dying because he was happy – dying for the sake of his happiness, if you like. Thea Cadence then and Thea Cadence now.


‘What about your son?’ I said. ‘Doesn’t he still need you?’


‘You go see him, my girl. After I am gone you go see if my son still needs me. Tony will go up, all the way. Tony needs nobody.’


The dim light above his bed left shadows under his eyebrows, so that I almost missed the sharp movement of his eyes as he looked sideways at me. I wondered if he was wanting me to correct him. I looked away, at the motionless white bedrails down to the end of the ward and the two yellow dials. I was young and I denied him my honesty.


‘Not true, of course.’ He corrected himself instead, sadly. ‘We are put in this world to need people, and my God we do. Tony needs in a different way, is all. You go see him. He’ll tell you.’


It’s understandable, this feeling that all my life has been spent in hospitals, but quite false. In fact I can clearly remember holidays, and journeys. And after Sensitape was a success, hardly a sight of a hospital for three whole years. And the journeys, their reasons – conferences, consultations, holidays – quite forgotten in the joy of mechanical progress. I can call it nothing else, just an acute pleasure in being propelled along the ground at great speed, in seeing people for whom I could by no stretch of the imagination be held responsible, and places that were, decorative or ugly, gloriously irrelevant. This progress had to be mechanical, for nothing else would have been separate enough, fast enough. I remember a trip to Bristol, a meeting at the neurological centre there, and the tour around Wales afterward, the hills we roared up and the uncontainable views like clouds streaming by.


Edward drove very well. He didn’t do everything well – I was never besotted enough to think that – but he had a great mechanical competence, getting the best out of whatever machine he was presented with. In his hands the various cars did all that the makers said they would, and more, from the old Austin up through the Rovers and Lancias to the big Chev-Bentley of his tycoon years. That was the car I wrapped around a Keep Left sign on the night of


Travelling. An activity magnificent in its own right. Never merely a means of getting there. Travelling. A means of not being where you were before. A period during which nothing is expected of you.


To understand – is it inevitably to judge? Is it inevitable that I should sour past joy by declaring its reasons to be unworthy? Unworthy? There I go again. What is this sanctimonious word? It comforts, for it assumes in the first place worth, and then the possibility of regaining it. It also feeds and is fed by luxurious guilt, which – as Doctor well knows each time he gives it me – is wholly destructive. And I really believed my treatments weren’t affecting me.


Better to go back to Tony. And Tony’s need.


I got his address from the file and went to see him that same morning, as soon as I had eaten some breakfast after coming off duty. His father had died at two fifty-seven, the death I had been so eager to be in at. I’m glad now to say that his dignity denied all possibility of trespass. I learned nothing and felt nothing and should not have expected either. His body was taken away for postmortem examination. As I left the office after consulting the file I saw UDW penciled in on the death certificate in Edward’s neat handwriting.


Stech and Son turned out to be a radio and television shop, covering the more expensive end of the trade. I hesitated outside, shuffling my feet in the thawing slush of the night’s snowfall and shading my eyes to see the goods in the window, the color TV sets, video tape recorders, cameras, wrist radios, hi-fis. Jacob Stech had liked a lot of light – it was one of those shops one dreaded to enter. Its deathly fluorescence beamed out onto the dirty snow. My eyes hurt, their pupils unable to contract enough. And only a minute before I had found the grey light of the morning depressing. I went in, my skin prickly. The shop was warm and in spite of the lights I began to feel better.


‘Miss?’


After eighteen hours on duty too. Well, I was very young. All of twenty-four or so.


‘May I see Mr Stech, please?’


‘Mr Stech senior is not available, Miss. Was it food mixers or washing machines?’


I saw the man’s point. No one except a representative would enter a shop like that at ten past nine on a dirty morning.


‘It’s Mr Tony Stech I want to see. I’m from the hospital. It’s about his father.’


‘Mr Stech senior has been away for a long time, you know. In his absence the shop is my responsibility.’


He wasn’t stupid. He just hadn’t listened. He raised his eyebrows encouragingly and waited for me to sell him a food mixer.


‘May I see Mr Tony Stech please? My name is Cadence. I’m from the hospital. I have news of his father.’


‘Mr Tony Stech?’ A pause. Nobody ever asked for Mr Tony. ‘Just wait here, please. I’ll see if he’s available.’


The triteness of the delays, the utter triteness of the man who caused them, is much clearer in my mind than my eventual interview with Tony. I remember the electric colour of the manager’s skin and the workings of a sectional demonstration shaver on a shelf by his head. I remember his fiercely bitten nails, how they surprised me, revolted me, and how he hid them quickly under the lapels of his jacket. So many things I remember to blur my first real sight of Tony.


I remember his room, tangled, chaotic, cathode ray tubes and ranks of aluminum casings. There was the smell of electricity I was to come to know so well, of hot transformers. A workbench littered with minute instruments. A lathe in one corner. His room should have showed me at once the part Tony was going to play in the plans of my husband.


Tony himself was doing sums in the corner of a homemade diagram. He didn’t look up.


‘So he’s dead,’ he said.


‘Early this morning.’


‘Peacefully, in his sleep.’


‘Not in his sleep, but very peacefully.’


He was staring down at his sums, his pen no longer moving. His stillness held menace.


‘You’re the nurse from the hospital. You must see a lot of bereavement. It can’t really still give you a thrill.’


No answer seemed possible. I wondered whom he was wanting to hurt, and why.


‘What have you come for? Somebody could have telephoned. Your name’s the same as that doctor I spoke to. I suppose you’re married.’


I nodded. It was as if he was trying to find something to blame me for.


‘He said you were kind.’ Tony looked up at me, the hardest eyes I had ever seen. ‘You were kind for five weeks, and then he died. You – and your husband – you did nothing for him. Less than nothing.’


‘What was needed was a reason for him to go on living. I don’t think we had one.’


‘What was needed, nurse, was a reason for not dying. Women give birth astride a grave – our only disease is life – we read Spinoza but we manage. Or most of us do.’


‘Many don’t, Mr Stech. In this country half a million last year. Now that the psychological possibility exists people are making use of it.’


‘And all you do is offer kindness.’


He shouted, the room giving back nothing at all. Totally insulated, a room you couldn’t hurt yourself in. A padded cell. He got up awkwardly and turned away.


‘I’d much rather have been told over the telephone,’ he said.


‘Your father asked me to come and see you.’


That wasn’t the reason I was there. Nurses receive too many deathbed requests to be able to obey them all. I was there because I was cold, and already dead, and he was Jewish, and I wanted to see how Jews kept warm and alive.


‘I can’t be bothered with manners, nurse. He was an old man, and an innocent man, and where he is now he would much rather you had kept away.’


‘He said I was to ask you if you needed any help.’


‘Now you’ve asked.’ He stayed with his back to me. ‘Thank you for calling.’


‘Suppose we could have cured him, Mr Stech, do you think we should have?’ He turned to me, incredulous, then deeply angry. I went on. ‘Must there never be a time when a man may simply choose to die? Do we have to attack him with mechanisms? Aren’t we right just to offer them kindness?’


His answer stretched far into the future. It shaped his death.


‘That, nurse, is an attitude of mind, an attitude of mind that I will fight with everything I possess. I believe in life, Mrs Cadence. In the pain of staying alive.’


I envied him. He could say these things and still not sound grandiloquent.


‘Half a million UDW’s this year, two million next – it’s beguiling, this final permissiveness, this admission that life as we have made it is not worth the bother. And it’s not true, Mrs Cadence. UDW is not a noble civilized device – it’s a squalid social evil. It rots minds just as leprosy rots bodies. I shall fight it, Mrs Cadence, in any way I can. You might say I’ve received the call. I believe in too much. You and your husband must keep away from me.’


We didn’t keep away. Between them Edward and he for their different reasons developed a machine that reduced UDW mortalities from a peak of three and a half million to last year’s figure of I believe seventeen. Thus Edward oozled Sensitape in under the banner of Tony’s idealism.


I’m supposed to be reading the newspaper. My wardress mentioned a monorail disaster. Added some quick cliché about an interest in disasters being healthy. Healthy, no – normal, yes. Thea Cadence’s thoughts on Being Interested in Disasters: fondling other people’s disasters will make you appreciate your own. And there’s a mawkish sentiment for you. The Auntie Thea Column – Count your blessings while you’ve got ’em, or fate may come and spank your Pompom Circle Dance, Pomp and Circumstance, Round the Mulberry Bush, Here Comes Everybody as somebody once called him. And if I don’t look away, what then? I seem to have been carrying on the same argument for seven years.


‘Cassavetes is a great man. He has something none of you will ever understand about.’


‘Shouting is unsuitable, Mrs Cadence. Shouting is unsuitable.’


‘He’s a great man, Edward. He has something none of us will –’


‘He’s an hysteric, my dear. There’s also a touch of senile dementia.’


‘He’s a great man, Tony. He has something –’


‘He has the prejudices of his generation, darling. A tragic romanticism.’


‘But Tony –’


‘I agree that Edward shouldn’t have pressed him. It was a mistake, and Edward’s genuinely sorry for it. But –’


Perhaps lovers are always generous to wives’ absent husbands. It was so easy, talking in the sun, or above the noise of a pub or theater foyer, so easy for someone with a belief, even a belief in Sensitape. But Tony hadn’t been with Edward on that last visit to Paul Cassavetes, and I had.


‘They have a right to buy this with money, Dr Cadence?’


‘Nobody wants you to make up your mind at once, Mr Cassavetes.’ Edward was sorting through a pile of music, his mind apparently only half on what he was saying. ‘The musical experience would of course be far more complete than anything ever known before.’


‘You do not answer my question.’


‘The money isn’t important, Mr Cassavetes.’ Gentle. So casual. ‘Everybody has money – a price tag is either convenient or inconvenient. In this matter money is irrelevant.’


‘That I do not see. You are asking me to sell my soul.’


‘Rather to give your soul away, Mr Cassavetes.’


It was a room that in all its hundreds of years could never have known an equal sophistry. Three high, uncurtained windows, sunlight between their half-closed shutters standing in long white-gold columns across the floor, its centuries of polish calm and grave, dust moving slowly to and fro and around and down, as if in some ancient passepied to remembered music. A piano, and a cello leaning on a chair. Shelves of music and small stone sculptures. Spaces of grey-green shadow, caught from the garden, carried precious far back to the distant door with the shining brass finger plate.


Edward looked as fine as ever. He had positioned himself easily by the end of the piano, his feeling for the vertical line of his light suit against the coffin bulk of the instrument quite instinctive. The absence of anything to sit on worried me, and I wished I hadn’t been brought. I moved to the mantelpiece, then dared not lean on it. Edward stood motionless, completely restful. Nothing external about him could justify the strange impression of agressiveness he gave.


‘My soul is my own, Dr Cadence. One thing not for giving away. Another is this that I feel, that I know, when I play.’


‘Your greatest strength is Beethoven …’ As if the old man hadn’t spoken. ‘I suggest something popular. The Moonlight Sonata, perhaps. Issue the Sensitape and the record together. To hear what you hear, Mr Cassavetes. To know what you know. Or perhaps you think ordinary humanity is not worthy.’


‘You pretend to serve humanity, you doctors. Your real hope is to be God.’


‘Thea my dear, tell Mr Cassavetes about Sensitape. My wife has worked with the apparatus since its inception. She’ll tell you anything you want to know.’


‘I want to know nothing.’


‘Thea, tell Mr Cassavetes about Joel Fossom.’


Idiotically I had begun to tremble as soon as my name was mentioned. In the cool room I sweated.


‘Oh yes … Joel Fossom. I’m sure you’ve heard of him, Mr Cassavetes. The painter, you know. Such a high reputation. He’s the man who painted that beautiful Crucifixion. He’s one of the few artists today who work from a genuine Christian conviction. He –’


‘You don’t have to sell Joel Fossom, my dear. Just tell Mr Cassavetes about him and Sensitape.’


Quiet. Quieter than ever. He was using my fear of him as a demonstration. I didn’t realize at that time that I feared him. I thought instead that I was a foolish, scatterbrained woman. And that Paul Cassavetes was obstinate and wrong.


‘Oh yes … Sensitape. You see, Joel Fossom was working on a painting. We made a recording of the creative process. It turned out to be –’


‘I am sorry, Mrs Cadence, but I have already told your husband. I want to know nothing.’


‘Like Fossom, you too are an old man.’ Edward spoke as from a long way off. ‘You have a unique gift.’


‘And it shall die with me.’ Painfully vehement. He allowed a long pause. ‘As is the nature of unique gifts.’


He was a small man, thick and broad, with thick broad hands, and below his bald head veined temples and heavy, almost eyebrowless frontal ridges. He had the sort of strength that Edward would coldly wear away with gentleness. Already his eyes in their old brown hollows were too bright for comfort. Edward’s voice retired still further, every word like glass.


‘You have many charitable interests, Mr Cassavetes. A half million pound fee could mean a great deal.’


‘You are a visitor in my house, Dr Cadence. But if you continue to –’


‘Donated anonymously, Mr Cassavetes. Nobody but us three need ever know.’


‘I shall never feed your need for power, Dr Cadence. Will you please go now.’


‘Certainly. It was very good of you to see us.’ Still no movement. ‘When may we call again?’


The old man had half-risen from the piano stool. He sat again, where he was safe. The room was huge around him.


‘No doubt you will call again. I shall give instructions for you not to be admitted.’


‘Just as you wish.’ Nine quick paces to the door, me following, inadequate. ‘At your age I’m sure you’re entitled to some small self-indulgence.’


Cassavetes said nothing. He seemed to have stopped listening.


‘My need for power. Your need to be inviolate. Other outside needs we can only guess at. You might say it’s a conflict beyond any resolution.’


The force of will he turned on the hunched figure at the keyboard was monstrous.


‘You must understand, Mr Cassavetes, you have to want to make this recording. Any shade of reluctance will come through clearly. So we’re all entirely in your hands when it comes down to it.’


‘Dr Cadence, your talk is like a sickness.’ The old man muttered to himself for several seconds, unheard. ‘I must have nothing to do with you ever again. Your talk is evil. Sin. I have no words for my horror at what you are doing.’


‘What I do is to enrich human life.’


‘What you do is to …’


The strength of his voice failed. He sat very straight, showing a sudden surprise in his eyes. Then he fell off the stool – in a detectable way no longer human – onto the tiny polished blocks of the floor. Edward looked at me. A sensitivity in him – he was always immensely sensitive – suggested to him that I might prefer to be the first to go to the old man. I shook my head, for I couldn’t move, either to him or blessedly away out of the room to call servants. Call servants – or his wife. Christ, his wife.


‘Here’s your tea, Mrs Cadence. I’ve brought honey today, seeing you didn’t fancy yesterday’s jam.’


Edward squatted beside the old man, first neatly tucking up his trouser legs. One old square hand was flung out, lying palm up in the strip of sunlight from the centre of the three, grasping minutely at nothing. Motes whirled above it, agitated.


‘He’s not dead. Send for his wife, will you, Thea?’


I suppose I must have done.


‘Are you all right, Mrs Cadence? I’ve brought you your tea.’


My impression of the room is continuous, with his wife now in it. But her husband had been moved, composed now, Edward’s jacket rolled up for a slight pillow.


‘Cerebral hemorrhage, Mrs Cassavetes. A stroke. For the moment his right side appears to be affected.’


‘Affected? What do you mean, Dr Cadence?’


‘Paralyzed. I suggest that you send for his regular physician immediately.’


‘Tea, Mrs Cadence …? My goodness, you’re miles away, aren’t you?’


‘You two – what have you done to him?’


‘You must keep calm, Mrs Cassavetes. Quite possibly there is no lasting damage whatsoever. Modern electronic reeducation techniques work wonders. With the patient’s cooperation a complete recovery is often possible. We’ll keep in touch. A Sensitape made by him would be of historic value.’


The old woman very silent, very stiff, not with pride but with the pain of what had been done. The sunlight surely moving as I watched it, so long we stood and waited for the paramedics and their trolley. No one could cause another person’s stroke. I told myself that. Strokes were caused by –


‘I shall have to send for Doctor if you go on like this, Mrs Cadence.’


Soon finished now, Wardress. It is necessary, however, to remember how they carried him away, carried away what Edward had made, what I had made, what an old man’s blood had made, carried away the face already lopsided, the good side shaking with what we probably believed was palsy. But I suspected then, as I know for certain now, that it might very well be laughter. He’s still alive, trundling around his beautiful garden and feeding the goldfish. He teaches a lot. For me in here that’s a fine thing to be able to remember.


‘It’s a fine thing to be able to remember, Mrs Craig.’


‘You’re not thinking of losing your memory, are you?’


‘You misunderstand me.’


‘You’ve been miles away. I can hardly be expected to follow you.’


How she disciplines me. How easily I could spill out of the shape of the present, running idly down uncertain corridors.


‘I live a lot on memories at the moment, Mrs Craig.’


‘Memories of what really happened?’


‘Of course.’


‘Tea, Mrs Cadence. And I’ve brought honey instead of jam.’


She means something. I prod the honey suspiciously.


‘Bread and honey? Homely comfort? Knowing what’s what? Is that why you’ve brought me honey?’


‘We’re not trying to get at you. You didn’t seem to like the jam, that’s all.’


Jam or honey? – and what nice cakes on such pretty china. Edward’s mother managed talk about such things for most of a long afternoon. And Thea Springfield panting along behind, astonished that this was the form the exam should be taking, too young to detect the performance learned for the sake of a son who liked to operate within the system, too young to be insulted by it.


‘Have you had a chance to look at the paper yet, Mrs Cadence?’


‘I’m afraid not.’ No need for remembering to entail bad manners. ‘But it was kind of you to bring it.’


‘Not kind at all. I have very good reasons.’


‘You said you thought contact with the outside world would be good for me.’


‘More specific reasons, Mrs Cadence.’


‘Tell me what you mean.’


‘There are other things than monorail disasters in a newspaper.’


I don’t want to know. Whatever it is you’re trying to tell me, Wardress, willing me to discover, I don’t want to know it. My relationship to the knowledge I already have is far too precarious.


‘Perhaps I’ll look at it later. After I’ve had my tea.’


‘I’m sure you can imagine, Mrs Cadence, how careful my briefing was for this case. The proceedings against you, for instance, were not to be brought up by me in any way at all. They were to be dealt with by Doctor under tape therapy.’


‘To disregard clinical instructions, Mrs Craig, is to risk your whole career.’


‘I never would, Mrs Cadence. Believe me, I’ve checked the paper carefully for any reference to your case. There isn’t one. I’ll take the paper away when I come for the tea things.’


Your case … Why the emphasis? What other case would be likely to interest me? Surely she knows the extent of my egocentricity? I smile at my wardress and she goes out quietly.


Nothing on the front page except the disaster. Photographs of twisted steel, lists of the dead and injured, a message from the Queen, a visit from the Prime Minister. Back page – all sports. What paper is this? I don’t remember any sports in the paper Edward had. Must I go through this one column by column? I can’t hold it still, can’t manage it, can’t turn the pages. The huge, noisy pages.


It is extraordinary to watch my hands. They smooth and fold, now so neat and expert, so accomplished that they act without mind, without my volition. The paper is put away. As I said before – whatever it is, I don’t want to know. Hope is like a fever, a heat engendered by battle, and it leaves a deadly chill behind it. My arms ache. My hands tingle and creak. I don’t want to know. Suddenly I’m so tired I could cry. No longer with even the energy to pour tea and find rest.


I hope my wardress comes back soon. My nurse.


Mrs Cadence senior poured tea with little difficulty. I hid in my admiration of how well she poured tea.


‘Milk and sugar, Miss Springfield?’


‘Thank you.’


Edward told me later what a capable woman Rachel his mother was, how even before sexual intercourse with his father she had laid down the terms on which she would accept motherhood. The career she was building for herself – she was a social statistician – would be interrupted for a bare ten months, three months before the child’s birth and seven months after. And so it had happened. She was a woman of her time, aware of her child’s needs (hence the seven months’ mother-love), and also aware of her own. Grading the easing of the physical bond between herself and her son carefully, she delayed full-time work till he was three years old and capable of relating to the larger unit of the nursery school. During these three years she resisted instinctive nest building – she and her husband had lives of their own to lead, outside the material confines of an elaborate home. For their son a centre was needed, a home territory. Nothing more.


It would not have been fair to say that Edward married me because I would be useful to him. But that he allowed himself to fall in love with me for this reason I have little doubt. And with my very different background – Rachel researched this background most carefully – he reasoned that care must be taken if I were not to be put off. He didn’t realize, never realized, how helplessly I doted on him.


The steps his mother took as part of fulfilling her motherly duty were all her own idea. That was the great thing about Rachel – you never had to tell her what to do. She could be relied upon to find out for herself. Her responsibilities hadn’t ended at seven months. They occupied her intelligent concern up to the day she tidily died.


‘Edward tells me you haven’t any brothers or sisters, Miss Springfield.’


‘I’m afraid not.’ Thea Springfield felt this to be vaguely improper. ‘My mother couldn’t,’ she explained. ‘There was a blood incompatibility.’


‘So sensible of your parents not to turn to AID. Compound families seldom seem to be successful.’ No doubt the relevant statistic appeared in her mind and was dismissed as socially unsuitable. ‘Do have a biscuit, Miss Springfield,’ she said. She watched the girl with a kindly expression. Edward was on duty, so Thea Springfield was facing the ordeal on her own. Rachel had already commented on this, putting Miss Springfield at her ease with a reminiscence about her own first meeting with her future mother-in-law. Which was back before the second world war.


‘Edward also is an only child, you know. My husband and I were always going to have more – three is probably the ideal number. Then he was killed in one of the early supersonics.’


‘It must have been dreadful for you.’


‘It’s a long time ago now, my dear.’


I think it must have been Mrs Rachel Cadence who started my uncertainty in the presence of other women. Her motives were obscure. No more or less than men, women judge you, dominate you, flatter you, compete with you. But unlike men, their motives are unfathomable. My wardress, if I understood her motives I could deal with her entirely. Even allow friendship. Mrs X, to have understood her motives earlier would have enabled me to save the whole structure of my life. The similarities between me and other women, our clothes, the reasons for our bodies, the hinges of our minds, have always seemed to me, since Mrs Rachel Cadence, like tricks. Mirrors reflecting what isn’t there.


‘More tea, Miss Springfield?’ Then the dainty teapot (bought specially, as was whispered later that day in a postcoital confidence) was suddenly set down with a firm, sensible gesture. ‘You know, this is all very silly. Edward talks of you as Thea. I think of you as Thea. It’s an unusual and beautiful name. So the sooner I start calling you by it the better. Don’t you think so?’


‘Yes. Please do. Yes, of course.’ Her mind twittering at the thought that she might now be asked to call this woman ‘mother.’ She needn’t have worried.


‘You call me Rachel, my dear. Edward does. They all called their mothers by their given names at the school he went to.’


Bourgeois criticism was disarmed. And the girl’s mind too confused to extend that criticism to the Cadence family’s chic choice of school.


‘Thank you. I will.’ She couldn’t bear to. ‘Edward tells me’ – seeking wildly – ‘that you haven’t been in this flat very long.’


‘I move around a lot. My work often takes me to America. It’s never seemed worth keeping up a permanent home anywhere.’


‘How funny that must be. My parents have lived in the same house all their married life.’


‘It’s a very valuable ability. Western society needs a stable element. I think my own ancestors must have been nomadic.’


To Thea Springfield this attitude of mind was quite new. This habit of relating even the smallest personal act outward to society, and then backward and forward to the past and the future, gave the girl an uneasy feeling of continuity, of being infinitely responsible. The Springfields, on the other hand, were very finitely responsible. Professor Springfield was responsible to his head of department, to his daughter, and to his wife. Mrs Springfield was responsible to her position. And Thea Springfield was responsible to … to an impersonal thing called Suffering Humanity. Hence the profession of nursing.


‘Edward’s restlessness is more directed than mine, Thea. He’s very ambitious – though I’m sure I don’t have to tell you that, my dear. It’s difficult for me to remember that another woman now probably knows him even better than I do.’


‘But that’s not true.’ Thinking reassurance was needed. ‘You and I know him differently, that’s all.’


Her sudden blush at the unintended double meaning was ignored. Rachel had decided it was not helpful for her to be aware that her son and this girl were sleeping together.


‘Anyway, Thea, ambitious is not really the right word. Single-minded would be better. He pursues a vision. It won’t make him easy to live with, I’m afraid.’


‘I think it’s marvellous.’ Deb word. ‘I shall do everything I can to help him.’


‘I’m sure you will, my dear. He tells me you plan to get married.’


‘At the beginning of August, we thought. Just a registry office – nothing grand or fancy.’


It sounded modern and sensible. She had no idea then what it meant. The formica-topped desk and the bland satin-bronze clock. The sad air of a necessary legal formality.


At least, it seems sad to me now as I look back on it. For Thea Springfield it was as magical as everything else that year. A girl in love. Doubled. Astonished at how unaware her last few grown-up years had been. Astonished at the inadequacy of every earlier experience, the poor sort of interest earlier men had aroused in her, the poor sensible indifference to the ugliness of their private bodies nursing had given her, squashy organs obviously meant to be guts and only hung outside as a rather poor joke. A girl in love, finding beauty. Incredible, where Thea Springfield could find beauty. My memories of her are so vivid, they point the painful differences between us, what our eyes see, what our hands feel, what our minds know. Each morning Mrs Cadence puts clothes onto the unscrubbable staleness of skin, try not to touch herself, not to look. Thea Springfield retained her man’s sweat on her, too romantic to wash it off.


I’m at my wash basin now, there to externalize a psychological cleansing. Knowing what I do, I still do it. The thermotap insults me even more than usual – why shouldn’t I scald myself if I happen to be careless? Are there to be no penalties for inefficiency? Lather between my fingers, and disgusting sliding. Rinse off and dry. As I hang up the towel my wardress returns.


‘Still not drunk your tea, Mrs Cadence?’


‘I meant to. Will you pour it for me?’


She does so, hands me the cup and I drink.


‘You’ve been crying, Mrs Cadence.’


‘Not crying. Only washing my face.’


‘Do you think you could live like this for quite a long time, Mrs Cadence?’


‘All my life.’ What a strange question.


‘Doctor asked me to tell you he wasn’t satisfied with the progress of the treatment.’


‘Tell him to try another tape. This one is too generalised.’


‘I don’t think he was asking for advice.’


‘Give it to him all the same. The guilt needs to be more specific. Jealousy-oriented?’


‘Not guilt, Mrs Cadence. Contrition. It’s a contrition tape.’


I suspect fine differences not my own of being artificial, put in to confuse me. Besides, her hands are gathering up the paper, feeling its untidiness, deducing perhaps that it has been opened and read. She’s not going to comment.


‘More tea? Before I take it away?’


‘Please. The dose is calculated on a basis of two cups, I believe.’


She stares thoughtfully. She won’t be needled.


‘I wonder if the tape really is wrong for you. Or perhaps you simply choose to think it’s guilt because that’s what you feel you can deal with.’


‘You shouldn’t be suggesting that. Doctor wouldn’t like it. Poor man. I’m knowing enough as it is. And I expect he’s doing his best.’


She pours the tea while I walk, disjointed, around the room. Before contrition there must be guilt. Obviously. And before both, motive. She knows this as well as I do.


‘I’ll be in again soon, Mrs Cadence, to see how you’re doing.’


So many of her remarks have the same rhythm. They’re the same remarks really, only with different words. If I’ve read the paper, whatever it says needs space in which to do its work. And Doctor says he isn’t satisfied with the progress of the treatment.




DAY 27


‘How are you feeling, Mrs Cadence?’


This is which minute of which hour of which day? And which repetition of that disgusting question?


‘I asked you how you were feeling, Mrs Cadence.’


‘Guilty, Doctor’


‘No need to shout, Mrs Cadence.’


‘I feel like shouting.’


‘And I feel like slapping you for shouting.’


‘Do so. Go on as you have begun.’


The room jolts. He’s hit me. Hit my face. Quite hard.


We both know where we stand.


‘What was I supposed to say?’


‘You’re very agressive today, Mrs Cadence.’


‘It’s the treatment working. It’s what guilt does to you.’


‘Contrition, Mrs Cadence. It’s what contrition does to you.’


‘You’re a liar.’


‘Another slap would put us one all. I’m learning how you work, Mrs Cadence.’


‘Tell me why you say my name so often.’


‘To reassure you.’

OEBPS/images/9781473202023.jpg
%s‘m\v
SOMNIBU S

SYNTHAJOY
THIE SINEEL €ROCODIILE
ASCENDANCIES





OEBPS/images/Gateway_Logo.jpg
«@-EWAY





