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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.







INTRODUCTION
Brian Clemens


STEPHEN GALLAGHER is responsible for me neglecting my wife, sons, all three cats, and even phone calls from Hollywood!


When I was asked to write this introduction, I readily agreed. First, unusually, I had some time on my hands in which to do it, and secondly—and perhaps more pertinently—Steve is a friend and fellow writer whose work I have come to admire and respect.


But all that aside, I was aware of a certain burden of responsibility in that I knew my involvement— and whatever I wrote—was intended as something that might help enhance sales. And so it was with perhaps just a little trepidation that I turned the first page, my intention being to scan through the stories quickly, get the gist of them, and then pen as glowing an appraisal as my integrity would allow.


I was immediately hooked. It’s a cliché, I know, but I honestly could not put the book down. Steve has written a stunning array of proper short stories, not the ‘amorphous, all-glittering prose with finally an ambiguous, barely discernible point’ kind, but rather hard, strong yarns, beautifully structured, finely characterised and filled with not only readable but also speakable, ruthlessly real dialogue calculated to amplify character and advance the plot of each little jewel.


I have always been a short story freak; I grew up on them. My furthest way-back memory as a childhood reader is W. W. Jacobs’s ‘The Monkey’s Paw’ after which I lay quaking under the bed for the rest of the day. I quickly advanced to Maugham, Le Fanu, Dahl, Finney, Westlake and so on … and I make no apologies for mentioning these masters of the short-form in the same breath as I do Steve Gallagher.


The short story was once the staple of a myriad distinguished publications devoted entirely to them. Along the way these wonderful tales were the inspiration for some fine movies; Rear Window, Bad Day At Black Rock, Stagecoach, The Fallen Idol … all of these began as short stories.


Now, of course—and inexplicably, in this age of sound bites and short attention spans—the format has been neglected and is long overdue for a comeback. Maybe Steve Gallagher will be in the vanguard of such a revival—I hope so. He certainly deserves to be. This collection—only his first, amazingly—belongs by every bedside or atop every bathroom cabinet, there to be dipped into during one’s most private and intimate moments … a balm to the bowels, if you will; a stimulant to the brain and a retreat from the world we know into one that is at once more wonderful and frequently more weird.


These stories are varied and imaginative, each with a fascinating premise. They take you by the hand and lead you through Steve’s uniquely angled take on the world … often embodying stunning twists and featuring real stings in the tail. In one, Steve slips into the head of a recalcitrant driver with terrifying accuracy, and then, in another, he moves just as smoothly into the minds of pubescent boys, with all their fantasies and cruelties. It’s always controlled in masterly fashion and while his characters may occasionally be unable to see the truth their creator always does.


In one story, Steve asserts that when the circus comes to town the people who come with it are always somehow ‘other’ and scary. “The town is suddenly full of magic,” he says, “and everyone’s life is changed and made mysterious.”


Well, in this marvellous collection, Steve Gallagher’s circus has certainly come to town … with a vengeance. I always knew he was a good writer but I never dreamed he was this good. I’m jealous as hell.


Brian Clemens


April 2004




MAGPIE


MR MCCLURE looked us over from the head of the classroom, and said, “Who’s running in the school cross-country on Wednesday? Let’s have some hands in the air, here.”


Let me tell you the worst thing about being a fat kid.


It has nothing to do with how you feel or how you look in the mirror; you feel okay and you see exactly what you want to see, so no problems there. The worst of it lies in those little incidents and throwaway remarks that stick in your memory and become an unwelcome part of your life for good.


Because the picture that I carried around in my head wasn’t the same as the one that the rest of the world seemed to see, I’d fall for trouble every time. So there we were one day, about thirty-five of us in Latin class, and Mr McClure the Latin teacher was asking us which of the boys were going to be running in the school’s annual cross-country race. This was a once-a-year three-mile slog across the local golf course and along muddy woodland tracks, and I had about as much chance of making it around the circuit as I had of levitating.


The girls nudged each other and all sixteen of the boys stared back with a kind of bovine stupidity, and so he changed his tack and asked who wouldn’t be running.


And me, like a fool, I stuck my hand up.


He asked me why not and I told him that I had a dentist’s appointment, and everybody roared. I sat there bewildered, because it happened to be true. The loudest of the barnyard sounds were coming from Colin Kelly and his cronies at the back of the room where they regularly shoved their four desks together and whiled away the hours defacing things. I suppose you’d have called Kelly the form’s athlete; he had a collection of those little gilt cups and medals that the school bought cheaply out of a catalogue and handed out once a year on sports day. He was long-limbed and bony and he could dodge like a mongoose … and as far as the contents of his head were concerned, analysis would probably have yielded a teaspoonful of brains and a cupful of snot and a smattering of earwax, end of story.


McClure walked down the room toward them, and as they hushed and looked sheepish I could feel the heat moving away from me. McClure said, “What’s the matter with you, Kelly?” and Kelly, surreptitiously trying to cover his exercise book with his elbow, said, “Nothing, sir.”


“Are you running tomorrow?”


“Yes, sir.”


“Don’t mumble, Kelly.”


“Yes, sir.”


“Think you might win?”


“Yes, sir.”


To be honest, this wasn’t necessarily vanity on Kelly’s part. He was probably fast enough to run on water without getting wet. McClure moved around to stand behind him and Kelly, beginning to sweat a little, fiddled with his pen as if trying to make out that he hadn’t been using it for anything at all.


McClure said, “I know you’ve been training. What about the school record?”


“I’ll get it easy,” Kelly said.


“The word is easily, Kelly,” McClure said, and he reached down and yanked the ineptly-hidden exercise book by its protruding corner from under Kelly’s forearm. Kelly’s elbow hit the woodwork with a loud clunk and McClure said to the class in general, “Does anybody here doubt Kelly’s chances?”


Not a hand went up. McClure was holding the book in front of him to study the result of Kelly’s efforts; knowing Kelly, it was probably something obscene. “So we all know that Kelly can run,” he said. “And we all know that Thomas can draw and tell stories, and that Kelly couldn’t wield a pen to save his life.” And then there was more laughter as McClure tore the page from the book before walloping Kelly over the head with it and dropping it back onto the desk before him.


He screwed up the page and put it into the pocket of his tweed jacket as he moved back up the room at that slow, patrolling pace known only to schoolteachers and drill sergeants.


“We’ve all got something we’re good at,” he said. “It’s putting the same kind of effort into everything else that’s the real test of character. Wouldn’t you say so, Kelly?”


“Yes, sir,” Kelly mumbled, in a tone that was both dull and dark. I looked back and he was staring down at the desk with a face that looked like a sky just before a really bad rain.


As he drew level with me, McClure stopped and lowered his voice.


“Who’s your dentist, Thomas?” he said. “Is it Norman Hope?”


I said that it was. Norman Hope was an old boy of the school with a surgery in one of the big old houses at the head of the golf course. He picked up most of his custom amongst the kids and couldn’t even see a tooth without drilling and filling it. He was cheerful and friendly and milking the system for all it was worth.


“I’ll phone him for you this afternoon,” McClure said.


“Thank you, sir,” I said hollowly.


The lesson went on. But I was too miserable to take much of anything in.


I suppose that McClure must have been one of the old-school generation who believed in all that stuff about sport being some kind of metaphor for life. He’d been decorated in the war and he’d taught for more than twenty years, so you’d think he’d have known better. It was tough enough being a kid at the best of times, without having to fall victim to someone else’s philosophy; but he was decent enough in his way, and in that country of memory where I so often go stalking with machine gun and machete he tends to die less lingeringly than most.


The prospect of having to put on the kit and run was making my heart sink like a stone into deep, dark water. But even then an alternative strategy was starting to shape up in the back of my mind, and it wasn’t the biggest of my worries; that was reserved for Colin Kelly, a more immediate and less predictable concern. McClure had done me no favours by using my name to bring him down a peg or so; Kelly wasn’t likely to take it with good grace. He could move like a cat, but he had the mental acuity of a paperweight. You don’t ask the Colin Kellys of this world to take a broad view of anything. You just throw in their bananas and slam the cage door, fast.


The lesson dragged on, the incident apparently forgotten.


The four of them were waiting for me when school let out for the afternoon.


“Well, fuck me,” Kelly said. “It’s Thomas the Tank Engine.”


I stopped in my tracks, mostly because three of them had spread to block my way and I could hear the fourth moving around behind me.


“Yeah,” I said pleasantly, and with a confidence that I didn’t feel. “Just steaming back to the old engine shed.”


I’d emerged from the asphalt yard into the street only seconds before. Why couldn’t I have taken another exit, just for today? Behind me was the main building of one of the last of the old-style grammar schools, a redbrick structure of motheaten charm with a gaggle of overspill prefab classrooms gathered around her skirts like bastard children. There had to be about twenty different ways in and out of the site; about five of these were official, the rest would have been impossible to cover.


But it was the end of the day. There was a hint of thunder in the air. I was toting along the great overstuffed briefcase that I always carried, everything that I could possibly need in one place because I could never rely on my memory to turn up with the right books for the right classes. And I was no great planner of battles, just an averagely-bright kid who read a lot and didn’t move around much and whose physique nature had adjusted accordingly. All I’d had in mind was getting home.


Kelly made a kind of frowning squint at my remark and said, “You being funny?”


“You started it,” I said.


“He thinks I was joking,” he said to the others, and they made a noise like a chorus of cows. Damned if I can remember much about any of them today; their names and something about the way that one or two of them may have looked, but that’s about all. They were just the crud that stuck around Kelly.


As they lowed and snickered Kelly said to me, “You want to try watching yourself sometime.”


“For what?”


“Fucking entertainment, that’s for what. You know what you are, don’t you? You’re a queer. You know what a queer is?”


“No,” I said.


Apparently neither did Kelly for sure, because all he could say was, “It’s what you are. Get his bag, Richard.”


The one from behind me had a hold on my briefcase before I could get it up to hug it protectively to my chest, and he dug his nails into the flesh of my fingers to make me let go of the handle. We were right out in the middle of a dead-ended street, but I knew better than to hope for any help from behind the windows of the houses.


Just kids playing. Ignore them, they’ll go away.


They tossed my bag from one to another and I made a few half-hearted lunges to get it back but I knew that I was wasting my time and in the end I just watched them, resigned, until they began to get bored. I knew how it would go, I’d been here before.


“It weighs a ton,” Richard complained, so then they stopped and Kelly opened it up to take a look inside.


“No wonder,” he said. “Look at all the crap in here.”


What they were doing now was terrifically personal to me, and they knew it. When Kelly turned my bag upside down and emptied everything out onto the ground, that sudden shower of trinkets and books that flapped like birds was like the slamming of a door on some inner happiness. Nothing from the bag would ever be quite the same for me again.


He looked down at where my felt-tip pens had scattered. It was a bundle of about two dozen of them, a range of colours brighter than any rainbow, and the bundle had split so that they lay in a heap like a half-finished skyscraper at the end of a Godzilla movie.


“Thinks he can draw,” Kelly said, and he hawked up snot with a sound like Norman Hope’s suction tube; and then he spat right into the middle of the tangle of pens, and it landed in a slug with a sound like a chunk of meat propelled from a catapult.


“Draw with that,” he said.


The others followed suit. One of them, a plug-ugly kid called Doug, managed to spit down his chin and onto his own trousers.


When they’d gone I picked up all of the books, but I left the pens where they were. It didn’t much matter, they were cheap and I had others.


But these were the ones that I’d always remember.


THAT NIGHT, around seven, Keith came over to my house.


We’d fixed this the day before. Keith was another of the regular gang of freaks who could be found shivering in their games kit around the goalmouth while the real play was all taking place downfield during the football season. His aversion to the track was as powerful as my own, and he’d asked me for some specialised help. He was short and skinny and pigeon chested, and when stripped for the showers he looked like a long-legged duck. He was so nervous when he said hello to my mother that I had to bundle him upstairs before he could give the game away.


Keith said he was impressed by my bedroom, so he passed the test. This was my true home, the one place where the person that I was and the person that I wanted to be were merged into one. I had my drawings on the walls, my model aircraft suspended from the ceiling on cotton lines so that you could half-close your eyes and imagine them in flight, my stacks of Sexton Blake and Tarzan paperbacks from the local market bookstall (where, in truly philistine manner, they clipped off the corners of the covers to mark a new price in the space; I’d spend hours with card and watercolours restoring the copies that I’d rescued), an old Dansette record player under the bed with a stack of well-worn ex-jukebox singles and only one middle between all of them, some much-prized copies of Famous Monsters of Filmland which made me hunger for a film called Metropolis that I’d never seen, more models, more books …


And, in what to the untrained eye would look like a disorganised mess on the chipped blue desk, my stories.


Keith said, “I brought some paper.”


“What about the handwriting?”


“This is all I could get.”


It was a note to the milkman, hastily written on a sheet torn from a cheap lined pad. Keith’s mother’s writing had the look of the hand of someone faintly retarded. Keith said “Will it be enough?” and I said, “It’ll have to do.”


So then I settled down with a pad of Basildon Bond and The Family Book of Health for reference, and started to compose. Keith peered over my shoulder for a while, but then his interest started to wane. I hadn’t minded him watching just as long as he didn’t start making suggestions, but now he wandered off and looked out of the window.


“It’s starting to rain,” he said.


I didn’t say anything. I wasn’t the one who was going to have to walk home in it later.


“If it rains tomorrow,” Keith said, “they’ll have to call off the run.”


“Don’t bet on it,” I said.


The signature was the easiest part. You wouldn’t think so, but it was. I’d worked out a technique which involved placing the two sheets against the shade of my bedside lamp and making a rough trace of the original lines in pencil. With this as a guide it was simple to do a quick, straightforward signature in ink, and then remove the pencil lines with a soft eraser when the ink was completely dry. The final forgery wasn’t going to be exact, because I’d felt it necessary to tidy up the original a little—what schoolteacher was going to believe in the authenticity of a note from a woman who couldn’t even spell the days of the week? But the overall effect was just about right.


Keith had discovered the stories by now.


“Don’t mess them up,” I warned him. This was a time when I’d already laid down my belief that there was a special circle in Hell reserved for the abusers of books, somewhere midway between the cat poisoners and the child molesters. Keith said that he wouldn’t and then sat there hamfistedly turning the pages, and I winced every time like I’d just taken a slap on a bad sunburn. The second note, which would be my own, took me almost twice as long as the first because of this.


As I was finishing, he held up the pages stapled to imitate a magazine and said, “What’s this one about?”


“You just read it, didn’t you?”


“I was only looking at the pictures.”


I went over and took it from him, and began to turn the pages with rather more care. “It’s about a man who loses his dog and goes to the dogs’ home looking for it. When he gets there he finds they’ve sold it to this professor who’s used it in experiments, so he goes to the professor’s house and kidnaps one of his children and does all the same things to it, so when the professor finds out the next morning he goes mad.”


Great, subtle stuff. I paused at my favourite page in the entire story, the one showing the professor tearing his hair out at the Corporation Tip as he confronted a great mountain of waste bags from the medical school that were just in the process of going under the bulldozer. Most of the bags had split and there were dead dogs and monkeys hanging out, and from somewhere in the middle of the charnel heap a plaintive voice was crying Dad-ee! Dad-ee! in a shivery-edged balloon.


“What’s happening in this bit, here?” Keith said as I turned to the next page, and I said, “That’s afterwards. The dog comes back.”


“Isn’t it dead?”


“No, it was all a mistake. It was another dog that looked just the same.”


Keith made a sick-face, and shuddered. He’d actually gone a shade paler.


“Got any more like that one?” he said.


So I took him through some of the others, me curious to see if I could scare him enough to make him ask me to stop, and him grappling with his awe as if he’d found some streak of the spirit that he’d never even sensed before. I showed him the one about the solitary morgue attendant getting drunk on New Year’s Eve as all the lonely suicides were brought in, and his reaction at midnight when they all rose up and started to party. I showed him the one about the slaughterhouse worker who built up such a terrific charge of bad karma during working hours that disasters happened to everyone around him as he unwittingly discharged it like static, but this one wasn’t too effective—Keith didn’t understand the concept of karma and, to be honest, I was a little shaky on its details myself. So then I showed him the one about a man who set a trap for a rat and instead caught some miniature, blind armadillo-like creature that bit him as he released it, and who started to pee tiny worms the next morning.


Yuk, Keith said, and crossed his legs and squirmed.


And then I showed him the one called Magpie.


This was my magnum opus. It concerned a man who trapped eight magpies and kept them in a cage in his darkened attic so they’d make his wishes come true in accordance with the old children’s chanted rhyme that began One for sorrow, Two for joy and went on up to Eight for a wish. The story turned on the fact that he was cruel and neglected them, so that his wishes came true but all went bad in the end. Finally he repented of his wicked ways and returned to the attic for one last wish that would get him out of the big trouble that he’d brought upon himself, only to find that seven of the birds had starved to death and that only one—one, for sorrow—remained alive. And then there was this heavy knock on the attic door.


Keith didn’t get this one, either. He said he’d never heard the rhyme, which I could hardly believe, and then he started arguing that it wasn’t eight for a wish anyway, which was a pretty difficult line to pursue in view of what he’d just told me, and in the end it came down to me demanding Who’s telling this story? And then finally it was time for Keith to go home, and I was so peeved at him I almost didn’t hand over the note that I’d done for him.


Afterwards, when it was a couple of hours later and I was on my way to bed, I took another look at the note that I’d drafted for myself. It read Please excuse William Thomas from the cross-country run as he has a touch of sciatica, and it was signed—although she’d never know it—by my mother. It was a less certain strategy than the dental appointment ploy and slightly compromised in that I’d already promised something similar for Keith when my other plan had fallen through, but still it looked pretty good to me.


I opened my wardrobe door and cleared back the shirts on the rail.


Magpie.


I put the note in the chalk circle on the floor of the wardrobe. Pinned to the back boards, in a line, were eight identical bird pictures. I touched each in turn, and then I touched the note, and then I closed the door.


Eight, for a wish. Did I dare to wish for something bad to happen to Colin Kelly? Did I have that much of a nerve?


I already knew the answer to that one.


But the note came first. I’d leave it in there until morning, and then I’d present it without the slightest doubt that it would be accepted and believed. Keith would just have to take his chances. I’d done something different for him, of course … different paper, a different wording, and a different disease from The Family Book of Health.


I didn’t know what leukemia was, exactly, but something so tough to spell ought surely to have been enough to keep a kid out of games for a week.


WILSON, THE gym teacher, read the notes and made no comment. I took this as a tribute to my skill instead of seeing the truth of the situation; that to Wilson we were flyspecks almost beneath notice, and that whereas under normal circumstances he’d simply have bawled us out and sent us to get our kit and given us some added humiliation as a penance for our effrontery, today he had more important things on his mind. He was a hatchet-face Scot, always in a tracksuit and a hurry, and the gym-teacher God had seen fit to eliminate every trace of humour and sense of justice from his nature. He spent nearly all of his time and energy on those sporty kids who needed him least, and maybe they saw a different aspect of him. All I know is that he made kids like me feel like human ballast.


He told us that we were going to be race marshals, which I thought sounded great. The reality of it would be that we’d have to stand at some cold, wet spot in the woods where the track turned, waving the runners through and noting their names and times. But what the hell, it would be better than having to be one of them.


He kept us hanging around the tackle room for half an hour before giving us flags and a clipboard to carry and leading us out to the distant spot on the circuit where we’d have to stand. There was no conversation as Keith and I trooped in his wake toward the golf course. He didn’t even look back at us, apart from when we were crossing the road. Without him along it would have been perfect because the school world seemed to fade out behind us as we pressed on into this different territory of birdsong and tree shadows and wide acres of grass just the other side of the pathway rail.


The day was clear and cold. Rain had continued through the night, becoming so hard and fierce around one in the morning that it had sounded as if the roof above my bedroom had been stretched like a drum skin, but by dawn it had stopped to leave the sky washed-out and clean.


Walking was no problem for me. I could walk for ever. But on that circuit or anywhere else, I could run maybe two hundred yards before slowing to a plod like a gyroscope with a busted wheel.


“You’ll wait here,” Wilson said. We’d followed a muddy track, rutted and stony, that had led us to a spot in the woods where a stile marked the point where the pathway and the dirt track separated. Digging in the pocket of his tracksuit pants he said, “If anyone’s not certain of the way, you wave them on over the stile. You don’t leave until I come back and say you can go.

Do you hear?”


We said we heard.


“You note the name and the time of every boy who goes through. You note them in these columns on this page, and I want to be able to read every one of them. Do you understand?”


We said we understood.


He’d taken out a small felt bag, from which he took what I’ll always think of as an old man’s watch. “This comes back to me in perfect condition. Anything happens to it and I guarantee, your feet will not touch the ground.”


By which I took it to mean that he’d probably knock us around so badly that we’d have to be carted home in a wheelbarrow. I looked at the watch and saw that it was a cheap Timex, probably cheaper than the one I’d been given for Christmas. But I didn’t say so.


Wilson’s retreating presence was like a thumbscrew being released. We were out of the race and we were no longer under supervision. We began to breathe the clean air of a couple of freelancers.


Keith said, “Got any more stories?”


“I might,” I said.


And then, to pass the time until the first of the runners should appear, I broke a rule and told him a story that I’d dreamed up but hadn’t yet put onto paper. Keith’s wide-eyed awe made him a great audience in many ways, although his regular failure to grasp the most central detail in a narrative tended to throw me a little. But it didn’t seem to bother him, so I didn’t let it bother me.


The story was about a struggling writer who couldn’t get his book published and who finally in desperation went to the Devil to try to work out some kind of deal for the book to become a bestseller. In my story, the Devil had a shopfront office with the windows painted black and the word £oans in flowing gold script on the outside of the glass. There was such a place, right on the busiest road in the old town about ten minutes’ walk from where my grandmother lived, and it had spooked me ever since infancy. I think it was that black glass

and the overheard phrase loan shark that did it. Sometimes an image can get into your mind early and rearrange the furniture to make itself at home, so that even when the light has been let in and the demons turn out to be just shadows you find that you’re stuck with the new floorplan for life. The writer haggled with the Devil for most of an afternoon, but they couldn’t come up with a deal that suited them both; until finally the Devil suggested taking one year from the very end of the writer’s life in exchange for huge sales and a Hollywood deal, and the writer said okay. Who’d miss just one year, he thought, when by the time that it comes you’ll be too old to enjoy it anyway? So he left his manuscript with the Devil and walked out into the street, and was promptly dropped by a massive heart attack as soon as he hit the pavement.


“What was his book about?” Keith said.


“That doesn’t matter.”


“Well, how come he dies?”


“Because he only has another year to live anyway,” I explained patiently. “Only, he doesn’t know it.”


Keith contemplated the abyss of unexpected mortality for a while. Somewhere further along the dirt road on which we stood, there were the faint sounds of an approaching van or tractor.


Keith said, “You want to try selling some of those.”


“The world’s not ready for me yet,” I said modestly.


The tractor, when it came into view about a minute later, proved to be that of the course greensman. It jarred and splashed through the ruts in the track, the greensman peering forward over the raised front shovel that had been loaded with fencing posts and about half a dozen rolls of new barbed wire. I don’t know which was the more ancient, the man or the vehicle, and he had a skinny grey dog of similar antiquity that rode along on the platform behind the saddle. Keith and I backed off nervously to let them pass, even though there was plenty of room on the track. I’d never seen or heard him speak directly to anyone before, apart from a shout of Git off of there! heard from about a quarter mile’s distance, and that fairly frequently.


But he pulled up level, and throttled back, and raised his voice over the sound of the hammering old engine. “What’s all this about?” he called down to us.


“It’s the school cross-country run,” I said. “It happens every year.”


“Not this year, it won’t,” he said. “Not through here. Who’s organised it?”


“Mister Wilson,” I said.


“And has he bothered to check on his route this morning?”


“I wouldn’t know.”


The greensman glanced heavenward, and my heart leaped happily at the thought of Wilson the Terrible being cast as a buffoon in some other adult’s drama. “Well,” he said, “you can tell your Mister Wilson that the rain’s washed out the path and if he’d bothered to consult with me, I’d have told him so. You’d better not let anybody down there.”


“It’s too late,” Keith chipped in. “They’ll have started by now.”


“Well, you turn them when they get here. That path drops away so sudden, you wouldn’t see it coming. Send ’em around the outside of the wood and tell them to keep off the greens or I’ll have ’em strung up like Nellie’s bloomers.” And then he slammed the tractor into gear against its noisy protests, and said, “Bloody Wilson again. I wouldn’t pay the man in bottle tops.” And then the tractor lurched forward and the skinny dog, which had hopped down to mooch around and piss on something, hastily wound up business and galloped after.


When he’d gone, Keith looked at me.


“I’d better go and see what it’s like,” I said.


I climbed over the stile and followed the path for some way into the woodland before I reached the spot, and then I came upon it so suddenly that I almost lost my footing even though I wasn’t even taking it at a run. The path was cut into a steep gradient with a streambed below, and it was just beyond where this stony yard-wide shelf went out and around a big old tree that the washout had occurred. The land above had come down in a great wave of earth and simply erased the path, and an old retaining fence from somewhere up above had been dragged down out of line and across. Because of the way that the big tree screened it, the whole arrangement was as neat and unexpected as any prepared deadfall.


From where I stood I could look down and see the broken wire of the fence tangled into a rusty skein and half-hidden by raw earth and roots and leaves. The birds sang unconcerned and the stream bubbled in the middle distance and I was struck by a sudden and awesome thought, a realisation that seeped in as slow and as warm as a pee in the pants …


Colin Kelly would undoubtedly be the front-runner in the field.


It was like a door opening out into a dark and inviting land, and I slammed it as quickly as I could.


I was back at the stile a couple of minutes later.


“What are we going to do?” Keith said.


“We’ll just have to send everyone around.”


“That means messing up all the timings. Wilson’ll kill us.”


“He’ll be just the same whatever we do,” I said, taking the marker flags and trying to stick them in some kind of crossed arrangement in front of the stile. “And somebody could really get killed back there.”


“Is it as bad as that?”


“You want to see it.”


I was still messing with the flags, trying to get them to stay in some arrangement that had a look of warning about it, when Colin Kelly came pounding into view venting steam like a train.


As predicted, there wasn’t another runner within sight of him. Loose-limbed and sullen, bottom lip hanging to show his teeth as he sucked air, he looked as if he’d been put together out of coat hangers. He knew the route, and all he could see as he came up the dirt track was a familiar fat kid blocking it.


“Fucking get out of the way,” he screeched as he bore down on me.


I stood my ground. “You can’t use the path, Kelly.”


“Says who?”


“It’s all washed away. There’s no way through the woods, you’ll have to go around.”


“Fuck off,” Kelly said. He’d had to break his stride because I hadn’t moved, and now he swung his arm to knock me aside; I ducked, and felt it pass through the air close to my head like a bony club. He ran into me and I pushed back at him, hard, and he stumbled and then recovered himself with an expression of rage and disbelief.


“I’m telling you to go around, Kelly,” I tried to say in the brief half-second that was available to me, but he was beyond listening; from that day to this I’ve never seen a sight uglier than his twisted face thrust up against my own or heard a sound more vicious than his scream of “Shift!”, delivered at maximum decibels as he grabbed hold of me and threw me down into the dirt with a yank that jerked my shirt entirely out of my pants.


By the time that I’d struggled to my knees, grazed and winded but barely aware of either fact, he’d hurdled the stile and was gone.


Keith was standing pale and scared, his mouth hanging open in a dark little O.


“You’d better go back and tell Wilson what he did,” I said, only my voice came out as barely a whisper. I sat heavily on the step-up part of the stile.


“Me?” Keith squeaked.


“Yes, you. Tell him everything that Kelly said to me and that I said to Kelly.”


“Can’t you do it?”


“No,” I said. “It has to be you, you’re my witness. I’ll stay here and stop the others. I think the race is over.”


So he went, and I stayed, and about four minutes later the rest of the field started to arrive.


THREE WEEKS after that, during school time, I went around to Colin Kelly’s house. It was mid-morning, and I was lucky; I caught his parents just as they were getting ready to go out.


Mr Kelly answered my ring at the door. It was a pleasant house on a road that had some trees along it, a few rungs upmarket from the place where I lived; there was a paved drive out front to park a car, instead of just the street. And the car looked nearly new.


“Yes?” Mr Kelly said, squinting down at me as if his mind was running just a few steps behind his senses, and I said, “I’m from Colin’s class. I’ve brought something for him. Is that all right?”


“Oh,” he said, making an effort, and he smiled a forced and hollow smile. “Come in, won’t you?”


I went into the hallway. Mr Kelly was in a suit and tie and the atmosphere of the house seemed to be like that of the preparations on the morning of a funeral. The door to the kitchen was open and I could see all the way through to the back of the house, but I didn’t see any Mrs Kelly.


I said, “We had a sponsored swim last week and I volunteered to get the present and the card. We all signed it.” And I held up the carrier bag for Mr Kelly to take. As he took it, there was a sound from upstairs; I couldn’t even have identified it, let alone understood it, but Mr Kelly raised his voice to carry and said, “It’s one of Colin’s friends from school.” And then he looked at me. “I’m sorry, er … ?”


“William. William Thomas.”


“I’m sorry, William. We were just getting ready to go back to the hospital. I suppose you’ll have to hear about this sometime. Colin lost the infected leg last night.”


“I’m really sorry,” I said.


“You can imagine, we’re very upset.”


“I wish I’d come another time.”


“No. It’s a very nice thought and a very nice gesture. I’m sure Colin will appreciate it. Let’s have a look, here.”


He seemed to have trouble telling one end of the carrier bag from the other, but finally he found his way in and partway drew out the item that I’d spent half the morning searching for.


“Trains,” he said, looking at the picture on the front and trying to come up with something to say about it. “Colin likes trains.”


“It’s a Thomas the Tank Engine drawing pad,” I explained. “It’s a bit young, but it’s the biggest one they did. Do you think he’ll like it?”


“I’m sure he will.”


“There are some felt tip pens in there as well, all different colours. And I drew the card myself.”


“Yes,” he said. “A bird. How nice. We’ll have to be going soon, ah … ”


“William. William Thomas.”


“Can we give you a lift anywhere, William?”


I politely declined, even though they’d be passing the school. I was out on licence, and I had no plans to hurry back. And I didn’t much take to the idea of sharing a car with the so-far-unseen Mrs Kelly.


I glimpsed her, briefly, as the car passed me further down the road; she was just an anonymous woman, yet another kid’s mother in a world that was full of them, and her head was bent as if in prayer. Or perhaps she was reading the card, signed by all of the form and with the bird that I’d drawn on the front.


A dark bird.


Just the one.


One, for sorrow.


I BURNED the magpies shortly after that.


It wasn’t that I’d ceased to believe in them. My faith was undiminished; it was like a child’s touching faith in the baby Jesus, only darker and more ritualised and somehow more personal. It was as if I saw the outlines of forces unseen by others, the shapes of those great sombre machines that worked under the surface of reality to keep the show seamless and complete and which, if you knew just the right place to push, might occasionally yield to persuasion. I think the truth of it was that I felt scorched by their primitive heat. They saw through me too clearly for comfort, and I was unnerved by their ability to spit out the twisted progeny of my unformed wishes and appalled by my own willingness to offer a secret embrace to such malevolent offspring.


And then time passed by, and even that conviction faded.


When I reached sixteen, the excess weight abruptly burned away as if a hoop of fire had been passed over me. When you start thinking about sex for roughly eighteen hours a day, I suppose the energy has to come from somewhere.


Colin Kelly didn’t return to the school. His parents moved him to a bungalow somewhere out on the coast, and by all accounts started to smother and to treat him like he was five years old again. He got one of those legs that looks like something made out of Airfix and Meccano. I’ve no idea what happened to Keith. Wilson quietly left the school at the end of the year but I don’t know what happened to him, either.


Make of it what you like. Maybe it was chance, it all just happened. Maybe there’s a callous God with a sick streak of humour who’s fond of setting up these little ironies every now and again. Maybe there was some power locked up in those bird pictures that only someone who’d been cut deep enough could release.


Or maybe it was the dogshit that I found and smeared all over the barbed wire in the deadfall before I returned to the stile. Who can ever say?




NOT HERE, NOT NOW


HE CAME around the corner too fast, there was no denying that. But it wasn’t his fault, it was the way they’d laid out the road. The Mondeo’s offside wheels veered out over the double white lines and hogged a piece of the opposite lane, but he had a clear run at the bend and so that was no problem. He took it wide to avoid dropping his speed. He hated to brake. Only bad drivers braked on bends.


Bad drivers, faint hearts, and life’s born losers.


Oh, shit, was the thought that then flitted through his mind in the two-fifths of a second before disaster struck.


Because what lay beyond the bend was all wrong. There was a school on the far side of the road and a line of parked cars half-on the pavement where they shouldn’t have been. A big yellow refuse cart was coming the other way and it had swung out to pass them. There was room to squeeze by it to the left, just … but the way wasn’t clear.


Just beyond the dustcart, someone was crossing.


A mother and child, the girl holding the woman’s hand and pulling ahead. What happened then happened in an instant, and it both amazed and dismayed him.


He was going to hit something, that was inevitable. He was going too fast to stop and there was nowhere to swerve. The refuse cart was like a lumbering wall of glass and metal and shiny hydraulics. The girl was about seven years old. And …


It was already too late. There was no point in trying to make any kind of a thought-out decision because some part of him had already reacted.


He’d chosen the child.


There was a thump and a flurry as they went by, just like an empty cardboard box that he’d once struck on a windy day on the motorway. He was braking hard and he was thrown forward against his seat belt, the car sliding to a halt a good fifty or sixty yards on.


Then he dropped back into his seat as the car finally stopped.


The accident was way behind him now. He gripped the wheel, blinking. He was so out of phase that he wouldn’t have been surprised to look in the mirror and see nothing unusual, no sign of anything having happened at all. As if it had all been one of those little flash effects one saw in movies, a few frames of nightmare and then back to normal. Like God saying, Boo! and then you look and nothing’s changed.


But when he did raise his eyes to the mirror, he could see that the child was lying in the road like a dropped sack and the woman was crouching over it, shouting. He could hear her, now. He turned in the seat for a better look back. People were running to them. The men from the dustcart, in those shiny yellow jackets. More women, from the direction of the school.


All converging. All so far behind him. For a long moment he sat there, knowing that he had to get out of the car and that he would have to go back and confront what he’d done.


Everyone was concerned for the child. Any moment now, some of them would raise their heads and transfer their attention to him.


He floored the accelerator, and took off.


He didn’t breathe until he was around the next corner and out of their sight. Some of their faces were like little painted dabs of outrage in his rear view mirror. It took only seconds, but those seconds seemed like an hour. He knew that he should have gone back, but what could he have done? The child was already getting help. He couldn’t change anything now. He’d get abuse, he’d get blame, no-one would want to hear him explain …


And it hadn’t even been his fault.


He drove like a robot, hardly aware of the moves that his body was making. His mind was racing hard on a track of its own. The traffic was thinning out at the tail-end of the rush hour; it was almost nine and most people had made it to where they were going by now. Just the flexitime crowd and the late-spurters. Late for the shop or the office.


Late for school.


At least the ambulance wouldn’t have to fight its way through.


Damn that kid. Damn her! And her mother too! What the fuck did they think they were doing?


His rage was sudden and real. Half of those cars had been parked on double yellow lines and a couple of them had been left on the zigzags where even the Pope couldn’t stop if he’d wanted to. It was as if women dropping off their kids thought that rules didn’t apply to them. They parked like shit, they pulled out without looking, they’d even stop in the middle of the road and walk their darlings to the pavement if there were no spaces left. They put the hazard lights on and seemed to think that was some kind of a charm. It’s only for a minute, they’d almost certainly say. But how long did it take? They’d as good as condemned that kid.


It was their fault. They deserved the real blame.


Not him.


He’d gone past the building where he worked before he’d realised it. He drove on anyway. He couldn’t face the idea of going in now. He’d call in later with some excuse, but for now he had to think.


Had anyone taken his number? Or a description of him or the car? He hadn’t been aware of it, but there was no way to be sure. Apprehension sat in him like a sickness. As he joined the traffic on the ring road he began to wonder if the car might be carrying any telltale marks. He tried to raise himself in his seat to peer at the wing, but the angle was impossible. There were no shop windows on the ring road, which mostly went through industrial land. So no chance of catching a reflection there.


He could always stop and check, of course. But that would mean getting out of the car.


He needed some time to think, and he felt more at home behind the wheel than anywhere. He was a good driver, one of the best. There were five accidents on his insurance record but not one of them had been down to him; idiots pulling out ahead of him, most of them, or taking too long to manoeuvre or moving too slow.


Like that dustcart. Chugging along like an ocean liner down the middle of the road, guaranteed death if he were to hit it head-on at the speed he’d been going. It wasn’t as if he’d consciously decided to hit the child. Some reflex had been responsible for that, some uncluttered animal circuit in the brain that saw certain mortality and acted for survival. No questions, no considerations. You couldn’t plough into a truck like that and live; whereas with a seven-year-old, you could.


It was basic human programming. Automatic, and beyond conscious reason. Surely anyone would have done the same.


He watched for police cars. If they had his number, they’d certainly be watching for him. But the chances were that they didn’t. People didn’t think that fast in a crisis. He had to stay cool and he hadn’t to panic. It was sad—no, it was worse than sad, it was lousy—but it wasn’t as if he’d knowingly opted to do harm. Harm had simply chosen him as its messenger that day. It could have been almost anyone. That didn’t make him a bad person.


Just unlucky.


He knew the woman’s type. Middle-class parents. He saw ones like her every morning, hanging around and chatting on the pavement outside the school gates. Dressed up, made up, nowhere useful to go until pick-up time but, God, couldn’t they complain about how busy they were. When it came to whining, they were experts.


So even with all that screaming, it was entirely possible that the child hadn’t actually been hurt.


The bump had been nothing and he’d all but brushed by. The more he thought about it, the more certain he became. The image of the small body sprawled on the tarmac would be a hard one to get out of his mind, but things like that always looked worse than they actually were. If he’d hit the kid, really hit her, then she’d surely have been thrown somewhere further along the road.


A tiny pocket of chilled sweat had collected under his waistband at the small of his back. He arched slightly in his seat, and shivered as he felt it run.


The ring road was curving through the edge-of-town industrial estates and bringing him back in a full circle toward the area of his home. He was about ten minutes away from it and he could think of nowhere else to go. Once there, he could phone work and say that he was unwell. He could pretend he hadn’t even left the house yet.


No-one would ever know.


But when he was making the turn into the road where he lived, he saw that there was a police car across the end of his driveway. Its lights were on and its engine was running. He quickly cancelled the indicator and went on past the junction. He wasn’t sure whether he’d seen anyone in the car. If they’d gone around the side of the house, they wouldn’t have been able to see him at all.


What was he going to do?


What was he going to do?


For a few desperate seconds he actually tried to make some other kind of sense of the situation, but that wouldn’t work. They had his number, and he was sunk. He’d left the scene of the accident. They had a name for that; hit and run. It wouldn’t matter that he could explain, that there was a perfectly rational sequence to what had happened; hit and run would stick, and the truth would go unheard.


He’d been driving like an old woman since it had happened. He’d just gone along with the flow and hadn’t overtaken a single car in the past twenty minutes. He checked his mirror and saw that the police car was emerging from his road, blue lights flashing but with no siren. So they’d seen him, then. He changed down the gears and tried to get ahead of the car in front, and that was when the siren started up.


This was all wrong. This wasn’t the day that he’d set out to have. The car in front was a white Fiat and it shifted out of the way when he blasted on his horn. He was desperately trying to think of some way that he could turn it all around and make it come right, but everything was moving too fast. He shot through the space that the Fiat had made, and crossed traffic lights on amber. The police car came through on red a few seconds later, slowing for safety as the cross-traffic braked and gave way, but already he’d doubled his lead. He floored it, he sped. Within the minute he was back on the ring road and the police car was a distant howl. Still behind him and still chasing, but losing ground in the traffic rather than gaining it. Some tangle must have held it back for a few seconds for him to get so far in front. He didn’t know what, and he wasn’t inclined to hang around and look.


He had to get away from all this. He had to buy some time to think.


He cracked open the window an inch or so, just enough to be able to listen out for his pursuers and judge how far they were behind him. At first all that he could hear was the roar of the wind, but then the sounds began to separate out. It was as if the siren had an echo, but then he realised; there were at least two of them now, two wolves on his trail, both howling as they picked up the scent.


And then a third, a different kind of two-tone altogether. One of the blue vans, perhaps, or something bigger. The van they were going to throw him in. Word was going out on the radio, and they were converging in pursuit. The howling of the sirens would then give way to the howling of a mob and once that began he could never, ever hope to be heard above it.


The road was dropping into an underpass, traffic noise turning to thunder. The articulated lorry ahead of him began to pull out, and he got close up behind and pulled out after.


Much of the traffic here was made up of trucks and vans, big freight and delivery wagons. They lumbered along and it took one hell of a surge in acceleration to pass them sometimes; you were out there and exposed for what seemed like forever, a real test of the best. Getting in behind a lorry and using it for cover felt almost like a wimp’s way out, but right now he was desperate. He checked his mirror, and saw the blue van. It was some way back, still, but must have joined the chase from somewhere close. Its twin blue lights were like captured stars, and they were reflected over the cars in a sea of metal.


The underpass was open to one side, daylight coming in through an endless temple of concrete columns. Slowly, achingly, the lorry ahead of him drew past the long flatbed vehicle in the inside lane. He was right up against its tail and hanging on close. The flatbed carried roadbuilding machinery and could probably go no faster; the roar of engines in the enclosed space made his chest vibrate. As the back end of the overtaking lorry moved ahead of the flatbed’s cab, the flatbed driver flashed his lights and the lorry signalled to swing back in.


The way ahead would be left clear, and he could floor it and go through.


He’d better. Because the two big lorries were nose-to-tail in the inside lane now, and there would be no space for him to get back in.


Elementary mistake.


The articulated’s driver had judged it perfectly. He’d seen the oncoming Volvo truck some way ahead, he’d worked out that he had exactly enough time to make his manoeuvre and get back in, and he’d carried it out with neatness and precision. The trucker’s calculations hadn’t included a Mondeo tagging along behind. Why should they? Controlling one of those big lumbering dinosaurs was enough of a job on its own.


He’d been left out in the wrong lane, heading the wrong way, racing head-to-head with a vehicle ten times his size. The Volvo truck was blasting its horn, flashing its lights. Warning him to get out of the way.


But how could he do that? He gripped the wheel harder, willing something to happen.


He couldn’t drop back, there wasn’t time. He couldn’t return to his lane, there wasn’t a space. If he tried to swing wide, he’d hit the pillars.


And the truck driver’s options were exactly the same as his own.


In the two-fifths of a second before disaster struck, he knew exactly what had to be going through the truck driver’s mind. Knew it probably better than the driver did himself.


When it came down to it, the man’s options were limited. Swerve into the other trucks, and die. Swerve into the concrete pillars, and die. The choice he had to make was really no choice at all.


Whether he knew it or not, he’d reacted already.


He’d chosen the car.




BY THE RIVER, FONTAINEBLEAU


WE SHELTERED under the great oak for more than an hour, watching as the rain came down in sheets. The sky was as dark as old lead, and when the thunder came it seemed to shake the very soil of the forest. Even Antoine couldn’t pretend that this was nothing more than a brief spring shower, and so we sat together in a bleak silence with our packs at our feet and our oilskin coats over our heads. It was then, I suppose, that I really came to my decision.


When the rain finally stopped, we shouldered our baggage and walked on. The lane had now mostly turned to mud, and a weak sun showed through the trees and raised a mist from the sodden ground. I wasn’t in much of a mood to appreciate it, but after a while Antoine started to whistle. Ten minutes or so later we came to a shallow, fast-running river where the lane disappeared and re-emerged over on the far side, and so wet and miserable was I by this time that I waded in to make the crossing without hesitation or complaint. Every step was taking me nearer to home, and this was all that I cared for.


But it soon became obvious that the track would take us no farther than the farm which stood on the opposite bank, as it led straight into a yard which had no exit. It was a mean-looking place, charmless and squalid even in the late-afternoon sunlight, and my immediate impulse was to turn around and walk away. But Antoine, ever an optimist, said, “You think they’ll take pity and feed us?”


“They’re more likely to hit us over the head and rob us,” I told him. “You stay here and look after the gear. I’ll ask the way.”


I left him and went on into the yard, looking for some sign of life. A few hens were picking over the barren ground close to where four scrawny goats stood in a makeshift pen, and a dog was barking somewhere over beyond the barn. The corner of the yard to my left was shaded by a large chestnut tree, and it was on the dry beaten earth in the shelter of this that I saw a terrible sight.


It was an underweight pig, trussed and made ready for slaughter; this was obviously the farm’s regular spot for killing, because hooks had been fixed to the tree’s lower branches for carcases to be hung as they bled. What made the sight so terrible was the way in which the pig had been prepared. Each of its feet had been cut at the knuckle, sliced right back so that the bone showed bloodless and white. Those bound-together limbs were almost severed, but still the pig squirmed as it tried to stand.


I turned my head aside, and went on by. It was out in the open on the far side of the barn that I finally found the people that I was looking for; and an unwashed, surly crowd they turned out to be, a father and four brothers with narrow faces and a dark, piercing stare. They were hauling logs for cutting, but all work stopped when they saw me. As I addressed myself to the older man the others simply stood and watched, their mouths open and their hands hanging by their sides while a dim spark of intelligence burned in each pair of eyes. It went badly until I realised that money was the key that would unlock their patient and persistent misunderstanding, and then at the end of the process I learned nothing more than that the only way to regain the Paris road would be to return along the track by which we’d arrived. I thanked the farmer—feeling defeated and foolish, because really I ought to have been cursing him—and trudged back to Antoine.


Antoine was where I’d left him. The packs with our easels and our brushes and our sketchbooks were at his feet, and he was leaning on the wall with a distant, thoughtful expression on his face. He was looking towards the chestnut tree. This was something that I’d avoided doing on my way back, but now I had to turn and see what it was that was affecting him so; and

it was then that I realised that the trussed pig had been taken away at some time during my short absence, and that a different scene was now before him.


“I’m staying. Marcel,” he said.


I didn’t understand. “Staying where?”


“Right here. They must have a room or a loft or a barn, and they’re not going to turn down good money. And it’s late, and I’m tired … ”


“Any other reason?” I said, and I gave a pointed glance across to where, under the chestnut tree, a young girl was now standing and unselfconsciously brushing her hair. She was looking into a broken old mirror that she’d hung from one of the butchery-hooks, and she didn’t seem to be aware of us at all. She was barefoot, and in a cotton shift so damp and clinging that it was plain she wore nothing underneath. To my eyes she was nothing more than an ordinary farm girl, too heavy for grace and probably too dull for conversation … but who could say what she was to Antoine? I’d already learned, during the weeks of our walking tour, that his eyes and mine often seemed to see by a different light. Now, in answer to my question, he was smiling and saying nothing more.


“Then,” I said, “you stay alone, Antoine.”


This surprised him. “Are we going to argue over this?”


“No,” I said, leaning on the wall beside him, “not an argument. I simply don’t want to get in your way. It’s over for me, Antoine, and there’s no point in me pretending otherwise. I’ve had enough of walking and sketching and being face-to-face with nature. I’ve yawned through sunrises and I’ve shivered through the rain, and if I died without ever seeing another tree or village or field of wheat I’d be dying happy. What I’m trying to say is that I’m not an artist, Antoine. If these last few weeks have been the test, then I’m admitting that I’ve failed. I’m footsore and I’m aching, and I’ve got nothing left to prove. I’m going back to Paris tonight.”


This had been my decision, back in the forest and under the oak. The excursion that had seemed so appealing to two young would-be painters had turned into a drudgery of patchy weather and draughty inns and a yearning for home; I’d carried on sketching only as a kind of dogged duty, something that I wouldn’t have bothered with if Antoine hadn’t been there. I hadn’t looked back through the pages, and didn’t care to. My artistic talent, I’d realised, wasn’t strong enough to survive outside of the most pampered of drawing-room conditions—which, I suppose, meant that it wasn’t a real talent at all. A useful way of persuading young women to undress for me, perhaps, but not art.


“Oh, Marcel,” Antoine said with sympathy. “Has it really been hell for you?”


“I’m going to be a dull citizen, Antoine,” I told him. “I was born to be a dull citizen. It took a trip like this to make me realise how much I’d been looking forward to it.”


He glanced across the yard again, to where the plain farm girl stood beneath the chestnut tree. For a moment it seemed that her eyes strayed from the mirror and met his, but her face betrayed nothing at all.


“I can’t come with you,” he said.


“I understand that.”


I told him where to find the farmer, and while he was gone I transferred all of the pastels and the paints and the charcoal sticks from my luggage into his own. It was a strange feeling; the feeling of letting go of a dream. It was relief and regret, inextricably mixed. I also gave him my two untouched canvases in their carrying frame, and my fixing atomiser. When Antoine returned, he told me of the terms that the farmer had fixed for him to stay on; put simply, they were giving him two weeks in their barn with whatever meals the family could spare, in return for every franc that he carried. I was horrified, but Antoine was unruffled. He made me promise that I would go to his father and collect his monthly allowance, and that before the two weeks expired I would return with the money. Although I wouldn’t have cared if I never saw the forest of Fontainebleau again, I was uneasy at the notion of leaving Antoine completely at the mercy of his new obsession. This way, at least, I’d be able to check on him.


He walked with me back to the river. There was little more than an hour of daylight left, and I had some way to go. Before

I set out across the ford, I said, “What shall I tell your father?”


“Whatever you like,” he said. “Whatever you think he needs to hear. But do it for me, Marcel.”


I’d have said more, but he was already casting a longing look back towards the yard. A half-hour’s familiarity made it seem no less squalid to me than it had been at first sight … but, as I said, Antoine often seemed to see things with a different eye. An artist’s eye, perhaps. My test had come and gone; the next two weeks would be his.


I stayed that night in Barbizon, and made it back to Paris by the next evening. I entered the family home by the back door, partly because I was ashamed of what I saw as my failure but mostly because I was aware that I looked like a tramp. The next few days saw the beginning of the process of my absorption into the family’s business dealings, a strange world of ledger entries and manifests that somehow bore a relation to real ships that sailed somewhere out on real oceans. I was given a position as an apprentice clerk, in order that I should be able to learn from the most fundamental of basic principles.


Even though I’d known what to expect, the long hours and the rigid timekeeping came as something of a shock to me. I’d sent out a note to Antoine’s parents assuring them of his safety as soon as I’d arrived home, but it wasn’t until the Friday that I was able to go and see them in the evening with his request.


The news was not good. My own father, to his credit, had been willing to let my preoccupations run themselves out; it was as if he’d foreseen the final result and quietly made his preparations for when that time came around. Antoine’s father had no such patience. All that he gave me was a message; there would be no allowance until Antoine abandoned his games and returned home.


Saturday was a half-day, and as soon as my work was finished I set out for the railway station. It was late in the afternoon before I finally came into sight of the farm again. The place was much as I remembered it, although I dare say that I had changed in its eyes; I now wore my one decent suit and overcoat, and came prepared for the shallow river crossing.


It was a warm day. Spring was slipping towards summer, and the breeze no longer cut. The broken looking-glass was still hanging under the chestnut tree, and it swung lightly back and forth as I stood in the doorway to the barn and called Antoine’s name. He’d been sleeping here? Half of the place was taken up with hay, all the way to the upper loft, and there was nothing in the way of furniture. The slatted walls were badly fitted, and some of the gaps in the planking were a hand’s width. But this was his lodging, all right, because over on the clear part of the floor I saw his easel and a stool and some of his materials laid out. Antoine’s possessions, but no Antoine. I set out to search.


I finally found him in a clearing no more than two hundred metres from the barn. The girl, as I’d half-expected, was with him. She was sitting on the ground with her hands clasped around her knees as Antoine sketched her; but on seeing me, with a cry of “Marcel!” he threw aside his pad and jumped up to greet me.


I’ll confess that I was shocked, although I hid it well. In the space of less than a week, he’d deteriorated like a man in the grip of a serious illness. He seemed thinner, and there were dark rings around his eyes that made them seem sunken and staring; but his manner was lively enough, and he seemed pleased to see me … although how much of this was a genuine eagerness and how much of it was due to the money that he assumed I’d brought with me, I couldn’t say.


They had a basket with them, and together we dined on cheese and rough wine and bread that had the texture of damp thatch. Antoine introduced the girl as Lise, short for Anneliese; I knew within a moment of hearing her speak that she was no native French girl, although her accent was one that I couldn’t place. She seemed shy and ate nothing, and only took a little of the wine.


Antoine gave me his sketchbook to look through, just as we’d done at the end of each of our days together. As I’d expected, he’d been spending all of his time on the girl, switching between head studies and full-length portrayals, some of them hardly more than a few swift lines depicting the essence of some moment of motion. Although I didn’t show it, I was disappointed. I was hoping that there would be some sign here, some showing-through of the vision that had motivated him, but each drawing seemed little more than a technical exercise. Perhaps there was nothing to envy here after all, I thought. Nothing other than a casual infatuation made practical by the artist-model relationship—a situation that I, at least, could understand, although I was strangely disappointed that I found nothing more.


Lise asked if Antoine was finished with his sketching for the day, and then excused herself. I noted a certain pain in Antoine’s eyes as he watched her go.


“Who is she?” I said as soon as she was decently out of earshot.


“I don’t know. She’s an orphan, I think. The family just ignore her.”


“Does she work on the farm?”


“I don’t think so,” he said, his face reflecting some of his uncertainty as if it was a question that he’d thought over a number of times in the past few days. “I can’t be sure. She disappears for hours at a time, but … it’s not important, anyway. Did you speak to my father?”


I had no choice then but to give him the hard news. I saw his face fall, and the air of vague contentment that had offset the wasting of his features was replaced by a kind of desperation.


“Then I don’t know what to do,” he said. “They won’t let me stay here without money. They’ve bled me white already. You don’t understand these people.”


“Not half as well as they seem to understand you,” I told him. “It is because of the girl, isn’t it?”


He looked down, and didn’t answer.


“Then,” I went on, “Why don’t you simply take her away?”


But he was dismissing the idea even before I’d finished suggesting it. “That’s not possible,” he said. “It pains her to walk any distance.” And then, going on as if this minor quibble had been enough to put an end to the entire argument, he was getting to his feet and saying, “I can see only one way out. You’d better come with me.”


He said nothing more as he led the way back towards the barn. Over by another of the outbuildings, I saw one of the four sons watching us as we passed. He made no sign towards us, and Antoine didn’t even glance his way.


Lise wasn’t there when we arrived, nor did Antoine seem to expect her to be. He went over to the easel, and I followed; and then I waited as he hesitated for a moment before drawing away the paint-splashed cloth that had been draped to protect the canvas.


It was a painting, in full oils. I stood amazed. It was wonderful.


It showed that vision of the first moment in which Antoine had seen Lise under the chestnut tree. It was every detail that I’d seen, but transformed; I now realised that I’d been so preoccupied with my own discomfort that I’d been aware of almost nothing, nothing at all. Lise stood, brush in hand, dappled in late-afternoon sunlight with soft blue shadows behind her. In her plain features was a kind of quiet beauty as she studied her image in the glass; I knew instinctively that it was a sad picture, a celebration of the brevity of all experience and of life itself.


And as I looked, I felt something within me die. I thought of my own pretty, nondescript Fontainebleau landscapes, and finally knew for sure that my decision had. been a right one. My technique was as good as Antoine’s, if not slightly better, but technique was only half of the story. To paint, one first had to see. And I didn’t, until led to it.


“You have to take it to Paris for me,” he said. “Sell it for whatever you can get.”


I nodded slowly. There was no question about it now, I would help him however I could. “I’m envious, you know,” I said.


“Don’t be,” he said, staring at his own canvas as if it disturbed him, somehow. “The things we want most aren’t always the things that make us happy.”


To be going on with I gave him most of the money that I had with me, including what I had set aside for a night’s lodging before returning to the town. I sensed a certain reluctance in Antoine as we climbed a ladder and he showed me the upper loft where I could sleep, but I took it as a natural aversion to charity between friends. I didn’t see it that way; if I was going to be a bourgeois, I thought ruefully, I might as well go the whole hog and become a patron of the arts.


A blanket in the hay was not my idea of comfort, but it was all that was available. I was warm enough, but the hay stuck at me through the thin wool from every angle; and though my overcoat, rolled, made a reasonable pillow, I couldn’t help wondering what it would look like when I came to shake it out in the morning. No wonder Antoine was looking such a wreck, I thought, after a week of this.


I don’t know what time it was when I awoke, but it must have been somewhere around two or three o’clock. I lay uneasy, looking at where the cloudy moonlit sky showed through the spaces in the walls, and I heard voices from below. They were whispering, but the night was so still that it was impossible not to hear.


“I remember leaving you and your friend,” Lise was saying. “I was so tired after sitting for you this morning. But I don’t remember where I went.”


“You went where you always go,” I heard Antoine say. “To the big stack of straw, behind the house. You made yourself a space and you burrowed down inside.”


“But the next thing that I knew, it was dark and I was standing out under the tree again. I was exhausted, and it was as if I’d been running. What had I been doing?”


“You were sleeping, that’s all. Like you always do.”


But Lise seemed scared, unable to accept so simple an explanation. “But you know this?” she said insistently. “You’ve seen me?”


There was a long silence from Antoine. And then he said, “Yes.”


I heard her moving slightly, making the hay rustle. She said, “I sometimes feel as if you’re the only one who really sees me. As I am, I mean. As if, when you close your eyes, I no longer exist … because I didn’t, in a way, before you came along.”


Antoine said, “That’s just foolish talk.”


Her next question was one that I wouldn’t have expected. She said, “Who am I, Antoine?” And she sounded lost and miserable, as if the answer would never be known.
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