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A BEARD OF STARS


Being concealed in Mervyn was the best feeling ever and, one way or another, I’ve been looking for something like that feeling ever since. I’ve tried everything, from love to religion and all there is between those two extremes, but nothing has come close to the completeness of that warm evening in 1968.


Through the walls of his body I could hear Brenda asking where I was. I felt Mervyn’s answer before I heard it. The drone rose in his belly as he told her that I was with him.


‘Where?’


‘He’s asleep.’


I closed my eyes tight to seem more asleep if they looked.


‘Isn’t he hot?’


The heat was one of the best things about it; a heat so fully enveloping it made you dizzy and disinclined to move, so incapacitating that you felt you couldn’t move if you wanted to. I didn’t want to. I was suspended in a nest of hair. Encasing me on every side was downy arm hair and scrubby leg hair and matty chest hair and silky belly hair, and I was nestled and naked in this pocket of damp fur. Sweat trickled between my skin and his pelt, both upwards and downwards on the capillary principle, a sensation that was pleasant enough in itself as mild tickling went, but made exquisite when combined with an inertia that gave immunity to tickling. Better still were the seldom times when Mervyn spoke and plangent vibrations in his trunk spread through all the fibres and fluid and enfolded me in droning.


Sound was the only impression that penetrated from the outside world. Light was blocked by Mervyn’s beard and hair, hanging in gnarled bunches and kinked curtains; yard-long hanks that draped over us on every side and gave the squatting Mervyn the appearance of a yurt with a face on top. The warm stench of his armpits built steadily, periodically laced with whiffs of his lesser sweats and excretions, repelling any other smell that came near us.


‘He’ll suffocate.’


‘He’s cool.’


‘Let him out. I want him to see this.’


Mervyn shifted and unlotussed his legs and parted the beard and fired his hair over his shoulders. The perfect universe disintegrated. Flinch-making bright light and wince-inducing clear noise and lung-scorching fresh air came pillaging in. Worse was the cool of Brenda’s hands either side of my ribcage as she hauled me out of Mervyn’s lap. Another child might have wept and howled, but I had long since learned that crying was a waste of effort among people who would only stare in blank wonderment as if my shrieks were a sudden prophecy in ancient Greek.


‘Man.’


Brenda put me on my feet and pointed to a distant stage, holding my face by the chin to stop me gazing backwards into Mervyn’s lap, where the cavity of hair was re-forming and disappearing as he rearranged his limbs and tresses.


‘Man that was like giving birth man.’


‘Man.’


Brenda was whispering in my ear. ‘Look. Keep looking. If you keep looking you’ll see the great wizard appear.’


‘Why?’


‘On the stage. Look. He’s coming.’


Across all the heads: the backs of all the long-haired heads in rows and rows of folding wooden chairs, and the headbands and hats of groups of real hippies like us squatting on the ground, disdainful of the serried masses, and the threading flittering of naked children like me, and the occasional cosmic dancer, moving to music perceptible only to themselves. Away on the stage, a plain ugly stage made suddenly luminous in horizontal light from a lowering sun, two minute figures, as small as the earlobes of the man sitting in front, walked to the centre and sat down cross-legged and waited for their audience to quieten. Brenda told me to listen hard. She said that the sounds they would make would cast a spell that could set the world to rights if everyone listened. She said that the wizard was chanting to bring in the New Age. He would stop the Wars and the money and make the children happy.


‘Is he the one with the tom-toms?’


‘Bongos. No. He’s the beautiful one.’


In the distance he looked a bit like me. He was little and he had black curly hair. The noise that he and his friend made was faster than music, but even the cosmic dancers let the sunbeams fall from their hands and sat down to listen. The beautiful one leaned forward and began to sing. His voice was weird enough to be a wizard’s, and his words made little sense if you didn’t know it was a spell.


Everyone, as far as I could see, was happy. Brenda was transported. Shining crows’ feathers hung over her ears and her hair dangled in shiny black plaits. Her face was as shining and white as her smock. From beneath the circumference of her purple hat she whispered to me from time to time.


‘It’s him. He’s come to save the world, and us from ourselves.




PROPHETS, SEERS AND SAGES


When the cross-legged wizard in children’s shoes had finished singing and left the stage, Mervyn stirred.


‘Let’s go now man. Right now, before the next number starts. This is what we came for. We should keep the vibe.’


Bronwen seconded him. ‘And we wouldn’t be caught in the crush at the end.’


The men turned on her with sneering looks. The women kept their eyes to the ground, ashamed to have had the same thought and relieved not to have been the one crass enough to express it.


Had Bronwen not spoken we might have left on the spur of Mervyn’s suggestion, untainted as that was by practicality. Now there was uncertainty. Some were easing themselves cautiously to their feet as if they might be doing no more than stretching their legs, others were gazing abstractedly at the stage as if they were unaware of the predicament. A man who called himself Emperor and wore white trousers was talking about who the next group would be, but his microphone shrieked back at him and the noise from the speakers was like electronic whale song.


‘Never mind what the chick said. We should be gone man.’ Mervyn made his appeal general, though no one would look at him. All eyes were on Julian now, to see whether he would shift or stay.


‘We are reeds blowing in a circular wind.’ Julian drew himself upright, into a more mage-like posture. ‘We should ask the spirits.’ He reached into his mirrorwork satchel and drew out a roll of dirty chamois leather.


‘Can’t we use coins?’ Mervyn was trying to sound reasonable but there was agitation at the edge of his voice. ‘If you use the stalks we’ll be here for an hour. The question is should we leave now? Not should we have left an hour ago.’


Julian, unperturbed, continued to unroll the yarrow stalks, making the chamois into a mat on the ground in front of him. ‘Coins give a symmetrical result.’


‘It’s a symmetrical question.’


‘We all decided that the use of money in the I Ching is disrespectful to the spirits. We voted on it.’


‘It’s more disrespectful to waste their time by asking them if you should do something you’ve already done. You can’t ask if you should stay when you’re staying to ask. We should be out of here man.’


Julian rolled the yarrow stalks between his palms, then placed the bundle on the mat. He removed one stalk, held it up and muttered, then set it down so that it pointed at the bundle. ‘The witness is in place. Are you going to get into the vibe, Mervyn, or are you going to disrupt it? We have a decision to make.’


Mervyn acceded by sitting down again and turning the tor of hair that was his body so that he was facing Julian and the I Ching mat like everyone else. The irregular circle watched as Julian divided and counted the stalks again and again, oblivious to the renewed music from the stage. When they talked about it afterwards, everyone claimed that they had heard no music at all during the divination. Julian said it was because we were under the protection of the spirits.


Meanwhile, I had wriggled from Brenda’s side and sidled over to Mervyn, hoping for re-entrance to the lap of luxury. I perched on the edge of one of his enormous knees and sank slowly backwards, gradually disappearing into the hairfall; into the heat and stench and comfort and fur, knowing that I was safe from disturbance for a while, now this I Ching business had got going.


Julian was a slow worker, and the others sat with the stillness and silence and fixation of cats looking into a pond. The only person to speak was Bronwen, who, halfway through the process and hoping to redeem herself from her earlier indelicacy, recognised the first trigram. Her voice was heard as an earnest whisper, addressed to no one in particular. ‘The open. The stimulating mist.’


A tremor of Mervyn’s approval rolled through me. It was impossible to find the exact position that had been so comfortable before. The elements of the hiding place were as good as they had been the first time, the smell and the feel and the heat of it, but the sense of floating was elusive. I could have asked the spirits to help me into the right position, but I knew that they would be busy answering Julian’s question.


At last, the hexagram was declared and Julian read the text from the oracle. ‘The open gorge. Articulation. The mist swirls below the stream. The nodes of the bamboo. Separate what is separate and make the connections clear. Express things. By measuring the measure the city will be safe.’


‘Is that a yes or a no?’ It was Steve who spoke. The others would have been looking at him with smug amusement. Steve was the most recent arrival and it was his role to ask the more naïve questions.


I was squashed violently as Mervyn’s stomach expanded and contracted with sudden force. ‘Tcha! It said we should separate ourselves man.’


‘Not so fast man. I wasn’t finished.’ You could tell that this was Julian’s favourite part of divination. ‘There was a transforming yin above. Harshness and bitter speech. Do not do what is asked. Provide whatever is necessary.’


‘You’re making it up now.’


‘I wouldn’t meddle with the spirits man.’


‘Anyway, it depends whether we asked if we should go or we should stay.’


‘I asked if we should go.’


‘I didn’t. I asked if we could stay. Jimi Hendrix is on later. What did you ask, Colin?’


‘Stay, I think. I can’t remember.’


‘I was the medium. It’s what I asked that counts.’


Mervyn exploded, all his flesh making a lovely wobble as he ranted. ‘So what’s the point of the rest of us doing it, then? Or maybe the spirits think you should stay here on your own. The rest of us can go.’ There was shushing from some of the people round us, and Mervyn lowered his voice, but the trembling was all the more intense for it. ‘If you’re the medium man you’re the medium. What the questions pass through. Otherwise we’re all just sitting here while you ask whatever you want. Which might explain, for instance, why when we ask what vegetables to plant it always turns out to be things you like, so we get a garden full of sodding cabbages and nothing else. Because you sneak off in your head and ask about cabbages. Is that how it works man?’


‘Of course not.’


‘Then let’s find out what we all asked. How many asked go and how many asked stay and we’ll know what the answer is.’


The ripples of Mervyn’s anger must have sent me to sleep, and it was late and cold when I woke, and I was being carried through the dark, towards the bus. The music had finished and the stage was dark and most of the people had gone home. The field was lit by a scattering of bonfires made of piles of the wooden folding chairs. There was bad feeling among us, and I could tell that we weren’t leaving because of a consensus of interpretation of the oracle. We made our way along a flickering plywood fence, and someone pointed out where it had been pushed over and suggested we take a short cut back to the bus, and then we stumbled in the dark, parallel to hedges and through dubious gates until we reached a road, and stood for a moment in sullen relief before someone opened their mouth to produce the embryo of a discussion about whether to turn right or left.


Bronwen made a spluttering noise. ‘Ask the bloody I Ching, why don’t you?’ Then she set off noisily in what proved to be the right direction.




MY PEOPLE WERE FAIR


The bus, when we eventually found it, carried us nearly home, and broke down on the wrong side of the village, and we left it there to be dealt with the next day and walked the last mile across the fields on familiar territory now and sure of our way in the thinning darkness. Mervyn led, balancing me on one shoulder. We made our way in single file through the long spinney and paused on the edge of it, inhaling cold air and the smell of foxes, and looking downhill towards a rambling, grass-roofed house in an otherwise houseless dell. There was a candle lit in every window. This was the hOme.


‘hOmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmmm
mmmmmmmmme.’


The chant rose simultaneously and spontaneously from all of us, fading separately as the breath of each gave out, until there was only Mervyn’s profound bass continuing to roll down the hill. A door in the house opened and a figure flitted out, black in the yellow light. Torches were lit along the path to the end of the garden and the barking of dogs intruded from the next dell. We hurried down the hill, the shock of each footfall bouncing me higher on Mervyn’s shoulder, until I was spending more time in the air than on the flesh, and thought I was flying home through the darkness.


Debora’s face was split in two with her grin of welcome. She stood in the circular door with a candle held in front of her and the light pouring out of the house behind her. The sky beyond the roof was paling and the air was thick with birdsong. I couldn’t help shouting.


‘Guess who we saw?’


‘The wizard?’


‘How did you know?’


‘Did he sing?’


‘Debora? Why did he call you a zebra?’


By now I was folded in her arms and whispering in her ear and she was nuzzling at me. ‘Zebra yourself.’


‘What’s for tea?’


‘Has the child not had anything to eat?’


The question was directed at Brenda, who, tired though she was, still took the trouble to assume an air of casual indifference. ‘I told him he could have something when he got home.’


‘Did you now?’


They stared at each other for a moment, and then Brenda pushed past us, her head thrown back to show her state of superior unworldliness. ‘We have been having a mystical experience. If you had taken the trouble to be there you wouldn’t have been thinking of your stomach either.’


Now that we were on the threshold, with an aroma of brown rice seeping out from the kitchen, the ache of hunger that had occupied my stomach for most of the day gave way to acute pain. The others must have been undergoing a similar process because, suddenly unmysticled, they all vanished in the direction of the food, leaving Debora on the path, holding me to her hip, and muttering.


‘Mystic pisstic.’


She managed, by using her elbows, to secure a plate of food for me. I ate most of it, then fell asleep with the spoon clenched in my teeth. I was woken by Debora trying to ease the spoon out of my mouth.


‘Time the lamb was in bed.’


‘Time we all were man.’


‘Whose turn is it to keep watch tonight?’


‘Brenda.’


Brenda yawned. The candles were fading as daylight began to permeate the room. ‘Can’t we skip a night? There’s not much night left. I’ll never keep awake. Missing one night won’t kill us.’


Julian took a moment to assemble his face into a patriarchal expression. Then he turned it on Brenda and dropped the lower half into a viscid smile. ‘We can’t risk it. There hasn’t been anything for a while now. For weeks man. The bus needs mending. If we don’t get something soon we’ll be eating into the stake money.’


‘We could ask the I Ching if there’s going to be anything tonight.’ Brenda sounded desperate.


There was a harmonic groan from Bronwen and Mervyn, which Julian cut through. ‘That is setting prophecy against prophecy. It could be dangerous. And you know the I Ching won’t let itself be used for getting money.’


Brenda opened her mouth to argue, but Mervyn quashed her with a threatening rumble. ‘There’s no way man the rest of us are staying up all night with the I Ching just to ask if you can go to sleep.’


Debora stood up, me in her arms, my eyelids smarting from the fight to keep them open. ‘I’m putting the boy to bed now.’


Brenda snorted. ‘Lucky him.’


‘Some mothers might want to kiss their son goodnight.’


‘What’s this? Pick-on-Brenda night? Why is it always me that has to do everything?’


Brenda flounced off. The men drifted towards their beds and the women began to clear the table. A ball of tortoiseshell fur sped howling through the kitchen, ricocheting off Bronwen’s ankles so that she overbalanced and dropped the plates she was carrying in a clatter of wood on stone. She watched one rough-hewn disc roll in the wake of the now vanished cat.


‘Time that bloody thing was put out of our misery.’


‘Don’t say that in front of the child. It’s not the cat’s fault she’s the way she is.’


‘Well, don’t look at me. I didn’t do it.’


‘You didn’t stop them doing it either.’


Debora and Bronwen glared at each other. It was rare that one of them was provoked to address the other and, once it had occurred, each seemed unsure what to do next. The stand-off was cut short by a whimper from me, prompting Debora to resume the way to my bed.


We passed Julian’s room. His door was open and we could see him sitting up in bed in his robe of prophecy, waiting for Brenda to come and start her vigil. He was smiling beatifically at the clunks of plates from the kitchen. It was a pleasure to him to know that others were going about their tasks. Julian was the founder of the hOme and, though we were technically leaderless, our leader. We depended on him, for guidance through the I Ching, and for money through his gift of prophecy.




WIELDER OF WORDS


Julian, the hOme ruler, had begun his adult life working as a stable lad in Newmarket. It was there that he first read Lord of the Rings and discovered his strange abilities. Those who shared his dormitory had begun to complain that their sleep was disturbed by him sitting up in bed in the middle of the night and shouting. At first this eccentricity made him unpopular. He was tied in a haynet and lowered through the ice in the water trough as a deterrent, though it was noticed that every dunking only increased the volume of his midnight rantings. Then the lad in the next bed but one, while taking advantage of the comparative privacy of the small hours to indulge in a more relaxed bout of self-satisfaction, witnessed the entire somniloquy and noticed that only one phrase was being used and that it consisted of the name of a runner in the 3.45 at Kempton Park the following day. The horse, a rank outsider called Merry Feasting, won.


Julian began something of a celebrity on the yard, until the trainer enquired into the unusual number of his employees who were falling off their horses during morning gallops. Hangovers were blamed, and Julian was pinpointed as the source of funds that made the hangovers commonplace. He was sacked.


By this time, between one headache and the next bout of consolidating his popularity in the King’s Arms, he had begun to suspect that he had a calling in life. Tolkien had affected him deeply, and it seemed more than a coincidence that the book had come into his hands at about the same time as the oracle had entered him. He stopped spending his winnings in pubs and bought a dell in Devon, and recruited settlers to help build the first hOmestead in the New Shire.


Mervyn, whom Julian had found meditating under a laburnum in Nonsuch Park, Cheam, was the only survivor from those early days. They lived in a shepherd’s caravan at first, and then a teepee, while making experiments in structural integrity that failed more often than they succeeded. Their incompetence as builders was accentuated by Julian’s insistence that all the doors and windows should be round, as they were in Hobbit dwellings, and mitigated by the interdiction against staircases. The idea that the whole building should be in the shape of an Om came from Mervyn, who had a friend who had been to India.


Others came and went during the years the commune formed. Some left their mark on the place. An alcoholic Welsh poet called Dylan brought the I Ching and the yarrow stalks and bequeathed them when he moved on, ever mobile in his resentment at not being the alcoholic Welsh poet called Dylan who had been elected for literary immortality. An American biologist called Judy introduced her personal theory of macrobiotic eating. In her system one could, in the first instance, eat anything that was incapable of flight from the consumer. So mussels were permitted since they were tied to rocks, but snails were not because they were free to slither away. Beyond this basis there was a steep gradient of nutritional purity to be scaled, from stage ten, which allowed one to gorge on a sheep if it were found with its legs already broken, to stage one, in which all food was tabu with the exception of brown rice. Most of us remained stuck at stage three, where carrots and cabbage were permitted, though Debora would see to it that I got regular doses of illicit rations. Judy herself achieved stage one while living at the hOmestead and maintained her purity for several weeks until she collapsed and was carted off to Exeter hospital to be treated for malnutrition, from where she was deported to a mental institution in her country of origin. Her personal failure was interpreted as nothing more than that, and her dietary principles kept hold of our imagination. Other hOmesteaders came to regard their visits to hospital as temporary setbacks in a greater social experiment.


David arrived silently, on his own. I can’t remember ever hearing him speak, and wondered sometimes if he had a voice at all, but now and again you would hear him laugh, and it was a deep, powerful laugh that could cross two fields and come at you through the soles of your feet as if all the things he never said had been boiled down inside him.


Debora and Bronwen arrived together and shared a room, despite the palpable dislike that fizzled between them. They rarely spoke to each other in public, but voices could be heard coming from their room late into the night, where a well-thumbed copy of Mary Wollstonecraft topped the pile on the bedside table. Bronwen was an enthusiastic member of the community, thrilled by every new rule and prohibition, while Debora disapproved of so much that the mystery of her remaining with us was often discussed, though never in her presence. Neither was it ever admitted that the reason such a disruptive and cynical influence was tolerated was probably because she did more work about the place than all the rest put together.


The sexual code by which we lived had been defined by Ash, the disaffected younger son of wealthy Bangaloris. He had brought with him the teaching of the tantras. In Ash’s version the only fantasy allowed to either partner during intercourse was the leading of a white horse down a Kashmiri valley in springtime. Orgasm was to be avoided under any circumstances, and merit was earned by endurance rather than satisfaction.


Love among us was free, in theory. In fact it was a rare occurrence. A new arrival, of either sex, could go through the residents, in various combinations, like a dose of flu, bringing down the last of them just as the first was getting its breath back. But an unsalted diet of horses in Kashmiri valleys soon dulled the appetite of anyone but the most libidinous, and the most libidinous never stayed long. Ash, our sexual godfather, stayed, and mostly stayed in his room, honing exercises that were neither yoga nor sex, but some goalless amalgamation of the most disgusting aspects of both. His door was always open and, in the end, it may have been the sight of him through that circle of wattle and daub, torturing his genitals in slow motion, an absent expression on his face, that neutered the sexual charge of the hOme. My most prevalent thought whenever I saw him was always one of relief for not being an adult and for having a body that was more functional than recreational. Though I was not excluded from the sex life of the hOme, Debora saw to it that I was never included either.


Brenda, my mother, the fairy child of the dell, as they sometimes referred to her when she wanted something and was in a mood to charm, was the mascot. She had arrived one day out of nowhere, all eyes and no flesh, with bones as thin as hair and hair as fine as cobwebs, barefoot and bedraggled. Everyone who lived there at the time was sitting in a circle in the top field, on a day of autumn brilliance. They had been experimenting with fly agaric, and Brenda’s arrival seemed as natural as rain. She was asked no questions, but offered a tincture of the fungus and shown how to rub it into her armpits and groin.


I was inside her. She was fifteen and I was the reason she had run away and hitched to the south-west, sleeping in hedges and with truck drivers, until she abandoned the road, light-headed with hunger, and took to woods and fields, with nothing to keep her going but a determination that her back should remain turned on the despair she had left behind. She stumbled into a circle of smiling people dressed for a pantomime, but her life had been so odd during the previous days that nothing could alarm her. She assimilated the effects of the fly with the equanimity of a shaman, and decided that she had arrived wherever she was going.


And I, while still the size of her thumb, was given my first hallucination.




ELEMENTAL CHILD


I was born an hour before midday on the fourteenth day of Taurus in the month of Beltaine and the Year of the Rabbit at the end of the Age of Capricorn. It had been a portentous winter since Brenda’s arrival. Deep snow had covered and smothered the normally mild countryside of Devon, bringing hardship to those dependent on electricity and roads. The hOme fared better, although with temperatures below freezing for seventy consecutive days, and the house in darkness under snow, with one tunnel dug into the bleak world outside, it must have seemed like the end of something; if not the world exactly, at least the end of things as they were. During these seventy days the I Ching, no matter how often it was thrown, always gave the same result: the hexagram of nearing, or Lin, with a nine-at-second. Something enormous was about to happen. Then, at the thaw, my eight-months-pregnant mother was stretching her long-confined legs in the bottom meadow when a white horse came galloping towards her. She screamed and Mervyn, who was near by, hauled her to the top of a bank just in time. The horse reared in front of them, wide hooves bashing the air and black balls aquiver. No one knew how it had got there and it was never seen again.


The entire community was present at my birth, some burning herbs and some swinging crystals. Julian sat, cross-legged, beside Brenda’s head, hunched over his charts.


‘Push now and he will have Cancer rising. He will be a nurturer as well as nurtured. He will be perfect in his yin and yang.’


Brenda pushed and her narrow hips dislocated long enough for my head to squeeze through. Debora’s hands were waiting to receive me.


‘His head is here. Push again. Push again and we will have him.’


They knew, from the I Ching, that I was to be a boy. After several days of debate they had interpreted the reading, by a majority of two, as indicative of my maleness. Had I been a girl it would have been a failure of interpretation and not a sign of inadequacy in the spirit world, which had, quite plainly, predicted that three foxes would be caught with the yellow arrow.


‘There’s something wrong. He’s caught.’


Brenda screamed as Debora forced her fingers between my head and the labia, already taut and inflamed beyond endurance.


‘Push, you silly bitch. PUSH!’


I slid out and jackknifed backwards like a fish lunging on a line, strangled by my own umbilical cord. There was screaming and confusion, but Debora kept her head and freed me and coaxed me to breathe.


Beside her, when everyone was quiet, Bronwen was thrown into a trance, and spoke.


‘The child is a mage. He is born with the signs of the seer on him. He will be great and his life will be lived in pain, but he will know everything and he will always be right.’


Julian had begun to count the yarrow stalks.


‘You must name him. You must name him now before the sticks are counted. He must have a name to make the oracle true.’


The story of my birth and the omens around it was told to me so often that it became like a memory. At times I think I may have been born sentient because there are details I know that I could never have heard; the smell of the room and the expressions on the faces, the flicker of eyes that betrayed thought. Maybe I was aware of what was going on, and hearing the story recounted so many times by so many people only prevented me from forgetting. How else could I remember what Brenda was feeling?


She wanted to sleep or cry. She wanted to cover herself and be alone, and to be held in the arms of her own mother. She wanted a drink of water. The last thing she wanted to do was think of a name for me. Despairing, she looked in the only direction where no one’s eyes would meet hers, through the circle of the open door, to the kitchen table where a jar of honey stood from breakfast-time. Honey was the last thing she had eaten. It was honey brought back from India by Ash, who had been spending the spring in a Kashmiri valley and then had gone to Bangalore to touch his family for some of their despised money. So there was a jar of Coorg honey from Karnataka, and Brenda craved a spoon of honey.


‘Coorg.’


The murmur escaped from her involuntarily, but the news was lobbed about the room as everyone took their turn to say the new name in quick succession.


‘His name is Coorg.’


‘What does the oracle have to say for Coorg?’


Julian was sitting in silence and astonishment. The witness was broken. The yarrow stalk had snapped in two, apparently of its own accord, and at the moment that Brenda had named me. Such a thing had never occurred before and Julian, now being a yarrow stalk short of the quota, was at a loss to interpret it. It was Bronwen who was the first to rouse herself from the wide-eyed immobility that pervaded the room.


‘He has broken the oracle.’


‘The spirits will not speak of him.’


‘He is a mage-child.’


‘His powers are beyond the spirits’ knowing.’


‘He will be the seer of the New Age.’


‘Merlin has come back to guide us.’


‘I thought we decided that Sartre was Merlin.’


‘Fuck Sartre, man. This is real.’


So my entrance was made. It wasn’t long before some of the wonderment wore off, erased by the realities of baby-care. Julian acquired a new set of yarrow stalks to replace the set that had, if the truth were told, been worn to the point of spontaneous breakage by years of use.


Impervious to her maternal instincts, Brenda considered her responsibilities towards me to have been discharged with my delivery. Her nipples hurt and she refused to go on breast-feeding; went back instead to being the fairy child, as useless and enchanting as the son she had produced and, secretly though not unnoticeably, jealous of my rivalry in the winsome stakes. Fortunately for me Debora’s maternal instincts were so overwhelming that her hormones were affected and she found herself expressing milk from virgin breasts. I, naturally, was allowed to take advantage. The phenomenon was accepted at the hOmestead as an ordinary proof of my extraordinary nature and as a sign that, since my welfare was safely in the hands of higher powers, everyone else could go about their business without troubling themselves unduly about my survival.


Cut off as we were, there was no reason for my birth to be noticed in the wider world. No district nurse came to call and no registration was made. Debora suggested that I might, one day, find it useful to be in possession of a birth certificate, but Julian said that the Age of Aquarius was at hand and bits of paper would soon be superfluous. The matter was never raised again.


Infancy passed. Vegetables were planted, harvested and eaten and digested. The consequence of their digestion was dug back into the earth for the following crop. More people came to try living in our experiment every year and fewer stayed. No one was ever turned away, even though the nature of what we were doing was more attractive to the mad than to the sane. But somehow the truly gibbering mad couldn’t stand us for long. Perhaps they were restless or perhaps they really needed a sane environment in which to practise their madness. Or perhaps the rules of our freedom were too strict.


Sometimes children were brought in, and this I resented. It was my job to be the child. And children had a tendency to treat me as an equal, whose function was to collaborate in their games of imagination. I had been told that whatever was in my imagination was the future reality of the world, and was too precious a commodity to be wasted on games of Doctors and Junkies. But in the end the children who came were ephemeral, and I was the one who remained, having wished them away.


In my earliest memories we were oddities when we went out into the world; stared at in the street by people who must have thought us as odd as I thought them, with their tamed hair and tight lips and monochrome clothes and packaged cigarettes. Some would laugh out loud and point and some would pretend they hadn’t noticed us at all, sliding their eyeballs sideways with a nauseated expression on their faces. By the time I was four things were changing. The straight people remained, but we freaks were multiplying, and the more of us there were the less freakish we seemed. Soon, allies could be spotted in every gathering; long hair and tattered velvet loped on every pavement. You could tell who was a kindred spirit and who wasn’t by the cut of their jib more than by their clothes, which was essential since the way we looked was beginning to be fashionable, and not everyone who wore hippie gear was necessarily hip. Ordinary people were trying to be extraordinary, and in the process making the extraordinary ordinary. Still, a fellow believer was distinguishable. There was the dirt in their fingernails and the happy glaze of their expressions. There was something proud about the men and something humble about the women. You could walk right up to a real cat and, without preamble, plunge straight into the depths of a conversation about The Wizard of Earthsea or The Hobbit or the best way to achieve oracular hallucination from bay leaves (Julian had tried eating a whole bag of them and was sick in the moonlight), as the sibyls had done when the earth was wise.


There was a buzz in our Council meetings then. It seemed as though people everywhere were beginning to agree with us: that no one could possibly deny our truth once the light was shone on their faces. When the Grand Council made a decision, it was no longer for the hOmestead alone but for the world in general. The spirits were communicating our thoughts to the insurrecting masses. When students took to the streets of Paris for the establishment of a new society, it was we who were directing their energies, and inspiring their ideals. In the papers we would read what we had done, Julian and the I Ching and I. If we thought it, so it would be. It was an exciting time.




PEWTER SUITOR


As she approached her twenty-first birthday, in the disquieting spring of ’68, and some months yet before we went to hear the wizard sing at Woburn Abbey, Brenda found herself growing restless. She had been six years at the hOme and the novelty of eternal childhood was wearing thin. In a regime of free love, what had been her charming indifference to sex, her couldn’t-care-less willingness to engage in any erotic activity suggested by the men, was turning to repugnance. This led to an unharmonious meeting of the Grand Council, during which I lay across her lap and felt her flesh turn to stone and heard the sullen withering of her voice to silence, while she was accused of no longer being in on the vibe through her frigidity. Julian was her chief accuser, the other men collaborating in monosyllables and looks. Debora might have defended her without much trouble. Everyone knew that Julian had an ulterior motive; that Brenda was the only woman to have allowed him to walk the horse with her a second time. But Debora was away in Paris for a while, and the remaining women, Bronwen, Alice and Marge, looked away and said nothing.


Not long after that, without the situation improving from anyone’s point of view, on my fifth birthday Colin arrived. There was something funny between Brenda and him from the start; a look from one to the other that was almost accusing, before a word had passed between them. He was as ethereal as she. Fleshless bones were held high in his body, and black hair grew long to his waist, straight and lank as water. He arrived in the morning and a grand piano followed him in the afternoon, carried into the house by grumbling men in brown coats, one of whom gave me a packet of sweets in the shape of cigarettes.


The piano was set in the centre of the biggest room, the room where we gathered in winter and bad weather, with rugs and cushions thick across the whole floor and a fireplace that stuck a ragged blackened tongue out at the ceiling. On that first day, when Colin sat down to play, with all the windows open, the garden was filled with music and there was a sense of completeness, as if this was what we had been waiting for to round off our lives. Everyone sat still under the trees and no one talked. When Brenda stood up I slipped my hand in hers and went with her into the house, where we watched his white fingers flit over keys as black and white as his skin and hair, until he noticed us and stopped.


‘You’re very beautiful.’


She said it to him as though it were an explanation for our presence, and then lowered herself on to one of the big cushions, her now clammy hand still in mine. He smiled and returned to the keyboard, and at the fall of his hands the air was fat once again with music.


After a time he stopped again and rose from the stool and drew his kaftan over his head and dropped it to the floor, before reseating himself to carry on where he had left off, now unselfconsciously nude, without so much as a referring glance in our direction.


Nudity was not remarkable at the hOme. Nonetheless Brenda was agitated. She spoke over the music.


‘Why did you do that?’


‘Because you wanted me to.’
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