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The Chalk Giants


After the apocalypse the hazardous evolution of mankind continues. And in primeval response to the disaster, humanity’s solutions to catastrophe carve the harsh new world in violent patterns of magic and myth, rite and religion. Brave images scar the ancient hills, the clash of swords and the ageless power of sexuality signpost another, bloodsoaked path to civilisation.


Kiteworld


The Realm of Kiteworld has survived nuclear catastrophe and is governed by a feudal and militant religious oligarchy – the Church Variant.


In the outer Badlands, real or imagined demons are kept at bay by flying defensive structures of giant interlocking Cody kites piloted by an elite and brave Corps of Observers.


Through a series of Kite stories we are drawn compellingly into a strange but recognizable world where loyalty to the Corps is everything and non-conformity is a sin. Keith Roberts depicts the fortunes, passions and failings of his characters against this background of a fragile and superstitious society. As the fanatical Ultras embark on a religious campaign of destruction, the Realm starts to disintegrate fast.


The Grain Kings


‘We reap and we thresh; grain for half the world. We are the Grain Kings raised of old.’


They call them the Grain Kings. Gigantic mechanical monarchs of the wheat-bearing plains that were once the frozen Alaskan wastes. Whole eco-systems in themselves, they can supply the food so desperately needed by the teeming millions of our overpopulated planet. But even now, as the whole world waits in hungry suspense, the great powers battle for control of the prairies and two competing combine harvesters find they are heading on a course of collision. A collision with catastrophic consequences – not only for the hundreds of crewmen aboard each massive machine but for the future survival of all mankind.
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ENTER THE SF GATEWAY . . .


Towards the end of 2011, in conjunction with the celebration of fifty years of coherent, continuous science fiction and fantasy publishing, Gollancz launched the SF Gateway.


Over a decade after launching the landmark SF Masterworks series, we realised that the realities of commercial publishing are such that even the Masterworks could only ever scratch the surface of an author’s career. Vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy were almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of those books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing changed that paradigm for ever.


Embracing the future even as we honour the past, Gollancz launched the SF Gateway with a view to utilising the technology that now exists 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, at its simplest, was – and still is! – to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


The SF Gateway was designed to be the new home of classic Science Fiction & Fantasy – the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled. The programme has been extremely well received and we’ve been very happy with the results. So happy, in fact, that we’ve decided to complete the circle and return a selection of our titles to print, in these omnibus editions.


We hope you enjoy this selection. And we hope that you’ll want to explore more of the classic SF and fantasy we have available. These are wonderful books you’re holding in your hand, but you’ll find much, much more . . . through the SF Gateway.
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INTRODUCTION


from The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction


Keith Roberts (1935–2000) was a UK author and illustrator long resident in the south of England, where most of his best fiction was set. After working as an illustrator and cartoon animator, he began publishing sf with ‘Anita’ and ‘Escapism’ in the same issue of Science Fantasy. He served as associate editor of Science Fantasy 1965–1966 and edited its successor SF Impulse for the whole of its run (March 1966-February 1967). His first novel, The Furies (1966), is the most orthodoxly structured and told of all his work, sf or otherwise, most of his later novels being fixups, recrafted assemblies of earlier work told from a brooding, slantwise, intensely visual point of view. The Furies, on the other hand, is a traditional tale in the mode of the UK disaster, in which a nuclear test goes awry, inspiring an onslaught of space-spawned giant wasps which ravage England and come close to eliminating mankind. Beyond a certain sultriness of tone, it could have been written by any author familiar with the UK Cosy Catastrophe mode.


With his second book, however, Roberts came fully into his own as a writer. Pavane (1968) superbly depicts an Alternate History in which – Elizabeth I having been assassinated, the Spanish Armada victorious and no Protestant rise of capitalism in the offing – a technologically backward England survives under the sway of the Catholic Church Militant. The individual stories here assembled are moody, eloquent, elegiac and thoroughly convincing. The Inner Wheel (1970) deals with the kind of gestalt Superman-cum-Telepathy theme made familiar by Theodore Sturgeon’s More Than Human (1953) and is similarly powerful, though tending to a rather uneasy sentimentality, perhaps endemic to tales of such relationships but also typical of Roberts’s handling of children and women. Anita (1970) is fantasy; the stories it contains had appeared much earlier in Science Fantasy. The Boat of Fate (1971), an historical novel with a Roman setting, shares a painterly concern for primitive landscapes with the far more ambitious The Chalk Giants (1974) (see below).


Roberts’s early short stories were assembled in Machines and Men: Science Fiction Stories (1973) and The Grain Kings (1976) (see below). Later work was assembled in Ladies from Hell (1979), The Lordly Ones (1986) and Winterwood and Other Hauntings (1989). As in his later novels, these stories increasingly display an entangled – though sometimes searching – unease with human nature and sexuality, an unease he associates with the moral condition and fate of the UK.


Roberts’s first novel after a gap of some years was Molly Zero (1980), a tale in which the classic sf tale of the growth of an adolescent is – typically for Roberts – subverted by a sense that the Dystopian world into which the young female protagonist enters – an oppressive class-ridden demoralized Little England whose inhabitants are barred from the sea by metal fences – is dismayingly corrosive. It is a sense that variously though unspecifically serves as background for the shadowy escapades of the eponymous heroine in the Kaeti sequence comprising Kaeti & Company (1986), Kaeti’s Apocalypse (1986) and Kaeti on Tour (1992); and the life of the haunting femme fatale depicted in Gráinne (1987). In the sullen quietism that underlies the tales told, these books have little of the feel of sf. Much more sf-like is the Kiteworld sequence comprising Kiteworld (1985) (see below) and the relatively minor ‘Drek Yarman’, which invokes the atmosphere of earlier work in its depiction of an ominously transformed homeland.


As an illustrator, Roberts did much to change the appearance of UK sf magazines, notably Science Fantasy, for which he designed all but seven of the covers from January 1965 until its demise (as SF Impulse) in February 1967, and also New Worlds for a period in 1966. His boldly Expressionist, line-oriented covers paralleled the shift in content of these magazines away from Genre SF and Fantasy towards a more free-form, speculative kind of fiction. He later did covers and interior illustrations for the book editions of New Worlds Quarterly edited by Michael Moorcock, for some of whose novels he designed covers. He also illustrated several of his own 1980s titles, and published three works of nonfiction: The Natural History of the P.H. (1988), the initials referring to the ‘Primitive Heroine’ who appears throughout Roberts’s work, a figure men may treat as a lamia but who is in truth a figure of charismatic, self-reliant integrity; Irish Encounters: A Short Travel (dated 1988 but 1989 chap); and Lemady: Episodes of a Writer’s Life (1997), an uneasy memoir. In the unease of that memoir, and the associated note of regret for a sterner past that marks so much of his fiction, Roberts presents himself and his work as emblematic of the state of his native land: deeply emotional under a stiff facade (that often fractures); patriotic about the soil and selfhood of his country during the years of its retreat from an unsustainable imperial era; smiling through unshed tears.


The Chalk Giants, the first title presented here, almost certainly encapsulates more thoroughly and deeply than any other work Roberts’s complex relationship to his selfhood and his native land. The separate tales here presented elegantly embody a cyclical vision of the island of Britain, from the future back to the explanatory past. The Near Future protagonist of the framing narrative (who appears only in this UK edition) drives to the south coast to escape an indistinct disaster, goes into hiding, and (depending on one’s reading) either cycles the rest of the book through his head or can be seen as himself emblematic of the movement the tales portend, from Post-Holocaust chaos through God-ridden Ruined Earth savagery back to a state premonitory of his own wounded condition. The whole of The Chalk Giants is greater than its considerable parts.


In Kiteworld, the second title here reprinted, Britain is dominated by religious fanatics; the greatest pleasure of the tale must lies in its elated Steampunk rendering of the life of the crews who man the Kiteships, which are the size of Airships, whose task it is to guard the frontiers against ‘demons’, as the ballistic or cruise missiles of a former technological era are now called. It is a kind of parody of the Pax Aeronautica theme, in which those who command the airwaves command the country, and keep it at peace. Underneath, however, lies the portrait of a land, in the grips of a religious elite, at odds with itself.


The title story of The Grain Kings, the collection of independent tales that is the third title presented here, fascinatingly describes life on giant hotel-like grain harvesters in a world of vast farms. In the same volume, ‘Weihnachtsabend’, perhaps Roberts’s most radical single story, hallucinatedly depicts an Alternate History, a Hitler Wins world where the Nazis have triumphed, and explores the cheap ersatz decadent paganism of the victors; the tale climaxes in a corrupt Wild Hunt whose prey is a woman. This is the most savagely dark of all Roberts’s tales. Elsewhere, the dark is softened in visions of the author’s much-loved England, of places to live in peace, and stories that dream of peace.


For a more detailed version of the above, see Keith Roberts’s author entry in The Encyclopedia of Science Fiction: http://sf-encyclopedia.com/entry/roberts_keith


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













THE CHALK GIANTS













Foweles in the frith,
the fishes in the flod—
And I mon wax wod.
Much sorw I walke with
for best of bon and blod.
                            Anon.,
           thirteenth century











The patrol car is moving again, edging up past the stalled south – bound traffic. Its loudhailer is working; the words come crackling and flat, distorted by the heat of Salisbury Plain in August.


Stan Potts watches the blue flasher revolve, and sweats and rubs himself and swears. He wants to pee, and has wanted to pee for an hour or more, and dull pain has grown to sharper pain, then to all – consuming need. He slicks the gearstick forward and back and stares through the Champ’s blotched windscreen and tries to think of nothing, nothing at all.


The observer has left the Wolseley, is working his way from vehicle to vehicle along the jam. Uproar breaks out somewhere in the distance, car horns and shouting. The loudhailer is saying, ‘You will not be admitted to restricted areas. If your journey is not essential, return to your home. You will not be admitted to restricted areas.’ Stan wipes his face with the back of his hand and gropes behind him. Somewhere, clanking about, is an old bait tin. He finds it, works it down behind his heels.


The observer leans on the window – sill. His arms are covered with short golden hairs. He says, ‘Where to, sir?’


Stan says, ‘Wareham.’


The policeman shakes his head. He looks very young. He says, ‘It’s restricted, they won’t let you in. Better turn round.’


Stan Potts’s voice says, ‘I have to try. My father’s very old.’ They are just words, and not important.


But the patrolman has gone on anyway. He isn’t really interested.


The Wolseley draws level and stops. The driver is talking on the r/t. He says, ‘Four miles north of Amesbury. Yes, O.K.’ The car moves forward, radio whistling. Stan grips the can between his knees, pulls at his flies. The relief makes his head spin a little.


The man at the window says, ‘I’ve got to get petrol.’


Stan jerks, trying to cover himself. He says, ‘Nobody’s got any.’ He lies back, in pain.


‘Ninety miles I’ve come,’ says the man. ‘I’ve got to get petrol. What’s in those?’


‘Water,’ says Stan. ‘They’re water.’


‘You dirty bastard,’ says the man. ‘You were pissing in that can.’


The Escort ahead has moved up twenty yards. Stan twists the starter. The engine fires. It sounds ragged. He says, ‘I’m sorry. I haven’t any petrol.’


‘You dirty bastard,’ says the man. ‘I’ve got my wife and family back there.’


The Ford moves again. The traffic behind the Champ is hooting, trying to force its way. The man grabs for the door – catch. He says, ‘Get out. Get on your feet.’


Stan lets the clutch in. Something thumps against the Champ’s side. He looks back. The man who needed petrol is wrestling with the two shirt – sleeved policemen. A uniform cap bounces in the road. The figures sprawl across the boot of the patrol car. Beyond, a convertible is trying to butt its way through. The driver is slapping at the door – panel with his open hand, and shouting. One wheel rises and falls over an obstruction. Somebody screams. Stan drives fifty yards, brakes. It seems the fight continues, but its details are obscured by overtaking traffic. The can tips, spillings its contents darkly. He reaches for it again, and groans.











ONE


The Sun Over a Low Hill


1


Always on a long trip it was like this. First he’d worry for a while and listen for big-end knock and differential whine and noise from the dynamo bearings, then boredom would set in and he’d start working out times and mileages in his head; and finally driving would become automatic and then it was like getting tunes in his brain only the tunes were sights and scenes sometimes from years back, things he didn’t want to remember but had never managed to forget. No rhyme or reason to them; like the faces you’re supposed to see in a glowing fire. Only he’d never managed to see the faces, not even when he was small.


The Champ rumbled steadily, clocking twenty, twenty-five. He was south of Salisbury now, clear of its bottleneck of old streets, the hooting and fumes and din. The city had been bad; there were broken windows, in one place he’d seen riot troops with guns and shields. Somewhere a building was burning; the smoke cloud rolled down thick and black and evil-smelling, obscuring the cathedral spire and the lines of hooting, panicking cars. It was car horns and shouting, and forcing your way yard after yard. A Vauxhall rammed him, on the new roundabout on the outskirts; the big towing hook on the Champ smashed through the stoneguard, left the car sputtering, wheezing water and steam. There had been armed troops; but he had still been lucky to get clear.


He gripped the wheel, trying not to think any more. Ahead, a bare five miles away, was the coast road that skirted Bournemouth. In old times he would have been at his destination inside the hour, but the traffic was slowing again to a halt. To either side stretched the glades of the New Forest. He swallowed. He’d caught himself wondering if the ponies would survive.


He told himself for the dozenth time how if he had a dash compass he would risk driving cross-country. He’d tried to get hold of one, a week before; but he’d been too late. Maybe they’d been banned. He stared round and licked his mouth. He had the vehicle for it, he had his maps; but he wasn’t going to make it, even now. He didn’t have the guts.


The fear was welling again, jamming his throat. He made himself be calm. He found a handkerchief, wiped his forehead, then the wheel rim. He sat listening to the throb of the Champ’s big engine. After a time he switched off again, to conserve fuel.


How and when the idea had come he couldn’t say. At first, like all such things, he had thrust it away; but it returned insidiously, time after time. It got into his brain at work, again like a tune that wouldn’t be dismissed, came between him and sleep as he lay night after night, hearing the clock tick and his mother’s restless coughing from across the landing. He told himself it was useless, useless, till he was sick of the sound and very taste of the word; but it didn’t help.


His first buying had been tentative, tins and packets picked up here and there, smuggled back to be transferred later to the garage where he kept the Champ. He spread them on the floor, working by the light of the one dim lamp, saying to himself, ‘You’re never going to do it. You haven’t the guts; and if you tried, you’d fail.’ Finally he sat himself in the cab with a pencil and scratch-pad. Some overall system was needed; that much at least was obvious.


He realized nearly at once how random and senseless his purchasing had been. Most of the foodstuffs, bought in a species of hysteria, were too bulky for his purpose, too liable to spoiling. He set himself mentally to explore the shelves of his local supermarket, ticking off unit after unit. He’d read somewhere rice kept more people alive than any other staple; so far it hadn’t figured in his lists at all. Flour was another obvious basic; to transport and store it he would need damp-proof containers, either of plastic or metal. Butter he supposed was a necessity; it could double as cooking oil. That at least was readily available in tins. Salt would be vital; it too would need an air-tight container. Most canned meats were unsuitable; too little bulk, too much slosh. Corned beef, though, was ideal; greatly daring, he risked buying in bulk. Soups tempted him; he settled finally for the dehydrated variety that comes in foil-lined packets. Later he added baked beans to his list of possibles, and remembered the peculiar merits of dehydrated potato. He never stopped asking himself, ‘What are you doing it for? What do you think you’re going to do?’ But the back of the Champ began to fill.


He packed each box and carton with consummate care, grudging every inch of unused space. He added his fishing rod with two spare top joints, a box of hooks and heavy lines. Camp accessories followed: a two-ring burner, plastic cups and plates, forks and kitchen knives, a hand lantern, containers of gas. The bottles were bulky, he had to cut back on the space allocated for bedrolls and blankets. He told himself, ‘You’re never going to turn the starter. You’re never going to drive down there and you’re never going to do what you think you’ll do because it’s mad.’ And still he didn’t stop.


A trip to a second-hand dealer yielded a dozen five-gallon fuel cans; they accounted almost wholly for the remainder of the space. Then he remembered he’d made no provision for the most vital necessity of all, a supply of drinking water. He had to start again, nearly from the beginning, revising his priorities, discarding this, cutting down on that. With the Champ empty he drove her down to the workshop, oiled and greased and checked her over. The sealed power unit he didn’t touch, but it was good for a hundred thousand miles. He made up an emergency kit: fuses, lamps and bulbs, rotor arm and distributor cap, spare coil and condensers, plugs, fanbelt, hoses, jubilee clips. An iron frame, spot-welded hastily under the chassis, received a second battery sealed in polythene; lastly he took the locked case from his bedroom drawer, slid it behind the driving seat. Topcoat, boots, toolkit and second spare wheel would have to travel with him in the front. He stowed them experimentally, walked round the big motor. There was room for nothing else; the Champ was full.


The traffic was moving again. Ahead on the main road were blue and amber flashers; somewhere an ambulance was yelling its strident double note. A saloon car lay on its side, there was a jack-knifed artic. Beyond, the road was a hooting jam of vehicles.


He’d discounted for the moment any means of heating. In emergency the burners would have to serve. He hadn’t smoked a cigarette in years; he’d packed five hundred, all the same, in sealed tins of fifty. Another fifty lay in the dash cubby for immediate use. He prized the lid off, lit up. The first drag made him cough; he inhaled again carefully, lay back in the seat. He couldn’t stop the shaking in his hands.


The pictures had started, as they always did. He rubbed his face, tiredly; but Form 3Q was still laughing, and Sledger Bates standing with the register under his arm, eyes bright blue beneath tufted ginger brows. ‘What for?’ he said. ‘What for? When I give lines, you don’t ask what for. For what you were doing before I came in . . .’


The seat edge hit the backs of his knees. He was holding the desk-top, stammering, vision swimming. ‘Sir, I . . .’


‘Another fifty, Potts!’


‘I . . . I . . .’


‘A hundred and fifty, Potts! Going up!’


‘Sir, I . . .’


‘And another fifty. Got the score, Chapman?’


‘Yessir!’


‘Sit down!’ The voice was thundering, defeating him.


‘Sir . . .’


‘Potts! Sit down!’


His legs gave way, traitorously. He held his head down, all of him shaking, the exercise book sparking and spangling six inches from his eyes.


‘Two hundred and fifty,’ said the Sledge. ‘Fifty for luck, the rest for cheek. Don’t rub that out.’ The chalk scraped the corner of the board; the register slammed on the desk. ‘You must be mad, Potts,’ said the Sledge. ‘You must be mad. Turn to a hundred and twenty-three.’


His hands were aching where they held the wheelrim. He flexed his fingers. The light was fading now, the tail-lamps of the stalled vehicles ahead winking like jewels. He closed his eyes and tried to work out how long he’d been in the car. Horns set up bedlam behind him. He jerked awake. The line had moved; he shoved the Champ into gear, drove forward. The hooting stopped.


He lit another cigarette. The taste was coming back. He remembered how when you drove past the castle and up out of the valley you drove back into sunlight. You got it on the last bend, full in the eyes; then the road snaked away between dry-stone walls and there was the pub and the yellow and red caravan outside and the hanging sign rich-lit against the deepening sky. Sometimes too the May mist lay across the curve of hills, long angled stripes of it moving fast down toward the village. Driving through it was like driving through clouds, and the sun on top made it look like fairyland.


The Champ barked, breasting the slope in second; he swung into the pub yard with a clash and jingle and sat and listened to the engine tick as it cooled. And the paddock was there and the grazing donkeys, nothing changed; the great dimming sweep of hills and the castle brooding miles off in the dusk and house lights and headlights showing in sparks and twinklings and Poole on the horizon and the air moving huge and clean and old. He listened to the silence, then his own feet on the gravel as he walked toward the door; and Ray was inside and the rest, John with his clipped posh voice and the artist with the beard who drank from a pewter pot with a lid to it, and the frightening fierce-eyed girl who played the guitar and sang the song about working, all the bloody work and no pay, he wouldn’t have minded her. And the fossil fish in its glass case on the wall, the pots hanging over the bar and the yard-glass in its chain slings and the lit signs for Devenish draught and keg and the cigars and cigarettes and the placards advertising English Country Wines.


Something in his chest gave a hot jump, for she was there too. She wore a shirt checked in amber and sage green and a short canvas-coloured skirt and sandals that left her feet bare, just a sexy little strap between the toes. Her hair and eyes were dark, her skin brown-gold in the lamplight and her hands like butterflies, as deft and slight. She was perfect, head to feet. He wondered sometimes how anything could be that perfect, somehow it seemed nearly wrong. He swallowed and wondered what to say, but there was no need because Ray called from the bar as he always did, ‘Same place,’ and grinned and jerked his head at the ceiling. So he hefted his stuff upstairs and unpacked, he knew the furniture in the room now and the bed with its immaculate, tight-stretched sheets. The window stood ajar on its big old-fashioned stay and beyond was the castle, the great shell of ruin blue in the dusk. He would unpack quickly and put the camera and light-meter in the one drawer that locked and go and eat his meal because afterwards he could sit in the bar. And once she talked to him a whole ten minutes, asked what he did for a living and whether he’d had a good trip and how long it had taken getting down. After that he had a good time, although she didn’t speak to him again; instead he heard how John’s boss planted the wrong strain of wheat and the wind had flattened it, and how the caravan had taken first prize in a carnival and how the coastguards log a boat all round the shores of Britain. Driving back, it seemed the hours flew; it was as if she was with him, he’d brought her back like a wonderful catch from a wonderful shifting sea. He smiled, in the dark; and the Champ took a roundabout gently so as not to wake Martine, asleep a hundred miles away.


He got the Champ from Chalky for a straight ton, God knew where he had picked it up; but when he got tired of her and said she was using too much bloody juice and went for an old Magnette Stan took her over and cleaned her up and had new side-screens made and a hood at Trade and got himself a garage again. After that she was good for him because he could sit inside her and dream, though when he got her down to Purbeck the first time Ray Seddon took the pleasure out, right out, saying he thought the bloody coal had come.


They all laughed, the people he knew, and he had to laugh with them, but afterwards it wasn’t too bad because she came out to see. She was wearing a white shirt and the canvassy skirt and her hair had been cut, though he preferred it that shade longer. The Champ was standing on the skyline, angled on the rough car park behind the pub; the sun was glinting on her dark green paint, she looked big and tough and smart. Martine had her arms folded and a cardigan over her shoulders. She said in her brittle little voice, ‘What are all those knobs?’ and he said, ‘Four-wheel drive,’ and then his voice stuck in his throat because the chance was there, anybody else in the world would have said, ‘Nip in, I’ll give you a run,’ but he couldn’t speak. So time stopped for a bit; then she was walking back saying, ‘I have to get on now,’ so he went round to the back of the car and fiddled with the jerrican lock as if it didn’t matter, and the afternoon was still and warm and he felt like death. After which Northerton was hard to take; his mother’s house and the doctor coming and the workshop and the fish-and-chip place on the corner and the birds on the telly and in the Sunday papers, all reminding him of her. Winter was coming on; and Chalky was hard to take, the Sunday walks down past the garden fields and the new Grammar School to Drawback where they ran the dogs. The grey sky and the rough brown fields, the silence and leafless trees, all were hard to take, though what he had inside him locked away he couldn’t speak of, least of all to Chalky. Though he owed the castle to him and the valley and Martine; to a week’s holiday, years back now, Chalky between women, with time on his hands for once. What had haunted Stan had left him unimpressed. The beer was good, he had pronounced; the castle all right, if you liked that sort of thing; and Martine all right, though she didn’t look like a very good fuck. Stan pondered, frowning; while Chalky swore and cursed and the greyhound put up hares it never caught, and cut itself on hedgerow wire. And sometimes it was good to get back in the Champ and drive down past the gasworks to his place and shut the curtains and put the Box on and get his mother’s tea.


The traffic was halted again; and lights were flashing, amber and blue. There were cars drawn up and lorries; it looked like a road-block and he couldn’t think any more what he meant to do.


All the tech lights were on, so the side of the building looked like a shining yellow cliff. The canteen was cold and nearly empty, stinking of lunchtime’s bacon rolls. They’d pulled two tables together, though the fat woman had yelled through the serving hatch not to, and Tasker was there from the Boot and Shoe, the only leather bloke they got on with, and Quatermain and Briant and Tony Sidgwick and half a dozen more. Mist was closing in and the odd bangs were starting already and they were all making a row, and it was Guy Fawkes Night.


He sat with the rest, feeling a hot breeze blow on the back of his neck from the table at the far end where the art school girls were sitting. The tall blonde was there, Annette Clitheroe, thirty-five, twenty-three, thirty-six, and the little Irish one they reckoned did turns with the Pakis, and the other one, Helena, the one they nearly had the jumper off in the corridor that night and she didn’t have a stitch on underneath. Tony Sidgwick kept cheeking them, saying to come down on the tech table and they’d show them how, then he started on Annette Clitheroe, her people had this big furnishing shop in town centre. She was wearing her hair up round one of those felt former things and Tony kept shouting what was it on her head; and she said finally, ‘That’s my business,’ and Sidgwick said, ‘That’s a bloody funny place to put it,’ and they all started shrieking, Stan included, because he couldn’t help himself. Then Sidgwick lit a jumping jack under the table, they didn’t see him do it till it was fizzing and went off; and Stan Potts’s brain worked with lightning speed so that he grabbed it and threw it over his head and ducked. The fat woman was yelling over the counter about the Principal, and Sidgwick was choking himself he was laughing that much.


Her heels on the concrete floor were very distinct and sharp. She walked the length of the canteen, carrying the plate, and set it down in front of him. He had to look up, though he couldn’t stop the laughing; and her eyes were snapping and glinting behind her glasses, there were red spots of anger on her cheeks. In the centre of the spoiled cakes, embedded in a meringue, were the remains of the cracker; and there were little white splashes of cream on her sweater, and one on her jaw.


She said, ‘My cousin lost his eye through one of these, you big fat bloody thug. You must be mad . . .’


He’d passed the road-block but he’d had to lie, he’d said he was going to Dorchester. The traffic was lighter now, the cars spaced out and moving at forty, sometimes forty-five. But nearly nothing was coming up from the west.


His mind was empty; so to fill it, and keep away the things he didn’t want to see, he set himself to remember the road ahead. Wimborne, and the left turn by the Dorset Farmers, the little bridge, the long straight in the trees with the notice saying Welcome to Poole although you never really touched it; and the new roundabout at the bottom with the filling station, he could remember it being built. Then there was the other roundabout by the Bakers’ Arms and the research place, Admiralty they said it was, with the miles of high steel fence. Then the turn into Wareham, the siding where the oil tankers stood; and beyond, over the bridge . . . but his heart was thumping again, hammering, it seemed, painfully against his ribs, and he checked the thought half-formed.


After that first chance trip he went back to Purbeck time and again; though the journey from the Midlands was a long one, five hours and more on a bad day. It left little from a weekend; just one night, and the following morning. The nights he spent in the bar; he would rise early on the Sunday, drive down to the castle or out on to the heath. The castle drew him, the vast shell of ruin topping its hill, the village straggling and crouching at the foot of the mound. Foursquare it stood in a great pass, flanked to either side by bulging heights of chalk. Once he climbed the nearer of the hills, sat an hour or more staring down at the ruined walls and baileys, the gatehouse with its leaning towers of stone. A chalk stream ran beside the mound. Tall trees arched over it, bushes clothed its banks; and here in autumn the glowworms came, like cold green stars in the grass. He longed to take them back to her, jewel her fingers with them and her dark, rich hair.


Other times he drove across the hills themselves, over the range road that was so often closed. There were hidden bays there, and empty, forgotten villages; and once he saw a horseman ride the forbidden cliffs, a mile or more distant, outlined against the pearly haze of sea. He discovered Kimmeridge with its blackened beach, the great house that overlooked the bay; Worth, its gnomish cottages hidden in sea mist, and Dancing Ledge with its lovely rock-carved pool. He was learning, too, the people who used the pub; John, as much a mystery to his friends, who knew, it seemed, every country you cared to mention and yet drove a tractor for a living; Martin Jones the hippie, with his floral shirts and wispy shoulder-length hair; Maggie who played guitar for the tourists sometimes in the Barn Bar, who lived in a white bungalow down the road with a birdbath on the lawn and a stone rabbit with broken-off ears, and Richard Joyce who painted for a living and who must have Private Means. He knew them, though he couldn’t talk to them; and for their part it seemed they looked askance at the fat man in the corner, with his pained half-smile and always-furtive eyes.


These folk formed, as it were, an inner circle of acquaintanceship. But there were many others; Andy who worked with John, Andy with his tanned good-looking farmer’s face who went with Penny who helped out sometimes in the bar; Ted and Arthur and the locals and Vicky who was tall and blonde and wore an Army uniform, they said she was a nurse; she knew Richard, he’d seen her with him a couple of times. And the tourists, the leggy warm brown summer girls who sat in the hayloft in the Barn with their men and laughed and drank cider and lager and sometimes wine. He liked the Barn Bar best, with its high cool walls hung with implements and harness and the thatched roof over the counter and the door standing open to the dusk and the moths circling in the pools of yellow light. He saw the place in dreams; and always Martine was there, Martine with her great dark eyes. Sometimes too he saw her in the hills, in the hidden villages and by the great rock pool. Then he would wake and realize that once more he was home, that he had been alone, that he would always be alone; he would stare into the mirror, at the balding head, the faded, heavy-lidded eyes, and know he would never go to that golden place again, that Northerton was where he belonged and where he must stay. But the simplest truths are the hardest to accept; so he would pack his things, just one more time, and hear his mother’s complaints, and the images would swirl hour on hour till he saw the hills again, the sea-mist striping their flanks. He would drive into the remembered yard; and always he would know as he pushed through the hotel door that this time she was gone, gone for ever. Yet always she was there.


In the intervals between his trips he studied. He read the geology of the region; and its history, prehistory and architecture. Every fact that touched upon the place touched, it seemed, on her, made him feel fractionally less alone. So, increasingly, she towered in his consciousness; her face glowed above the hills, her slender hands cupped bays and sea. He discovered the Hardy novels, and in time the painter Nash; the hills and trees and standing stones, flowers that broke from their moorings to sail the sky, fossils that reared in ghostly anger from the rocks. Suns rolled their millstones of golden grain; and it seemed he heard, far off and far too late, the shock of distant armies. He became at times transfigured; then he would remember, and Northerton would claim him and the garage, the oil changes and grease-ups and job cards and MOTs; Chalky and the dogs, the telly and the dreary Sunday nights. His mind, circling, would balk once more at the inevitable yet wholly unacceptable fact: that he was fat, and bald, and forty, and that life was ended.


This inner pain was such that greater issues tended to pass him by; so that it was with some surprise that he entered the Barn Bar one summer night to find the place unusually quiet, a handful of regulars and visitors clustered round a tranny that stood on the counter-top. The words he heard seemed no less and no more than the many uttered before; but the silence that followed them was intense.


Martin Jones broke it. He sat hugging his knees, head back against the wall of the place, fair hair brushing the stone. ‘Well,’ he said in his quiet, carefully modulated voice, ‘it’s all happening. This is what we’ve been waiting for.’


Ray stood frowning behind the bar, one hand laid, it seemed protectively, on the shoulder of Martine. ‘Charming,’ he said. ‘Come on, Martin, we’ve heard it all before.’


The hippie shook his head. He said, ‘Not quite like this.’ He glanced round lazily. He said, ‘I’m looking forward to it. So’s Vicky. It’s what she joined up for.’


The blonde woman turned to stare at Joyce, but did not speak.


Jones always seemed exceptionally well informed. ‘This will be a primary retaliation zone,’ he said. ‘They’ll want to be sure of Winfrith. I expect we’ll be shipped out before too long. They’ve cleared one of the caravan parks at Sandbanks as an embarkation area. They’re keeping quiet about it, of course. That won’t be a sight of good, unfortunately. Far too flat.’


Somebody said, ‘Tell us where would be any good.’


‘Quite a lot of places,’ said Martin. ‘One thing’s certain; I shan’t be waiting it out in Poole.’ He yawned. ‘I’d tend to look for somewhere between the hills and the sea,’ he said. ‘You’d get good blast protection from the Purbecks; and I can’t see anybody lobbing anything into the Channel. They’re much too accurate these days.’


Maggie said, ‘There’d still be fall-out.’


Martin said, ‘I shouldn’t think there’d be much to worry about there. You only get fall-out with ground detonations. If we get anything it will be air blasts; they’re far more destructive anyway.’


Maggie said bitterly, ‘Maybe they’ll want some good dirty blasts while they’re at it.’


‘It’s possible,’ said Jones politely, ‘but I think strategically unlikely.’ He brushed the light hair back from his eyes. ‘After all, they – and don’t forget “they” could be the Americans – will want to occupy the territory afterwards. Otherwise the whole thing’s pointless.’


Richard said, ‘It’s nice to know there’s some point in air blasts. It makes it all seem more worth while.’


He turned. As if in emphasis, a rumbling had sounded from outside. The noise intensified; then past the open door ground yellow headlights, dark green armour. The vanguard, it seemed, of a considerable column, moving up towards Worth and the sea. They watched the first vehicles pass; then Ray shrugged. He said, ‘That’s it then.’ He picked a cloth up expressionlessly, hung it over the pumps. A shocked pause; and somebody laughed. They said, ‘It’s not Time yet.’


‘No,’ said Martin. ‘Not yet. But soon . . .’


Stan Potts had not spoken. His mind was working furiously; for he knew just such a spot as the other had described. He remembered the lane that wound down from the range road, the lane they only opened once a year, in summer when the Gunnery School closed down. The dead village behind its ten-strand fence, ruined, bullet-pocked gables of barns; and the great shuttered farmhouse by the sea, close under the brooding cliffs. The hippie had spoken, as usual, with calm conviction; and the unthinkable had come to seem, for a space at least, a practical reality. He glanced at Ray, under his lids; at Joyce the painter, and at Martin Jones. Lastly, he saw Martine; and something caught his breath, made his heart begin to pound. Though the notion that later came was not yet fully formed.


The tail-lights ahead brightened. He braked automatically, stared round. For a moment he was disorientated. He brought his mind back from distance, saw with something like a shock the railway siding to his left, the bulky line of tankers. Ahead was the bend that took the road into Wareham; and on the bend they had set up their block. The Army this time; he saw the lorries drawn up, figures moving purposefully behind the red-and-white striped pole. Handlamps bobbed, he caught the gleam of a steel helmet. A car was turned back peremptorily, another waved to one side. So he wasn’t going to make it, after all; but he had known that from the start.


Where he sat at the tail of the queue he was a quarter-mile or more from the checkpoint. The vehicles in front of him moved forward, stopped again. He saw a car directed into the side road that runs inland, across the heath to Wool. Another followed it; and something seemed to snap inside his head. He thought, ‘This is an army vehicle.’


It seemed his hands and feet had acquired a purpose of their own. He swung out, horn blaring, drove fast down the outside of the queue. He saw a man turn, surprised; another unslinging a Stirling from his shoulder. He braked with a squeal, shoved his driving licence from the window. He said, ‘Territorials.’ The man stepped back; and he sounded the horn again.


A lamp flashed into his eyes. Somebody said, ‘Get out of that thing. Keep your hands in sight.’


He was lined up for the barricade. He let the clutch go, clamped his foot on the floor. The Champ bellowed, took the pole across the bonnet. A cracking; the wheels hit the level-crossing tracks, slewed. He saw a man running, waving his arms. Then the street was full of din. He glimpsed lorries drawn up, civilians being herded aboard a coach; and the noise came again, a metallic hammering from behind. His vision starred; he swerved, held the car. White walls showed the house-fronts stained with neon; and the bridge was ahead. Beyond, a lane forked right. He stamped the brake, clawing at the wheel. His mirrors blazed; he accelerated, swung on to the rough. The suspension bottomed, sickeningly Bushes showed ahead; he clawed at the dash, and he was driving blind. The wheels sucked, spun, gripped again. The lights jazzed on the skyline; then he was swaying and racketing down a long slope, and behind him was darkness.


Ten minutes later he braked to a halt. He killed the engine, opened the cab door. His ears were singing; water was trickling, somewhere close, but there were no other sounds.


The shaking started then. He sat and hung his head and wanted to be sick. In time the fit passed. He raised his face, stared round. Beside him the Champ loomed against the night, parked at the crest of a little rise. To the east an orange haze reflected the lights of Poole; and ahead, dimly visible, were the hills. The night air moved cool against his skin.


The trickling was not water; he could smell, now, the raw, rich stink of petrol. He unstrapped the nearside screen, groped inside, found a torch. He lifted the jerrycan down, poured what remained into the tank and slung the thing into the bushes. Then he walked round to the Champ. Cracks had radiated across the windshield; in the corner was a neat round hole. He touched it, shakily. He said, ‘Oh my Christ.’


His head still felt swimmy, and his throat and mouth were dry. He climbed back into the driving seat, twisted the starter, heard the engine catch and bark. The main road ran somewhere to his left; but he dared not risk it again. He drove forward slowly, eyes more accustomed to the gloom. Near at hand the heath stretched broken and undulating, mist clinging to the hollows of the ground like thick white smoke. The hills grew higher, outlining themselves against the night; and in time he heard gravel crunch under his wheels. He had found a lane, or quarry track. He lit a cigarette, closing his eyes against the flare of the match, and set himself to climb. The fear had gone; in its place was a curious sensation, almost like elation. For he had achieved the impossible; crossed a crowded, panicking country to reach her. Now he was almost there; and now he knew how long she had been with him. He’d seen her in cafés and restaurants and supermarkets and pubs, on beaches and hills and in the street; she’d laughed at him from hoardings, kicked her legs on the Box, shown him her belly in the Sunday rags. While he worked his allotment, and walked with Chalky and the dogs, and drank his halves on Saturday nights. Now life was altering, the world breaking up, Sledger and Annette Clitheroe and school and tech blowing away to dark. He was going to her in a stone-built pub where the bar lights burned amber and a fossil fish hung on the wall; and if she wouldn’t come he would beat her, because he’d waited long enough and he was tired. And if she struggled he would tie her, and if he had to tie her he’d brought the rope, and maybe that way it would be better yet.


The moon rose, flooding the horizon with dull golden light. The mist banks gleamed; through and between them the Champ picked its way, a big, cautious shadow in the night.


2


To see the scene that follows through the eyes of Stanley Potts you must imagine extraordinary things; colours that throb and spark, hills that roll and tilt, haloed with light beneath a sky of smoky milk. You must hear the calling of night birds across that haunted space, the crash of the sea like blood pounding in the ears; you must hear too the singing of all the choirs of heaven. And can you not see the Champ as she breasts each slope, floats from cloud to cloud of glowing mist?


Now she halts, at the steep mouth of a little lane; and Stan Potts waves from the window to the car that follows. The station waggon backs up, driven by Richard Joyce; and the Champ charges the fragile gate that blocks the way, the splinters fly in graceful moonshot arcs. And there is the track beyond, winding between fences of bright wire; the field where army hunters used to graze, the empty village with its empty barns, church tower lost in trees, the thistled Great House with its empty windows, washed in brown moonlight. He points wordless; and she nods and smiles, her face with its great eyes underlit by the dash. He is remembering the parties at the tech, each the same; and how one never saw it happen but suddenly everybody would be paired off, he never knew how it happened but it was every time the same; and he would sit and sip his beer, alone in the centre of the room, and try not to hear the giggles from the shadows and the whispering, and try not to care that he was Potts the Pot and nobody wanted him. He is remembering too that it cannot happen any more, that they are four now, in an empty land. He is remembering that she is with him, and that Richard Joyce is following and Maggie who played guitar, once in a lifetime long gone by.


He has made no error in his route. There ahead is the bay with its amphitheatre of cliffs, pale and vast in the sinking light. Below the cliffs a great half-moon of turf, stretching to further rockfalls and the sea. And at the sea’s edge, foursquare against its shimmering plain, the farmhouse with its lines of dark windows, its chimney stacks of burly stone. The joy that fills him makes him want to shout aloud; but he says, ‘We’re nearly there,’ and she laughs and says, ‘It’s beautiful.’ She moves, rustling; and he smells her scent. How ashamed he is, now, of the thoughts that filled him; when she came so sweetly, and made no demur. They all but burn his mind!


He coasts the Champ to a halt, by the boarded-up door of the place. His senses, it seems, are unnaturally acute. The Cambridge pulls in beside him; he hears the crunch of tyres on shingle, the squeak and whimper of the fanbelt as the engine dies. His own boots rasp on rock; he hurries to the passenger door; and Martin Jones says, ‘Good evening!’


Have you imagined his mood? Have you heard the angels sing, felt the tremulousness that filled him like bubbling wine, till it seemed he was floating on air? Now you must imagine a further change; a reversal of his fortunes, no less!


How the sea spins, inside his Potty old head; how the sky whirls, and the cliffs! He sees her run to him; he sees the arm that curls about her; he hears her say, ‘I didn’t know how to get here. But he brought me.’ Now they are five, and the world is comprehensible again; the smile has already fixed itself protectively about his lips. He feels he should sing light tunes, Dah-dah dee-dee-dee dah-di-dah, as he unpacks the Champ, as he carries in the sleeping bags and the stove and the food and the tins and cases and boxes and cans. Jones has brought what he has not, blanketed the windows of the long-disused rooms, set out chairs and a folding table. A fire of driftwood crackles in a hearth; Tilly lamps hang green and hissing, even the floors have been swept. It’s a real little Home from Home! He sees how carefully it has all been planned; he sees how she clings to him as he goes from room to room, rubbing him with her little brown hands. He’s glad he’s had so much practice at keeping the half-smile clamped to his mouth, at lidding his eyes and at staring at the ground; for nobody has guessed his secret. It was all his fault, right from the start. He has been silly; men with fat bottoms should never fall in love!


There is even a tablecloth, gay-checked in white and blue. They make a meal, using his stove; there’s no question but that they’re going to let him stay. He blushes, smiling at the cloth, as they thank him, thank him for what he has done; and the party is quite gay. Afterwards the cars are hidden, driven from sight in a ruined outhouse, and bracken and brushwood heaped round their fenders to make them invisible from the air. Stan fetches his handlamp because there are only two Tillys, and naturally they will be needing three rooms. But there is a spare room, at the end of a cold, cluttered corridor; Martin leads the way to it, Tilly lamp held high, the light glancing from his soft blond hair. He calls the place the Bachelor’s Suite, and they all laugh, and Stan joins in. There is no water, explains his host; but he has found a jug and basin, and set up an old packing crate as a wash-hand stand. He was expecting more visitors, he tells him, more than in fact arrived. He hopes he will be comfortable, and leaves him.


There is an awkward moment then because she stands in the doorway and smiles as if she means it and says, ‘Thank you,’ again and for a moment it’s almost as if she’s going to peck his cheek. But Martin calls from the corridor, and adds something Stan doesn’t catch, though he hears the artist laugh. So she turns away, and he pushes the door to and hangs the lamp from a hook in one of the ceiling beams. Then he spreads his bag out and turns the liner back, and Gets Undone.


He doesn’t feel he can really bother to shave.


He lay for a while unsleeping, though now that he and the Champ had both done their bit he supposed they had earned a rest. The sea lapped and whispered outside the place, the still, damp air of the room stung his cheeks. For a time the traffic noise dinned in his ears; the shouting and hooting, revving of engines, bawling of the many loudhailers. Then he wished that he could become angry, but his inhibition was too great. Men with large bottoms look funny when they are annoyed. From this his thoughts drifted to other things, none creative, some positively counter-productive. He remembered how one day in Biology Chapman discovered his resemblance to the duckbilled platypus, and passed a note to Smythe about it, so from Potty Potts he became Potts the Platypus, which he did not like. Though the name didn’t take too well till the Sledge found a drawing on the board one day, and realized the direction of the sniggerings, and said, ‘How rare is the platypus, Potts?’ and there was this great roar of laughing. So he had to stand up, ‘on his back legs’, as Sledger put it, and stammer out all he knew about the creature, and after that the nickname was assured. Then the R stream got hold of it, the yobboes, so each break time and each afternoon it was Platypus, platypus, in chanted rhythm while he was jostled and shoved and had his balls grabbed from behind, at the centre of a ring of races, unable to get away, waiting for the prefect’s bell to end the torture. He thought perhaps he could beat one of them up till he saw Tompkins, who was the worst, fight in the boxing tournament and realized what would happen to him if he tried. And so the half-smile was born. It had stayed on his face for twenty-five years.


Platypus, platypus. Potty-the-rarimus-plat . . .


The moon sank, beyond the ridge of cliff. With its setting, clouds drew across the sky; and for a time the summer night was at its darkest. In the darkness came wisps and tendrils of mist. They thickened steadily, coiling up from the water in half-seen skeins. The amphitheatre, the level space between cliffs and sea, began to fill. Then the mist rose higher, lapping the tall rock, spilling across the undulating ground above. With the dawn a watery light-burst showed for a time, low down. Shadows were visible, for seconds together; but the fog was not dispelled. Nor did it clear on the following day, or the day after that.


The colony, if such it had become, worked steadily. Latrine pits were dug, in the dry scree below the cliffs, the house rendered more habitable. Joyce, the artist, rigged movable screens for the windows, replacing the blankets that had hung there; the women cooked and rearranged the stores while Martin Jones made an expedition along the foreshore, God knew to where, returned rowing a boat. They heard his hail out in the mist, rushed down to admire the prize. He seemed well versed in nautical matters, running her up on to the beach and securing her with a rope fixed to a spike driven into a crack in the rock. Stan took his rod to a little spit of land, well out in the mist, where he could be away from the others; Maggie with her brilliant dark-fringed eyes, and Martine, trim in a chunky sweater and neat, tight-fitting jeans. He was unused to sea-angling, but at his second attempt he landed four fine silver fish. Jones pronounced them grayling, and showed how they could be scaled by rubbing a knife-blade from tail to nose. They ate them that night, grilled and fresh, and listened to a tranny blurt out its endlessly worsening news.


Increasingly it seemed Jones had taken over the leadership of the group. He it was certainly who ordered their days, organizing rota systems for such chores as chopping wood. What little lay about the farmhouse and the barns was rapidly consumed; so he produced from somewhere a creaking handcart, with which he would set off for the headland that closed the bay to the west, return with load after load of bleached, brittle planks. Also he located a spring of fresh water, some half-mile from the farmhouse. It came welling and bubbling out of the cliffs, cold and crystal-clear; and it became Stan’s job to trudge forward and back each morning till the containers were refilled.


A part of his mind was nearly happy with the turn events had taken. The other thing had, after all, bristled with difficulties. He had no practical experience of lovemaking, but doubted as an engineer whether two bodies would fit together as neatly and automatically as in the paperbacks he had read. Also, what did you say? What could you say to them? To lay one’s hands on the body of another seemed suddenly a monstrous thing; so he was glad in a way the problem was not his, he performed his duties with no complaint and spoke little to the rest. Martine in particular he avoided, lowering his eyes when she came near so as to give no cause for offence. He was realizing how narrow his escape had been. He remembered the rope, and what he had thought he might do, and blushed in the dark for shame.


But the even pattern into which his days had fallen was not destined to last. It was Martin Jones who brought matters to a head, one pearly, still-grey afternoon. They had taken the boat out, into the drifting mist, to fish the deeper water a little offshore; now sky and land alike were hidden, the vessel slapped and drifted in the void while Stan sat patiently, head down over the butt of the rod, aware of the other’s stare. Jones lolled in the bows, in reefer jacket and an ancient, battered cap; he watched for a time, eyes narrowed, before flicking a cigarette butt overboard. ‘You know, Potts,’ he said pleasantly, ‘I’ve been thinking. The food’s getting a bit down; and there are loads of other places round about. I think it’s time one of us moved out.’


For an instant a thought, as wild as it was absurd, flickered in Stan’s mind. He said, ‘What do you mean?’


‘Well, look at it my way,’ said Jones. ‘You’ve got the vehicle for it, we’ll stake you to a couple of days’ grub. Should be good pickings up by Kimmeridge. They had a general shop.’


Stan said dully, ‘Maybe I could go and see what I could find.’


Jones shook his head. ‘No,’ he said, ‘that’s not what I mean.’ He leaned forward. ‘Fuck off, Potts,’ he said. ‘Nobody wants you here.’


Stan smiled, and kept his eyes down. He said, ‘I’ll think about it.’


Jones lit another cigarette. His woman’s face was thoughtful. ‘I expect you will,’ he said. ‘But you won’t go.’ He paused. ‘You’re a funny sod, Potts,’ he said. ‘Why did you come down here in the first place? What was it you wanted?’


The flush was starting at the roots of Stan’s hair. He kept his eyes on the sea with desperate casualness, and hoped the other would stop.


Martin blew smoke. ‘I don’t think you’re a ginger,’ he said, ‘so it wasn’t Richard. And it certainly wasn’t me. You don’t like me much, do you?’


Stan said, ‘I wouldn’t say that.’


‘Well,’ said Jones, ‘I don’t like you.’ He blew smoke. ‘I wonder if we’ve got what you wanted,’ he said. ‘I hope it wasn’t Maggie. She wouldn’t be any good to you. Shall I tell you why?’


Stan didn’t answer; and the other began to laugh. ‘No,’ he said. ‘I don’t believe it. But it’s true, isn’t it? I know who it is. You never take your eyes off her.’


Stan said, ‘Oh, shut up . . .’ He could have bitten his tongue instantly; but it was too late, the childish remark was out.


Jones went into fresh peals. ‘Potts,’ he said, ‘you will be the death of me . . .’ Then he became serious. ‘Stanislaus,’ he said, ‘have you ever had a woman?’


No answer.


‘You haven’t, have you?’ said Martin. ‘And I’ll tell you something. I don’t think you ever will.’ He shook his head. ‘Poor old Potts,’ he said. ‘It’s going to take more than the end of the world to change your luck. You must be mad . . .’


He heard his mother’s voice on the stairs, and the door slam as he stood crimson and shaking with shame.


His life had not been easy. He remembered how years back, before he left school, it had been the same. His father used to take him to the Variety sometimes, his father had been an expert on Variety; he said he liked the cleverness of the turns, though if there were nudes he always leaned forward a little in his seat. And Stan would sit and pretend to tuck into his ice cream and watch up under his lids at the girls who ran about in their little pants and bras and showed their belly buttons, sometimes he couldn’t forget for days. He used to think if only he could have one of those girls, just one, only once to know what it was like, it wouldn’t be too bad. Afterwards, when he knew that wasn’t going to happen, the Variety was finished; and you didn’t have to open the Sunday papers and see it there, or watch it all on the Box. Only as he got older, it got worse again because it started happening everywhere, on the streets; some of them were only kids but you could see their nipples and the whole lot if you looked. It made him more furtive, more secret; it brought the smile back nearly all the time. And the office girls at work, when they came up through the Stores you could see the lot, you sometimes couldn’t help it. Then they’d glare as if it was your fault, something you’d done. So the need came back, stronger than before, till he must assuage himself, though he groaned and cursed. Then he met Martine, and for a time held her image pure. But the dreams would come; till one day, only to stop them, he thought how wonderful it would be if he was her, to live inside her body and have it for his own, to walk with his head up and have the world at his feet. He knew it was wrong, but once started the thoughts wouldn’t stop. Any more than the other thing had. Then one morning he found – what he found, slung over the front garden wall.


It seemed his heart stopped. Just stopped. He didn’t want to see; he tried not to see, but it was there, they were there. He couldn’t leave them; he had to snatch, and scrunch the lacy ball in his palm, drive his hand deep into his donkey jacket out of sight. He was terrified then that somebody had seen; but it still wanted twenty to eight and the street was empty, blue in the half-light. He hurried off, shoulders hunched, face burning, heels banging the paths. He wrapped the shame in a handkerchief; and it was as if he held her, her herself, tight in his fist. It was a Mystery, the first he had encountered. His heart hammered, through the day, when he thought what he had done, what he owned. He hid the terrible discovery in his wardrobe, pushed right at the back of the topmost shelf. He tried not to think of it, of what lay there, but it was no use. The thing had to be done, the experiment performed.


They were smaller even than he’d imagined. He drew them up, over his white thighs; then his face flamed; then it was done, the transformation complete. And he was panting, he could hardly breathe, he was angling the mirror to see. He had become the enemy, the thing he feared; and fear was banished.


Then of course the door swung open; and he was covering himself, his belly, the scrap of see-through lace about his loins. A cry was echoing, which was his own cry of fear and shame; and his mother backing away, and her voice sounding on the landing.


‘You must be mad . . .’


A pale chink to one side of the shutter told him dawn was in the sky. He moved his eyes round the little room. He had been dreaming; he was almost sure he had been talking to Chalky then, and Chalky had given him some excellent advice, though he couldn’t quite remember what it was. Also it had seemed he had been back at school. He remembered the form room vividly; afternoon light lying across the walls and beyond the tall windows the cattle market with its empty pens, the pines in the cemetery, the buses grinding up to London Road. He had been standing, and the Sledge had been shouting questions and he had been shouting back the answers, confident and assured; and the face of Sledger Bates was altering, with amazement and delight, while Chapman and all the rest sat stunned and quiet. He sighed, because such things could never be. Then he frowned. The frown was the outer sign of the great leaping jolt that had struck his chest; it was as if he had slept to dream of the thing he most desired, and woken to find that thing clutched in his hand.


He rose, and dressed himself. He eased the door open, peered out. The corridor lay quiet and grey, nobody stirring. He guessed it wasn’t more than six a.m. He tiptoed past Martine’s room, listened again.


He was used to the place now. His hand found the door-catch in the half-light, twisted. He crossed the yard to the barn, still stepping carefully. He opened the driving door of the Champ, groped behind the seat. For a moment he was afraid the thing would be gone; but it was still there. He lifted the case, went back the way he had come.


He sat in the meagre light, resting his hands on the lid, smelling the faint antiseptic tang of oil; and it all came back, the little range beside the Masonic Hall, the firing-point with its pinned-up targets, the massive cupboards where the rifles were stored. Though he and the other pistol men pretended to look down on the rifle section. This lying on the floor and strapping yourself rigid, that wasn’t shooting. Besides, there was something about the feel of a pistol, the balance and the way the grip snugs into your hand. And the target wavering and dim, pinned by the clumsy foresight; the good feeling when you know you’re shooting well and the spotter is calling them out beside you and the eights and nines start coming in. He had been a steady member, improved a lot over the years; till he gave up using the old club clunker and went a bit mad and got himself a ten-shot Browning. He developed a new feeling for weaponry; and by and by another gun came to haunt him, he was never quite sure why. Certainly it looked like no other ever made; he came to know its lines by heart, the deep-cusped trigger, steeply sloping stock with the lovely curve that takes the base of the thumb, the knuckle bar with its knurled grips like the eyes of a crocodile, or fossil. He made himself an expert; he learned every model from ’08 to ’43, when the Reich was feeling the pinch and the new gun came in, the sheet-metal gun, the PPK. Only once again it seemed fate had dealt him a blow; because he couldn’t hold the pistol on his ticket, you needed access to an outdoor range and for that he had neither the inclination nor the means. So he was reduced to talking about the toy to Chalky, who’d used one in the Mob in Germany; till one night Chalky came in more mysterious than usual – Christ, the people he knew – and asked him if he’d like to see a certain thing, and Stan of course said no he didn’t dare. Though later when he held the gun he knew he wasn’t going to be able to let it go. So he bought it, for thirty-five, off the Yank who’d brought it in, and a box of Swedish Parabellum thrown in as well. And after that he sold the Browning and gave up the club, because he daren’t belong any more. He stood, for the first time in his life, outside the law; a new experience, and one not wholly pleasing.


He’d fired the thing just once, on a Bonfire Night. Later he was disgusted with himself; he’d never handled a heavy pistol before, nervousness made him take a bad grip. The Luger spat a leaf of dark orange flame; and a flying house-brick caught his palm and he stood appalled, ears ringing, hearing the cartridge case go clipping up through the branches of a tree.


He unlocked the lid and opened it, sat staring down. Then as ever he hefted the pistol, feeling its weight, seeing the slate blue of the barrel, the Erfurt stamp with its crown, the wooden handgrips each held by a screw, the only screws in the action. He divined then a part at least of the Mystery; that this was a gun a group of men had built, when they wanted to fight the world. He frowned, remembering what he had read of the smashing power of a heavy bullet; then the room seemed to spin a little. He had remembered how once at the Club they put a cake of soap up for a laugh, and the Browning drilled a cone out of it two inches across.


The fit passed; and he marvelled at his steadiness. He opened the box of rounds, fed the fat cartridges into the magazine, clicked it into the butt. He pressed back on the muzzle to check the recoil spring and cocked the gun, saw the shiny bullet driven home. He checked the Geladen telltale, and pushed the safety on. Then he put the thing aside, and waited.


He was shivering by the time the others rose; but his brain felt clear. They were sullen, unspeaking; he wondered if the prospect of his leaving had been discussed. He brewed himself coffee, heating a saucepan on the camping stove. He saw they were down to the last gas bottle. He drank, holding his hands round the cup for warmth, and heard the squeaking as the wood-truck passed the door. He waited a moment longer, and walked into the yard.


The fog was thick as ever, and the light strange; yellowish, and dull. A path wound up across the grass, rising to the cliffs that fringed the bay. He followed it, keeping well back, guided by the sound of creaking.


The ascent was less steep than he had expected. The path led through a gully in the rock, dank stone close to either side. At the crest, the light was brighter; and he glimpsed in the mist the moving shadow that was Jones.


His heart was thudding faster; but the calm remained. He took the gun from his pocket, seated the grip into his palm, clicked off the safety and laid his forefinger alongside the trigger guard. The path swung left, dipping again toward the sea. He hurried the last few yards, and saw the other had turned. Behind him stretched a ragged crest of ground; the light, breaking through the mist, showed the pale gleam of his hair. He was cocking his head, staring back the way he had come. He called, uncertainly; then as Stan closed with him he relaxed. ‘It’s Potty Potts,’ he said. ‘What are you doing, Potty Potts?’ Then his face altered.


His stance was good; and the action of a Luger is precise. He took up first pressure, squeezed. This time he was holding well; the weight of gun and clip absorbed the recoil. The muzzle rose, dropped back to the mark. Echoes ran, barking; but the second round missed. For Jones was no longer there.


He walked forward slowly, and stopped. The paradox was explained; the crest of ground, dim in the mist, was the edge of a seaward-facing cliff. He peered into the void at his feet and heard, mixed with the seething in his ears, the distant roar of the tide. A sea bird wheeled, complaining; there were no other sounds.


He sat on the grass, seeing the rag-doll figure flung out into space as if punched by a massive fist. Then he looked down at the gun. Strange how at the end it had been so easy. No range at all.


He pressed the magazine release, ejected the chambered round. Then he stood up, walked to the truck. A heave, and it too vanished. The faint noise of its falling reached back to him.


It took an hour to find a path to the beach. He moved slowly, climbing between piles of shattered rock. As he climbed, he sang. The tune he chose was his favourite: ‘O God our Help in Ages Past’. Light moved round him, wheeling; and the angels joined in with the descant.


He found the truck lying smashed beside a great flat-topped rock. Near it a spur of stone showed a smear of sticky red, but there was no sign of the body. The sea sucked and lisped, surging round the outcrop; the narrow beach of dark fawn sand was empty and smooth.


He sat a while, letting his eyes drift closed. He felt very tired. He heard the sea roar, and the mewing of the gulls. Then the mewing stopped.


He opened his eyes. As he did so the mist above him glowed. Then the water. The brightness grew, till the sea was a mirror of silver, reflecting a hidden sun. Afterwards, the sound began; a sighing at first and rumbling, like the passage of great wheels across the sky. The rumbling deepened to a growl. The cliff vibrated; boulders and stone rained down, from somewhere came the boom of a heavier fall. He ran out into the sea, saw the mist fly ragged, as if driven by the passage of great masses of air. Distant headlands gleamed, alien in bright sunlight; then the noise died away. In its wake came another; but fainter and far-off, like an echo. When that was gone too he turned eastward, began to pick his way once more below the cliffs. An hour, and the bay opened out ahead; he saw the grey bulk of the farmhouse, the barn where the cars were parked.


He had been gripping the butt of the gun in his pocket. He made himself relax, climbed to the sloping turf. The place was silent; and at the door sat Richard Joyce.


He went past him into the building, knowing already what he would find. The rooms deserted, beds and sleeping bags sprawled anyhow. He walked back to the other. He said, ‘Where are they?’


The artist looked at him tiredly, resting his head against the stone. There were dark rings under his eyes. He said, ‘They’ve gone.’


‘What do you mean?’ said Stan. ‘Where?’


‘Gone,’ said Joyce. ‘Just gone.’ He heaved himself to his feet and walked away.


The sounds came again, in the night. After which he dozed. Toward dawn he was visited by a dream. First it was as if she called to him, her voice mixed with a soughing wind. Then it seemed he stood on some eminence, placed high above a rolling plain. He saw the heath and hills, then all the country; the blue-grey sea, fossil-haunted cliffs. He saw the castle and the village, small as children’s toys; and other villages and towns, and others and still more. Then white flame leaped, devouring; and when he could see again they were blotted out. Wiped clean, every one. And the sea creamed against empty beaches, the wind hissed through the grass. Her voice came again, high and mournful as a sea bird. The sound rushed out to lose itself in the vastness of the west; and the sun rose, over a low hill, bringing an empty dawn.











TWO


Fragments


Maggie


Somebody wrote to me to say I’d killed my parents. If that’s true I suppose I did them a favour. It got them out of this.


Did I kill them?


In fact, no. You don’t die of grief. You don’t die of anything except stoppage of the heart. But that’s the trouble with emotions. People don’t understand them. They miss what they can do, and make a lot of noise about what they can’t.


Certainly nobody understood me. After what I’d done I was supposed to be – oh Christ, distraught or something. That’s what they could never understand. I wasn’t distraught. I wasn’t anything. Not even sorry. Given the same chance I’d have done the same again.


I suppose I got off lightly. Never teach again of course, but who the hell wants to? If you’d seen that school . . .


Imagine a great, echoing, glass-and-concrete box. Or a stack of rabbit hutches, fifty or sixty feet high. And all round, reaching into distance, the roofs of the New Model Estate. Grass showing here and there, the grass they hadn’t destroyed. And little tamed trees. I felt I was suffocating. Like a goldfish in a bowl.


I can still hear the kids if I want to. All the hundreds of kids, footsteps and chattering filling the place like splashing water. I can see the Links, long glass corridors stifling-hot in summer, the geometric troughs of peonies and geraniums. It was a Model School. Model School and Model Estate. That was what was wrong with it.


They said I had no feeling for the children. That was the biggest laugh. I was the most popular staff member there, it used to get up the others’ noses. Then they said I had no morals. That stung. The only thing that did. Morals are of the mind, not the body. But that’s two thousand years of Christian ethos for you.


I wonder what’s happened to that school. Flattened, I should think. Those noises . . .


What did I actually do to that girl?


At least that’s one thing I can still be precise about. The Estate was going to take her, like it took all the rest. She was going to marry, like all the rest. And beget children; decently, with the lights out, like all the rest. And shorten her husband’s life for a bigger fridge or a bigger car or new lounge curtains or a trailer cabin cruiser or a colour TV. Instead I opened her eyes, for a little while. I taught her, before the little houses took her, to swim in the wine-dark sea. She sat at the feet of Sappho; she heard the thunder from Olympus, knew Pan and all the fauns.


Only that, of course, isn’t what they called it.


I think there’s a time for everybody when feeling runs out, the tears just dry up. It’s another theory I had, something else that sent me wild; that emotion isn’t a bottomless well, that we’re all of us born with a measured amount and when we’ve run through that there’s no more to come. So if we squander it on unworthy things we’re squandering the only part of ourselves that has a meaning, that sets us apart from trees and the brute beasts. Holmes used to say the brain was like an attic, it could only hold so much lumber. So he never bothered to remember whether the earth went round the sun, or the sun went round the earth. Because it didn’t matter to him. I believe the same of the heart.


So when I came back down here I wouldn’t let myself be moved. To anger, or to joy. They said I was cold, what I’d done showed I had no feelings. But it wasn’t like that. It was nothing like that at all.


At least my mother gave me a roof. I suppose I should be grateful. I suppose I was. She let me sit about, and stopped talking to the neighbours, and the whispering died away in its own good time.


I suppose that’s why I closed myself up. The things that hurt most people passed me by; and the things that wounded me, they couldn’t understand. Nobody will, in this epoch. Not any more. Maybe when people start again, in a thousand years when the ash has blown away, there’ll be a new society; one that will care. And maybe in those times there’ll be no wars, or need of them. Sappho will come again.


Long thoughts for a scandal in a Comprehensive! I suppose if I told them to anybody they’d think how hard I was working to justify myself. One thing’s certain. They wouldn’t listen.


I think Richard understood. But men are odd. Most of them can’t stand their own sort of homosexuality but ours turns them on. I talked about it to him once. He reckoned the aesthetic counted for a lot, that it was male practice that offended him, not the morals. But I don’t know. I think there’s more to it than that.


He was good for me. He’d been through the mill himself, he didn’t expect . . . oh, standards, anything. There were some afternoons I just couldn’t cope. I’d lie on the bed with the blinds pulled, see the sunburst on the linen, shadows moving on the floor, hear the summer noises of the Island . . .




He never tried for me. I think he understood. Sometimes he’d paint, or just potter. Sit and read, make tea. And knowing if I called him he was there . . .


They wouldn’t have understood a relationship like that either. Just presumed I’d turned Normal.


The pub saved me too. I often wondered whether Ray knew. If he did he never showed it. He didn’t pay me, for the singing. Not that I wanted him to. But I could always eat there. It all helped out.


I suppose I wasn’t badly off. I’d got Richard when I needed him, and enough money to scrape by on. Even managed to keep the Cambridge going. I think I was settling down to an uneventful spinsterhood. Sounds queer. It’s all a state of mind. Like the other. I’ve known spinsters who’d been married for years. Raised families.


Only one thing scared me. Right deep down. I was afraid my feelings were dead, despite the penny-pinching I’d still got through the stack. It was enough for me just having a living. And going to the Barn, watching the people come and go. I wondered sometimes if I should have killed myself, a long while back when it all blew up. Talked about that to Richard too. He said no, he reckoned nobody sane ever really wants to die. He said there’d been a time when he didn’t care about living, but that was a different thing.


Pity about Vicky coming down. Don’t know how he felt about that. He went into his shell a bit. Pity it had to happen. Nearly makes you believe in personalized Fate.


I told him I thought I might be dead emotionally. That was queer too. Like tempting providence. I don’t know what I feel now. What I want. Maybe the bombs shook me more than I realized.


I knew what I wanted then. When Marty came. But I wouldn’t admit it. Not at the start. That was silly. When you stop being frank with yourself that’s when you really do start getting old.


Never known about her folk. She’s got an auntie in Bournemouth somewhere but she hardly ever sees her. She’s more withdrawn than most girls of her age. Twenty-three now, coming twenty-four. She was nineteen when I met her.


I wonder if she knew? From the start? So much rubbish talked about female intuition. Excuses for empty heads. Some have it, though. The pretty ones. Or maybe they’ve all got it. I never tried to find out about the others.


She was fond of me, I know that. I’ve got a certain quality, I can project. And age has made it easier. That’s why I would have made a good teacher.


That’s why I did make a good teacher . . .


I used to sit up with her some nights. In her room. Drink coffee. Slept there once. That was a strain. She surely knew then . . .




She’s lovely. I used to think she had Spanish blood, but I changed my mind. Now I think she’s pure long-headed Celt. She fits here. Belongs. A Goddess, in a mini and an amber shirt.


Something moving in the notion. But this is a moving country. The past isn’t dead. Least, not till today. Till today, they remembered the Bloody Assize. Now, we’ve all been tried.


Trying to find a place for sorrow. But it’s all too much to take in. Maybe I’m still in shock.


Wonder if that bloody fog’s still there? I’d give a lot to see the sun. The wind’s been rising anyway. That should clear it.


Wonder if he was right, about the fall-out. Trying not to think . . .


He was the worst thing that could have happened. From my point of view at least. Heard he’d got a wife in Poole anyway. Teacher. I kept my mouth shut. It would have looked like preaching morals. And I’m hardly the one to start that. Too many cheap answers available.


Wouldn’t have liked him anyway. Walking, talking Image, new-style bourgeois. All the fine emotions of a rattlesnake. But that’s done with now. That and a lot more things.


Wonder if the pub’s still there . . .


Silly thought. Of course it’s there. It’s all there, in the mist. Those. . epicentres were miles away. Up in the Midlands maybe.


Wonder if it’s all over . . .


I remember those trips down to the beach. The Ledges. Thought they were a mistake, at the time. Silly, but I just didn’t think she’d show so much. Must be getting old-fashioned. This is – this was – the seventies.


I oiled her once. She was brown. Never saw a girl get so brown. Then when she stripped for the shower, the little white band across her behind . . .


I thought it was over for me. Dead. I wasn’t to know.


The afternoons were always the worst. When Richard had gone into Bournemouth. Or when he was down on the beach. Those beach scenes of his were starting to be something else . . .


He went up to London once. To set the big exhibition up. I could have gone with him. But I couldn’t leave, I couldn’t stand being that far from her. It had hit me, by then. Nothing like I’d ever known before.


There’s a spinney down the road. Half a mile on from the pub. I used to walk to it sometimes, sit where I could see the roofs over a swell of land and the tall chimneys, the stone slates orange-patched with lichen. I’d wonder what she was doing; if she was lying down, or changing, or stocking the bars maybe for the evening. Or if she wasn’t there at all, she’d gone into the village or across to Poole. It seemed I should be able to tell. I used to try to see through slates and walls, into her room; or send my thought out, over the grass in the sunlight. Sometimes I’d get drowsy. Then the guns would start, behind the hills, I’d wake and hear the insect noise, hum of cars maybe a long way off; and the big iron doors slamming in the sky. It was a total experience, something Nash might have understood. I think Richard was brought up on his painting . . .


Odd thing happened once. The Stan Potts man turned up, came and parked that great lorry of his just off the road, sat and looked back as well. He was there an hour or more; but he didn’t see me.


Wonder if he had a thing about her too? I wouldn’t be surprised. Queer man. Comes from the Midlands somewhere, I think. Never talked to him. Didn’t really feel much inclination. I don’t think I’d have got through. One thing I’m sure of, though. If ever there was an unhappy soul, it’s he . . .


I used to get dreams about her. Always the same sort of thing. I found her in a brook once. Just lying there, among the golden reeds. A bit like Ophelia. Her dress was open; her skin was still brown, her bra looked very white by contrast. Salt-white. No mark on her; and her eyes were closed, as if she was asleep. But I knew she was dead.


Another time it was worse. Much worse. She was lying in the road. Not much of her left; but you could see she’d been wearing that lovely checky shirt. A tuft of her hair was moving in the breeze; the rest of her was . . . flattened, as if car after car had gone over her, like they go over cats. As if there’d been some terrible panic, and nobody had tried to stop.


Dreams? They’re like prevision now . . .


That broke me up. I hadn’t been going to the pub that night. But I had to. To see that . . . I know it was silly. She was there of course, talking to Arthur and Teddy King. I sat a bit; then something she said, I don’t know what it was, but she was laughing, holding a glass. I wanted to tell her . . . what was coming, what was somehow going to happen if we didn’t all take special care. I couldn’t of course. Couldn’t speak. I went out to the loo instead, sat and bawled for about half an hour. I don’t think I’d ever felt so bad. Of course Martin Knowsit Jones had moved in by then, I was just cat-jealous . . .


She was worried, afterwards. Wanted to know what was wrong. I said it was nothing, I’d got an upset stomach. Which I suppose was true . . .


Started fantasizing, after that. Couldn’t help it. I pretended sometimes she was living with me at the bungalow. Others, we’d got ourselves a boat; narrow-boat it was once, I remember. I’d dress her, and undress her, any way I fancied; and we were together, always together, I had her for my own.


It wasn’t easy waking up to what would happen. In a way, she’d helped me through my thirties; but any day now she was going to be away and gone like all the rest, measuring curtains and having babies, and the old man down at the boozer; or sitting watching telly with her every night, the good and dutiful husband, that would have been worse. I thought it would almost have been better if – well, she could die like that, in the stream, like Ophelia. That’s what comes, when you love somebody that much.


I’ve heard it said we can’t love. Creatures like us. The people who say that are wrong.


I’d sit sometimes and read Shakespeare; or Homer, John Donne, anybody with a soul. Then I’d think, ‘They’re talking to me, down all the centuries.’ And I’d start to cry. Sometimes I’d go on all night. Hardly a fit occupation for a grown mother of none.


Strange how Potts turned up. The more I think about it . . . but it doesn’t matter. I think I’d have tried to do the same sort of thing anyway. Better than being shipped out to Poole. Easy too, when it came to it. All the confusion . . .


Somehow, it’s absurd but I feel sorriest for Ray. And the pub.


I wonder if . . . but we shan’t ever know. Those shots . . . They were shots, living down here you hear enough small-arms fire. And they were both of them out there, in the fog.


Queer, how she reacted. As if she knew.


At least I knew what she was going to do. That’s prevision, if you like. I don’t think she’d have taken anything with her. Not even a coat . . .


Strange, too, how we didn’t talk. Just walked like that, side by side in the fog.


Feeling bad now about Richard. Maybe . . . what I thought happened, didn’t. But it did, I don’t know why I’m so sure but I am. Martin Jones isn’t coming back. So Richard’s alone there, with that creepy man. But she didn’t know what she was doing. She was . . . strange, I had to go with her. He’ll understand . . .


It wasn’t really all that far. She started crying once, after the flashes. Thank God we’d left the cliffs. I held her, till the noise stopped. I’d never held her before.


If I’d let her go, on her own. She might have gone mad . . .


At least you couldn’t miss this place. That black, littered beach; and the cliffs, bulging, lines of stone set in them like lines of teeth . . . I thought there might be people at the house. I thought we could get a night’s rest, something to eat.


It took us an hour to get in. Inside, it was strange; the mist pressing against the panes, and the odd light, and the furniture still and stark, reflecting in all the polished floors. If you called there were echoes, you heard them run through room after room; but nobody was there to answer.


We went up the big staircase, through the bedrooms. Then the attics. It’s weird, the great white house in the mist, all the things inside it and nobody to come, perhaps nobody to come, perhaps nobody will ever come again. So different from last time . . .




On a normal day, you could see across the bay. There’s a wood, on the high ground to the west; in one place somebody had felled the trees, made a sort of notch. You could see the sea through it, like a pale blue eye. They told me they used to put a lamp in the window, for the smugglers. But there’ll be no lamp tonight . . .


There’s food in the larder, tins and tins of it. And we found a woodpile in one of the outhouses, and some coal. There was a gun rack too, it took me another hour to find the cartridges. Maybe they weren’t supposed to keep them here.


Whatever happens, we’re all right. For a day or two at least. I still can’t get round to feeling afraid . . .


I’m beginning to see now, she ran away from him. I don’t know why. Not yet.


I laid a fire in one of the bedrooms. Hung sheets round it to air. We’d found candles, I lit some for her. Then I got her to bed. She looked beat. I told her I’d stay down here for the night, in the kitchen. I’d got one of the shotguns, and a pocketful of cartridges. Felt very tough.


Well, wasn’t it the best thing to do? There could have been prowlers, anything, somebody had to watch. And I didn’t want to be close to her, I couldn’t afford to be close. I was trying to do the best I could.


I don’t know when the noise came. I was dozing. Don’t know what it was either. Something caused by . . . this afternoon.


I sat up. The fire was low. Pink light reflecting from the walls, and the big grey squares of the windows. I listened, and it came again. Soft and booming. Almost summery. Like those strange sounds you used to hear far off, on a warm, still day. Then there was another, closer; and another, they seemed in line. And then . . . I don’t know what it was like. A monstrous horse galloping, straight for the house. The windows shook, the doors swung and rattled; then it was past, fading over the sea. When it had gone I heard her scream.


I’d never heard anybody scream like that. For a moment I thought . . . you know, there was something. Something really there. I’d found a torch, I took the stairs three at a time. She ran into me on the landing.


She was . . . well, in a state. She wouldn’t go back to the bedroom, not at first. I got her back eventually, I told her it was nothing, it couldn’t hurt her, it was gone. She’d had a dream I think. He was coming for her, out of the sea. So she knows he’s dead too. The candles had burned down; I lit some more, and built the fire. But she wouldn’t let me leave her again. I held her till she was quiet; and maybe it’s true that fear is communicable, for that was the first time I was really afraid. I’d shot the bolts on the door, I sat there staring with the gun across my lap. Don’t know what I was waiting for, what I expected to see; the handle turn, jump, something like that. Nothing happened of course; I broke the gun finally, set it to one side. I said – this is the silliest thing – ‘If he’s been killed once, he can be killed again.’


Then I looked round at her. She was watching me, in the flamelight; and I think quite suddenly we both of us knew.


Martine


I don’t know why I went with him in the first place. Well, I suppose I do; but you don’t like admitting that sort of thing, even to yourself.


In a way I wish he’d never come. But then I wish so many things, I wish life could have gone on just like it was. I loved the pub, the hours were a bit long but there was always a laugh, always something going on. And Ray was good to us, good to all of us. I wonder where he is, I hope he didn’t . . .


Mustn’t think like that, mustn’t get scared again. I’m warm and safe, I’m all right, nothing’s going to happen tonight. Not now. The noise has gone, it was only a noise . . .


Keep wondering where they all are. Can’t help it. Don’t know what happened . . .


Remembering the good times. Crabbing at Chapman’s with old Teddy, used to have to get up about five. And the carnival, everybody did their own costumes, some of them were terrific . . . And when they got the cricket team going, Ray knocked the ball right through Mrs. Dangerfield’s greenhouse roof . . .


Always liked Maggie. Don’t know what it was about her. Everybody liked her, Ray liked her a lot and he’d known her for years. Lot longer than me. And Richard, he was round her place nearly all the time. They weren’t lovers, she told me once. I remember I felt embarrassed somehow. Her just coming out with it like that.


Richard used to stay on sometimes, when we hadn’t been all that busy. I think he was a really good painter. Ray had bought one of his of the castle. We were going to have it in the Barn . . .


Something funny about him and Vicky. Never found out. I think they used to know each other before . . .


Don’t know how old Maggie is. In her thirties somewhere. I think she’s older than she looks, but she’s got a terrific figure. And she was sort of . . . alive. Can’t explain it. I used to love to hear her play. Used to try and get Ray to put me in the back, he was always having me on about it. But the front bar got so crowded anyway, you never stopped running . . .


She’d got this sort of husky singing voice. And she was a terrific guitarist. She used to say though, listen to Segovia. She didn’t like what she played for the tourists all that much, it was only because it was good for trade. She said once she used to try and remember not to wash her feet.


Perhaps it’s over now. The . . . bombs. Please God make it be over. Perhaps we’ll all go back, they’ll just let us go back. I don’t care if the country gets . . . taken over, or whatever. I never did . . .


I suppose it was really my fault. What happened. Well, part of it . . .


I always knew she liked me. Don’t know how I could tell. I used to know whether she was in the pub, I could always tell if she was there. Sometimes you could feel it more than others, a . . . breeze, or a prickling. Used to wonder sometimes, if it was something she did herself. Like switching something on. Used to think perhaps I’d got a crush on her. That was silly though. I mean you don’t just go round getting crushes. Not after school anyway.


That day after the beach was worst. That was the day I wore the new bikini. Martin said the first Bikini started all the rest. I don’t know what he meant, something about a bomb . . .


I wanted to get a new swimsuit anyway. And it was in this lovely sort of off-brown. What there was of it. The girl said it was all right, they were all like that that year. I said well, if it was the only one in that colour . . .


Don’t want to lie. Not any more. I wanted her to see me, I wanted to . . . show off, I suppose. It was like . . . well, being admired.


Afterwards, when she came up, I wasn’t dressed. She was helping with the bar that night, Ray was in Bournemouth at the cricket and Penny wasn’t coming in till seven. I said to come in. I mean, it didn’t matter. Not with another woman. And I’d got this mother thing about her anyway, at the time.


I felt . . . well, funny round the knees. She didn’t do anything, she was just sitting talking, smoking a cigarette. Then in the bar, she had to stoop past me to get a bottle, she put her hand on my hip. Just lightly, to steady herself. I thought I was going to pass out, I don’t know what was the matter with me. I wanted to . . . I don’t know, do a striptease, something crazy, just have her look at me again.


She went off when Ray came in, she said she’d got somebody to see. I was miserable, afterwards. I wanted . . . something, but there was nothing you could do. Just nothing. I thought, I don’t know, if she’d been a man . . . But that was wrong too. I didn’t want her to be like anything else. Just what she was . . .


I never liked Martin all that much. He was too . . . well he was a right smoothie, to start with. That accent; and he’d never been near a public school, he told me himself. I never knew where he got his money, he never used to do a stroke. But he used to reckon if you once started working that was the end, you’d work the rest of your life. He used to spend a lot of time in Bournemouth, he said if you hung round money long enough some of it would rub off. He’d been . . . oh, a steward on a liner, thousands of things. I never could decide how much of it was true.




He used to say he knew women. I expect he did. He certainly got what he wanted out of me. But talk about fast, that first time we hadn’t been in the car five minutes . . .


He made me really mad once. Asked me if I’d got any . . . things with me. Straight out, just like that. He said that was the only way it was worth doing. I said what did he think I was, I mean you don’t just carry things like that about in your handbag, it’s like walking about with a loaded gun. I said it might be all right for Americans, but it wasn’t all right for me. Anyway after that he’d always got them with him. Don’t know where he got them from. Can’t see him walking into a chemist’s for them. I suppose he did.


I only went with him because – well, I suppose I wanted to prove I was . . . normal and all that, I wasn’t what she thought. But afterwards, her face that night. I didn’t think she’d take it like that. She said she’d got a bug but it wasn’t that, she’d been crying. I didn’t want to hurt her, not like that, I . . . well, I suppose I loved her. In a way. But I’d got myself in so deep . . .


I wouldn’t have gone down there. To that place. And with him, of all people. But Maggie wanted to, and she was coming anyway. She said . . . oh, thousands of things. It all made sense at the time. Or seemed to. I didn’t know what I wanted to do, I was so scared, I’d been scared for days. I thought I’d be safe with her.


And then Martin being there, I never thought . . . I didn’t think I’d ever see him again, I didn’t want to see him again. I couldn’t think. And the very first night, he said something . . . well, foul about her. I was that mad, I kept trying to get up but he was holding me, the madder I got the more he laughed. He thought it was all funny, the war, me, everything. Then those shots, I know they were shots. They were sort of loud and yet distant, you heard them echo round all the cliffs. I thought he was going to come staggering back all pouring with blood or something, I couldn’t stand it, I couldn’t stand any of it any more. I just . . . well, started walking. I didn’t know where I was going, I couldn’t think. Then she came after me and made me wait, she said at least I had to have a coat. She said she’d come with me, if I’d . . . trust her. I started getting uptight again, I thought she hated me somehow because of Martin. But I . . . wanted to be with her, I wanted her to come, I didn’t feel scared any more. Not till the bombs . . .


I couldn’t stop shaking, afterwards. But she was terrific. She told me . . . where she thought we ought to go, and that we’d be all right. Then she took my hand. It seemed . . . well, quite all right, I just felt about six. I kept thinking about the bombs, and how the sea all lit up. It sounded as if the country was breaking in halves.


She said there’d be . . . people at the house. But there weren’t. We walked all round it, in the fog. It was huge, great round white towers at either end and all the lines of windows . . . Then she said we’d have to get in because I was cold, she was going to get me warm. She’d found this big iron bar, she started in on a set of shutters over a window, when she got them open we had to break the glass. I got scared again. I mean, you can’t just go round doing things like that. I kept thinking somebody would come, we’d both get put in jail. She said there was nobody there, at least we’d have heard a dog. But it all stayed quiet.


She got the window up finally and got inside and pulled me up after her. Then . . . it’s ridiculous, but we both started laughing. Because you see we were standing in this huge lavatory. I mean a huge lavatory, it was a great high room about forty feet long with a huge wooden door and this one little pedestal set in the middle of the wall. The pipe went up about a mile, all covered with felt and lagging; then she said something about cavaliers sitting there practising their target shooting and I started falling about, I didn’t think I was ever going to stop. Then suddenly it wasn’t funny any more because we were standing in this great empty house and you could hear the silence, sort of pressing down. Anyway she took my hand again and opened the door and we started exploring, through all the rooms. She was terrific. She must have been scared as well, but she didn’t show it. She’d got the iron bar, she kept saying, ‘It’s all right, there’s nobody here. You can see there’s nobody here.’ It was a lovely house too, all the rooms high and white and full of marvellous furniture.


There was one thing I didn’t like. In one of the big round rooms, the tower rooms, there was a case of dolls. Wax dolls, I’d never seen any before. Not close up anyway. Most of them were children but there was one of an old woman dressed in black. Least I think it was an old woman, it was very old, the face was all yellow and cracked. It was holding its arms out to the windows and the silvery fog, all you could see was the fog and just the grass for a yard or two round the house. I know I started shivering again, Maggie took me back through to a big kitchen. There was a larder there with shelves of stuff and a gas stove, when she turned the taps the rings lit. It only meant there was gas left in the pipes or they hadn’t turned the supply off yet but somehow it cheered me up. Then she turned the water on, that worked as well though there wasn’t any electricity. She said they must have forgotten about the gas but it didn’t matter anyway, there was an Aga in the corner, she’d get it going later on. We got a fire lit then she found a big box of candles, she said it was lucky there’d been so many strikes.


I felt better when I got warm. She made some soup, I didn’t think I’d want to eat because I’d been sick once on the way but when it was warming it smelled so good. Then we went upstairs again, she said she was going to fix a bedroom for me. I wanted to stop down in the kitchen but she said there was no reason I couldn’t sleep in a proper bed.


She chose a room at the end of a long corridor. It was on the other side of the house; but most of the bedrooms were stripped, this one had curtains you could draw. She lit another fire, it was so cold for August, and set the candles round. She even aired some sheets. She said I could have a bath in the morning, there’d be hot water when she’d fixed the Aga.


It was dark by the time we’d finished, I hadn’t realized it had got so late. I said wasn’t she going to stop but she said no, she’d go downstairs and watch. She’d found a shotgun, she said it was the best thing we could have, better than a rifle, nobody would face a shotgun. She said the doors were all locked anyway, nothing could get in. She said I was a . . . big girl, and the bombs were finished, there wouldn’t be any more. She waited till I was in bed, then kissed me and said to get a good night’s rest. Then she went downstairs.


So much had happened, I was really tired. I lay and watched the candles for a time. It was all so cosy and snug, it was wonderful to be lying there, I thought we’d all be dead or something. I thought of her downstairs and wondered what she was doing, whether she was asleep or not. Then the wind started, you could hear it gusting round the house, I wondered if it would clear off all the fog. You could hear the sea too. The candle flames were moving, very slightly, in a draught.


She’d seen the house before, they used to open it sometimes. That was how she knew about the gap in the trees, and the smugglers. I was sorry she’d told me about that though I know she didn’t mean any harm, because the sea was the last thing I thought about before I slept.


I had this dream. I don’t know where I was standing but I could see the notch in the trees and the sea beyond. The sea was vivid blue, I’d never seen such an intense blue. You could see some of the trees, the branches and trunks, it seemed it lit them up. As if it was luminous.


I stood there for a time just watching. Then I realized – I don’t know how I knew but I did – that there was a path up from the water, up the other side of the hill, and somebody was climbing it. I got frightened. I don’t know why but I knew I didn’t want to see him, I mustn’t see him. I started trying to run but I couldn’t move fast enough, my legs wouldn’t work. I was looking back, I saw him come scrambling through the gap. Then he was close. His face was all eaten away, eaten flat, you could see all the holes in it, the tubes and veins, some were opening and closing as he breathed. I knew it was me he wanted, he was angry with me because I’d got him killed. I sat up in bed, I was screaming. Then there was this terrible knocking and banging, it sounded at the door. I knew he was in the house. Then I heard Maggie calling, I had to get to her and warn her, tell her he was here. I was wrenching at the door but it was locked somehow or jammed, it wouldn’t open. Then I didn’t know where I was, I thought he was in the room with me after all, I couldn’t get away.


I don’t know what happened, after that. I think she slapped me, I can’t remember. She made me come back in, she’d got the gun, she went all round the room but there was nothing there. She opened the curtains, the fog was still thick outside. She said the other thing was nothing, she’d heard it before though never close like that. She said it was to do with the bombs, that it was a meteorological thing, like thunder, something called Barrisal Guns. I don’t know why but that frightened me again. I knew by then I’d had a dream, but I wouldn’t let her go. She said it was all right, she wouldn’t leave me any more. She closed the bolts on the door and sat a long time, on the bed. She was still holding the gun.


Warm, and safe . . .


It was as if there was a part of my mind that just stopped working. A part was saying ‘right’, and ‘wrong’, but I couldn’t understand any more. I couldn’t understand what it was saying, what the words meant. Then it was as if Martin was loving me, and I was loving him back; but better than it had been, better than it had ever been before. Then it seemed – she’d changed, or I’d changed, I could kiss her on the mouth, all the dreams were happening. Then things started spinning, inside my head; Dancing Ledge and the pool, the bungalow, boats on the sea, the pub, the hot white rocks in the sun. Then it was as if I was at the cricket match again and something terrific had happened and Ray was laughing and all the people I knew; Penny and John and Andrew and Richard and old Ted. And I was pushing close, I couldn’t get close enough, I wanted to do everything with her, climb the castle and walk, and run and swim and drive; everything, all at once. And never be frightened again.


I thought the morning after was going to be terrible. It wasn’t though. She was downstairs, doing breakfast. She’d found a tin of sausages and there were hens out in the yard, she’d been out and found some eggs. I just walked up to her and kissed her. It didn’t feel strange at all.


She went over to the sink and started scraping some plates. When she turned back, she’d been crying. But she didn’t talk about it. Neither of us talked about it, not for the rest of the day.


The mist didn’t go. I thought it would be here for ever.


When the wood ran short we gathered driftwood again from the bay. There was enough of it. I didn’t think about Martin. Not any more. Later on we walked up the hill to the village. There was a post office, it had been a general shop as well. I think we’d got quite used to breaking in.


We brought so much back it took us all our time to carry it. Getting back to the house was nearly like coming home.


I should have loved to live in a place like that. I don’t know how old it was. Eighteenth century, I suppose. I could see Maggie as an eighteenth century lady. You know, making up and putting those sexy patches on they used to wear. Another time I thought we should have been fishergirls. All poor and ragged. I think between us we lived through all the ages.


There were cows in one of the fields behind the house. One morning they were all bellowing, I thought they were ill but she said they wanted milking. I don’t know whether she’d done it before but she was very good. She said it must be rotten for them. Like wanting to spend about six pennies at once.


We had so much milk we didn’t know what to do with it. We boiled it all at first because of TB. Later we just stopped bothering.


Then she showed me how to use the guns. They’re easy, you just open the little latch and put the shells in and they’re ready. And you’ve always got another shot if the first one misses. She made me promise never to carry one closed. She showed me what might happen if I did. There was a dead hare in the field, she fired at it and it was horrible. There was nothing left . . .


There’s a little concrete pillbox in the bay, I think it was left over from the war. We made love inside it once. Nearby there was a stack of lobster pots, we found a boat pulled up and got it down to the sea and sank them out in the bay. We didn’t catch anything for a week but she said to keep on trying, we just hadn’t found the proper place.


I remember the first one we caught. He was huge; and they’re so dark here, because of the black-coloured rocks. I didn’t want to kill him, I don’t think she did either. But she said it was him or us, and anyway it was no different from eating meat.


He was so beautiful, when he was cooked. I couldn’t believe it. And there were lettuces in the kitchen garden, enough for a salad. She made a wonderful sauce, out of ketchup and thick cream, and fed me the claw meat, put it in my mouth. I think that was the sexiest meal I ever had.


Only one bad thing happened. I saw that Stan Potts man again, one day.


I couldn’t believe it. I was going down to the beach, I wasn’t taking much care. And there he stood, in the mist, in this horrible old macintosh. He was staring up, toward the house, I thought he’d seen me or heard the noise I made. But I don’t think he had.


I sort of skulked back, behind a rock. I closed the gun, as quietly as I could. I thought, ‘If he starts to climb. If he starts to come up . . .’ I knew what would happen if I fired it but I think I’d still have shot him. I think I’d turned into a sort of little animal. What we had was so good, nobody was going to take it away.


Anyway he didn’t come up. Just stood there looking miserable, as if he’d lost something, he was looking for it. Finally he walked away.


I followed him for a bit. In the mist. He kept going, round the bay. I left off when he got near the western cliff. I suppose he was going back to the farmhouse. I hadn’t thought, about him still being there.




I didn’t tell Maggie. Perhaps I should have, but I didn’t. It was just that . . . I didn’t want anything to spoil it. Not even a little thing.


Another night there was some gunfire. It sounded close. We sat up all night listening, but nobody came near.


She said I always had to take a gun with me. Everywhere I went, even if it was only a step.


I should have done. I should have listened. But nobody ever came. Apart from just that once. It was as if people didn’t exist any more, we’d have the place to ourselves for ever.


I’d come down to the shore, to go out to the pots. She was still asleep, I didn’t want to wake her. I forgot, I honestly did. I remembered when I was going across the yard. But I was only going to be gone a little while, it only took a few minutes to row out. It wasn’t worth going back.


The mist was bad. I don’t think it will ever clear. I’d pushed the boat off, I was getting in. Then I heard this pebble scrape.


I looked up. I could just see him. I thought for a minute it was Stan Potts again. But he was too tall.


I suppose I panicked. If I’d just got into the boat, he’d never have followed me. I could have landed anywhere, run back to the house . . .


I backed away instead. Up the beach. I didn’t say anything. All I could think of was, I hadn’t got a gun.


He said, ‘It’s all right. Don’t run away . . .’ But I ran anyway. I heard him following.


He was between me and the house. I couldn’t get past him. Then I caught my foot, landed in some bushes. I thought he’d get me; but I got away just in time.


He was still following. I couldn’t scream, it wouldn’t be any good. She wouldn’t have heard me, she was too far away.


I didn’t know what he wanted. He kept on calling but I wouldn’t answer. I was climbing as quietly as I could. But he still knew where I was.


There’s another path up by the pillbox. It crosses a stream, goes up where the cliffs are lower. Like big steps, all grass and clay. I think he’d lost me; but I slipped and he heard me again. I thought perhaps the bombs had sent him mad. I was sure he was mad, I don’t know why. I kept thinking how upset she was going to be. I was crying, I hated to think of her that upset. It was all my fault because I hadn’t taken the gun.


He shouted up to me. ‘I own this place. Who are you?’ But I didn’t believe him.


There was a place where the path went up between two mounds of rock. I’d climbed one before I thought, I lay there panting. There was a big piece of stone, I picked it up. I knew he wouldn’t see me, against the rock.


The light was brighter. Almost as if the sun was bursting through. I waited. When he came, I was going to hit him with the rock. Then I heard his feet below me on the path. He was closer than I’d thought.


Richard


Remembering afternoons at bungalow. Lawn bald under cypress tree, stretching to rockery. Purple and yellow bedding plants, sunken lane beyond. Birdbath, stone rabbit patched with lichen. Shadow of pedestal stretches across grass. In my painting I would solve such an equation.


Remember doing series that was nothing but the lichen. Orange scumble over olive green, old faces from hills peering through.


Castle visible from lounge windows. Stone shell set above valley, open to air and light. Wild sun’s nest. View framed by white glazing bars. White house, smelling of nine teen-thirty-five. Made me feel nearer to him. Middle phase before Junkers, rolling suns.


Pity about Maggie. She didn’t live there. Don’t know if she ever lived anywhere. Talked a lot about the school. Angry image, wasp-hive. Gone now. One-second slum clearance plan.


Glad castle still there. Wonder how long it will last. Can’t imagine dissolution. But can’t imagine dissolution of anything. Playing music the last day. Reger, Buxtehude. Read spec, on record sleeve. Tierce and blockflute, quint-flute. Rohr Gedacht. Take a book to describe death of one church organ.


Remembering rest of room. Fleecy half-moon rug in front of grate, slip mats on wood-block floor, leather-covered Spanish chest in corner. Silver on sideboard, white china swan. Framed pastel, head of saluki. Whisky in side cupboard, as aid to concentration. Carved Swiss hat-rack outside door, family of climbing bears.


Remember her lying on bed. Afternoon sun on blinds. Drenching light, green-gold. Remember tumbled blankets, lovely planes of body. Thrust of hip, knotted sheet pulled between thighs. Lorelei, or Jennifer. Should have painted her. But am not Picasso. Can’t paint tears.


Could have had her. But take her once and spatial relationships destroyed. Vital to preserve image of castle, china swan. Sooner flog bishop.


Remembering flat in Cheltenham. Tried to work there but was stifled. Relationship between creativity and fucking. Vicky understood latter but couldn’t follow former any farther than the rest. Perhaps procreation a major art form. In which case all painting frustrated sex.


Definition of philosophy. Pastime unfitted for grown men.


Remember rage at refusal to seek divorce. Think she used to go up to Town to meet hubby. Handsome allowance; her reluctance understandable. Her coming down here bad luck on both of us. But also understandable. Was bound to be Army or Church. For aye to be in shady cloister mew’d.




Tried to develop philosophy of shallowness. Greed, indifference, etc., wholly admirable, integrity the only crime. But new order would develop own integrity, therefore fail. Could never understand partial involvements. As Vicky. Emotion in cast iron frame. Passion can be trained like fruit tree.


Potts a great creative artist. Firing of gun a major Surreal act. Quieter and cheaper to have simply pushed him off cliff.


Have seen gun. Luger. Keeps it in sleeping bag. Spends hours cleaning, etc. Distinctive smell of miscible oil. Wonder what Leader said to make poor bastard flip. Can’t get up much feeling for Jones. One shitbag so much like the next.


Can’t get up much feeling for anything. Remember discussion with Maggie. Overstocked attics, etc. Maybe right.


Maggie an interesting woman. Life failed socially, had to fall back on intelligence. Liked her ideas on moral sense. Unfortunately only applicable at low culture levels. Table of Affinities end result of need to regulate birthrate, Holy Matrimony handy for generating virgins. Will maybe have her chance in next hundred years.


No primary objection to lesbianism. Act only disgusting when participants ugly or fat. Coition between consenting beauty queens. Hold similar views on pederasty but don’t think I was believed. Hope she made Martine. Would like to have been fly on ceiling, shouting yippee.


Martine a very moreish girl. Wouldn’t have minded conventional rummage myself. But didn’t try for her. From him that hath not, shall be taken away.


Must be something in sea air. Remember identifying castle as lingamyoni motif. Male pillar upholding sun-drenched cup. Had been reading programme notes on Parsifal. Tried a painting but didn’t think it worked out. Gave to Maggie for lounge. She liked it.


Am no Symbolist. Also, Miró and Munch an infertile cross.


Missing those afternoons. Would welcome views on current relationship with Vicky. Three times round a bit of a bloody joke.


Quiet week, after bombs. Fished, brought up wood from beach. Pity he had to ditch the truck as well. Heard plane once, above mist. Droned round half the day. Wondered what reconnaissance was for. Found out later.


Woke to noise of engines, grinding of tracks. Whole place shaking, wondered what in hell was going on.


Debarking took three hours. Fog dense, could barely see lights of landing craft. Heavy tanks, one-twenty-millimetre turrets. Markings were a surprise. Each made thunderous turn on beach below farmhouse, shouldered off up into mist. Strange primal movement of tracked vehicles. Must have seen house; but fortunately has preserved deserted appearance.




Seemed to have no infantry support. Lucky for us, unlucky for them.


Firing started just before dawn. Cannonade sporadic at first then continuous, thundering through mist. Cliffs of amphitheatre ringing in dark. Last weird battle in the west.


Don’t know where Potts took off to. Think he went to earth. Walked to where I could see small-arms flashes, orange points sparkling in fog. Our people deployed before high ground, where lane joins old range road. One tank burning. Remember foundry chimney seen at dusk. Open hatch looked like it.


Four tanks in paddock below lane, presenting low profile. Others moving through spinney to left, trying to outflank. Watched for a bit. Stink of cordite, shaking of ground to noise of cannon. Then rounds started slapping into grass beside me, with a zip and whick. Got down, and stayed that way. Got out as soon as I could, went back to house.


Voices on beach during day. But nobody came near. Been cursing fog. Blessed it. After midday no more firing from hill. Heard guns farther west. Sounded to be down on heath.


Walked up again in evening. One tank slewed through wire in front of old manor house. Track poking up like looper caterpillar, something on turret side looking like dark red rag. Didn’t examine too closely. Others still in field. Iron exo-skeletons, like old shelled beasts. But silent now. All dead. Look’d up for heaven, and only saw the mist.


Would like to have been War Artist. But little point this time. No sale for results.


Poetic for there to be survivor. Just one. But not Medraut.


Great patch of blood across her shoulder and sleeve. Not hers. Face gaunt, walk listless. Didn’t seem to care where she was going. She said, ‘There was nothing we could do.’ Can’t remember any surprise at seeing her.


Stink from burned-out tanks making me puke. Got her away, down track to house. Said Birmingham and Glasgow had gone.


Made her strip off uniform jacket. Her shirt soaked as well. Looked at blood incuriously. As though noticing it for first time.


Queer about blood. Could never stand it. Or earthworms, giant trees. If haemoglobin had been green, wouldn’t have cared. Should have seen shrink while I had the chance.


She was starting to shake. Gave her whisky and hot water. Used to give her whisky at the flat. On bad days. Thank God we brought crates down from pub. Kept me going.


She took toddy when I made it. Sat and held cup. I latched shutters across window, made up fire. She didn’t want to eat. Said to her once, ‘What are you going to do?’ But no answer. Always used to say, was bad at making decisions.




Had kept her hair at old length. Said once she’d never cut it again.


Helped her let it down. Was as I remembered it: strands vari-coloured, gold, brown, red, white. Made her another drink. Said then she wanted to go outside. Didn’t think she’d come back. But she did.


Potts had come in. Didn’t say much. Just looked at her with queer, ashamed little grin. Wondered what he was thinking. If anything. Doesn’t talk a lot. Not any more.


Laid out sleeping bag for her. She sat and looked at it a bit. Wondered if she was thinking about Maggie. But she didn’t ask.


Got in with her, to get her warm. Put my arms round her. Queer to feel her again. But my hands didn’t need her breasts. We’d gone through all that once.


Remembered, used to ache when kept apart. She said it was the same for her. Used to make me promise to sleep on left side. She’d sleep on right and pretend I was there, used to call it Lefts and Rights.


Maybe that was what was wrong. Coming back like that, getting in way of memory.


Used to put one arm under pillow, so I could cradle her and not muss her hair. Did same again. Habit dies hard.


Woke later. She was warm. Slid into her, slowly. She started moving hips. Nearly like good old times.


Asked me in the morning if I’d been painting any more. That was like old times too. Said I’d been getting by. Knew she wouldn’t want details. Always liked my paintings fine, stuck on a wall. It was the rest she wasn’t keen on. But had never had an artist before of course. Was all going to be Parturition without Pain.


Still plenty offish. We ate them. Nothing else to do. Imagined sometimes running Geiger over them, hearing roar of clicking. Dreamed about it.


Had a lot of dreams. Saw her once combing hair. Was all coming out as she tugged, in chunks and swatches. Yelled at her to stop, but she wouldn’t. Kept saying it would be better when it was gone. Mad with her when I woke up. Somehow seemed the sort of thing she would do.


Like the blood. Didn’t seem to care whether she was soaked in it or not. So she hadn’t changed.


Never knew woman with such an affinity. Remember day in Cheltenham when she dropped Pyrex dish. She’s still got white line across wrist. Standing there when I went through letting blood spurt through open window. Didn’t want to get it on the floor. Said, ‘I shouldn’t have tried to save it. I shall let the next one go.’ Put dressing on when she’d streamed enough. I took her up for stitching. Probationer’s face in Casualty. But seemed to think the whole thing was a laugh.


Wondered if she still had the other haemorrhages. Maybe Army medical not as fundamental as I thought. She used to say it was cancer. Those were the bad days. Doesn’t matter what I thought. Not any more.


Think I’d seen enough of her when I left Cheltenham. She was Goddess of course, we all find one of our own. Even Potts, poor bugger. But mine bled from the backside.


Think it was the inactivity that caused first rows. Sitting day after day in fog, waiting for what was coming next.


Couldn’t get off beach. She said they’d set up a cordon, on the rising ground. Couldn’t cover all the coastline, but anything moving up from sea would be shot. No way of knowing if troops still in position. Didn’t feel like finding out the hard way. Went across to Kimmeridge instead, to little village. Not much good. Only one shop, which had been cleaned out. Proved there were still people about somewhere. But they never came near us.


Nearly sure sometimes there was nothing up there. Dead tanks, dead houses, dead hills. Other times wondered if had been killed myself, the day they took Birmingham out and lit the Channel. And traffic had been heavy so filing clerks were slow, getting me up for Judgment.


Wondered where Potts took himself off to. Used to wander out into mist, in dirty old belted mac. Sometimes be gone all day. Never took gun, not any more. Had feeling one time he wasn’t coming back.


She used to say she thought a lot of him. But that was old stuff too. Like tramps. Could never resist tramp, filthier the better. Used to feed them, try and get them to come up to the flat. Swore it was result of hospital training. But never did a good work that was private. They used to call them Penances with Hooks.


She never understood about my painting. And I was closer to her than any other woman I ever met. Not many disappointments like that in one lifetime.


Said once she was sorry for me, because men could never have babies. Maybe she was just as disappointed in me.


Subject of Potts really caused final row. Said she was sorry for him, way he looked at her she could tell he was lonely, never had anybody to love. Love the greatest experience, etc. Said I’d always had enough to do feeling sorry for myself. Anyway, had seen her sympathy once or twice. Another trained fruit tree. One thing led to another, Christ knows why. Probably both dog-tired. Said in the end I didn’t want her, never had. Said she’d sleep with him instead, at least he’d show some gratitude. Said O.K. fine, to carry on, then had to hold her back when she started getting up. Was always her trouble. No sense of the grotesque.


Looked rough in the morning, said she didn’t feel too good. Said to take it easy for the day but that wasn’t right either. Said it didn’t matter how she felt, had always had to work. Got fed up with the whole bloody thing, went down to boat. As I pushed off heard her walk across yard, slam of big house door. Started to work off temper chopping wood.


Stayed out most of day. Took half a dozen grayling, more than we’d need. Didn’t fancy going back so rowed on west, thought I’d see if I could find some decent wood. Made fire in cranny in rocks, cooked own lunch for once. Didn’t enjoy it. Went through all the moods I used to go through before, whenever I walked out on her. Used to be mad to start with, tell myself I was being ruined anyway, we were better off apart. Also other insidious thing, that I was handy as lover but no good for a spouse. Used to remember her face then, calm, frozen look she always used when she was hurt. Would want to run back like bloody fool, or find phone. Then would get mad again because I knew that look as well, it was standard part of armoury. Then I’d remember things we’d done together. Like first week’s camp on Purbeck, cracking up crab with tentpeg mallet, drinking white wine by moonlight. And it would all start again.


Tide was setting, when I started back. Made it a hard row. Getting dark when I beached boat. Walked up to farmhouse with conviction something was wrong.


Lamp was lit and she’d prepared decent meal, out of scraps we had left. She was sitting in corner, by fire. Blanket round her, thought how white she looked. Said she was O.K., just fine. Tang in air, like hospital. Even then it didn’t click.


Took dish across to the sink we’d rigged. Nearly threw up. Bottom of sink one big puddle of blood.


Ran back to her, grabbed her hand. Had been keeping it out of sight. Dressing she’d put on was sopping but could see how short it was.


Don’t think I’ve ever been so mad. Was scared of course, when I realized what she’d done. That now I had a Goddess with a finger missing. She’d got a meal ready then. Done it specially well, I expect while she was pouring blood.


Wasn’t angry with her, was angry for her. Asked like a fool was it still bleeding, was there anything I could do. She started pulling at dressing on stump, said there wasn’t but she expected I’d like to see. Hit her then, hard across face.


She steadied up. Stood and looked at me. White marks on cheek. Then said if there was nothing else, was going to bed. Asked if I was sure I didn’t mind.


Covered her with the blankets. She didn’t argue, just lay clutching poor reddened hand. Made fire up, asked if she wanted whisky. Didn’t answer. Cleaned sink, couldn’t leave it like that. Got spare lamp, went into Martine’s room. Sleeping bag still there, her bits scattered about. Air felt like a tomb but once in bag it wasn’t too bad. Took a long time to sleep. Stomach felt queer, and had got the shakes.


She’d gone in the morning. Didn’t seem possible at first but suppose I should have expected it. Run through each other a long time back, each taken what the other had to give. Thought when I killed it first time nothing could ever be as bad again. But was wrong. When ghost is killed too, nothing left at all.


Didn’t try looking for her. Instead started on whisky. Don’t know what I was celebrating. Perhaps that Death is King.


Don’t know what happened to me after that. Had run through feelings, no emotion left. So don’t know why I was on hands and knees in front of door, why tears pouring down face. Searched shingle, inch by inch. Then realized I was looking in wrong place. Think whisky had got to me.


Went to barn. Blood on floor, and on wheel of Maggie’s car. But still couldn’t see what I was looking for.


Couldn’t believe it when I found it. Don’t think I believed till then any of it was real. Wrapped it in handkerchief. Then couldn’t see straight. Realized had taken all she had to give, then asked more. So started giving pieces of her body. Nothing else left.


Potts back midmorning. Shuffled about, poked head round door of barn. Asked what was the matter then said, ‘I’m sorry.’ Bloody fool sounded as if he meant it. Started laughing then, couldn’t stop. Shoved out past him, ran into mist. Made for lane. Knew she’d have gone that way. Seeing her face now as it used to be, forehead and firm cat-muzzle, big calm dark blue eyes. Had to find her and explain. Knew if I could find her it would be all right. Never know loneliness and pain again.


Reached dead village before I realized. Tank still there, heeled over in ditch. Beyond it could see trunks of trees lining main road.


Couldn’t believe it. Realized mist thinning, light brightening round me. Ran again, up to road. Sky pale blue; sunlight, golden rust on wrecks, hill ahead with golden grass. Air cool; and down below, mist stretching out like sea.


Curious conviction of total emptiness of land. But started in again, running toward hill.




Dusk has fallen, the long, blue dusk of summer; and Potts is alone. It does seem a shame . . .


He lies in his room at the end of the ruined corridor. He’s wearing his old mack; his back is against the chill stone of the wall, his head sunk forward on his chest. He feels empty inside somehow, as empty as the farmhouse. He’s been trying to get cynical about it all. But he’s just too tired.


There’s a noise somewhere, a creak or a scuff. Like the scuff of a foot. He tries to imagine what it would be like if the door opened slowly and she was standing there, she’d come back. Just her, on her own. But the picture won’t form. It won’t form because he knows that’s not the way things happen. People never come back.


The noise wasn’t anything of course. He imagined it. Or maybe it was a rat.


It seems impossible somehow that life could be so empty; that the farmhouse should be empty, and the cliffs. Not just wrong, impossible. He reaches out to where he laid the gun. He wants to put the barrel in his mouth and pull the trigger, stop all the emptiness once and for all. But he daren’t. In spite of everything, he’s still too scared. That’s nearly the worst of all.


The light has almost gone now; and surely that was her, she turned her foot on a pebble just outside, he heard the scrape. He calls out, as loud as he can; but nothing answers. He lies back; and this time his eyes stay closed.


He frowns. There are the sounds at last, the sounds he’s been waiting for; a clopping and pattering of footsteps, and something else. A high-pitched squeaking; erratic, like . . . it must be, the wheel of a truck!


He’s certain he isn’t dreaming; he sits up, and at once a curious equipage jerks itself into sight. For a moment, he’s disappointed. He’d almost thought . . . but it doesn’t matter what he thought. Something odd is happening, something very odd indeed. He watches, intently. Quite what his altered viewpoint is, he’s not sure; but it doesn’t matter. At best, viewpoints are subjective things . . .











THREE


Monkey and Pru and Sal


To Monkey, the movement of the sun across the sky always seemed essentially a sideways matter. It was this innate feeling – a thing of the blood rather than the intellect – that helped him in his first uncertain attempts at map reading. For years, the maps he owned had been meaningless to him. He would draw them from the wooden pocket in which they were kept, steadying himself against the lurching movements of Truck, and fold and unfold them, admiring the rich light blue of their edges, the patches of green and brown overlaid with delicate networks of marks and lines. And he would blink and frown, grappling with something more nebulous than memory.


The sea gave him his first real clue; the great blue presence of it, looming and dazzling between the shoulders of watching hills. How Truck, in its erratic career, came to be in sight of the water will never be known; but Monkey crowed with delight, extending blackish, sticky fingers to the brightness. Then he fell wholly quiet.


He remained quiet for a day, a night and part of another day. All that time, Truck veered and rattled along within sight of the vastness. Then a dead tree, sprawling grotesquely across the road, caused Pru and Sal to swerve aside. They fled, backs humped, from the clutching, bleached branches; and Monkey lay frowning, thoughtfully oblivious, sucking at his fingers. In time, he began to doze. He dreamed of formless shapes that hovered aggravatingly just beyond reach. When he opened his eyes again, Truck was passing along a narrow sunken lane. Walls of reddish-brown rock jerked past on either side, hung here and there with the translucent green leaves of ferns. Above, the foliage of over-arching trees shone golden in sunlight.


Monkey, still bemused, lay seeing the green and brown and blue; and suddenly it was as if a great idea, already formed somewhere in his brain, pushed itself forward into consciousness. He stopped his thumb-sucking, drew out once more the precious, grubby sheets; and the truth burst on him. He bawled his loudest, bringing Truck to a precipitate halt; sat up crowing and dribbling, a map clutched destructively in one great fist. He waved his arms, startling Pru and Sal from their immemorial indifference; and Truck turned, jerkily obedient, under control at last.


Monkey, his mind buzzing with new ideas, stopped Truck when the blueness was once more in sight. He sat a long time frowning, screwing his eyes against the miles-long dazzle; then finally, unsurely, he waved to the right. Though ‘right’ at that time was a concept beyond his grasp; rather, he turned his destiny five-fingerward. To his left, or three-fingerward, lay the water; in his hand, still tightly and juicily gripped, was the map. His intention was as irrevocable as it was strange. He would follow, or cause Truck to follow, the edge of the sea.


Through the day, and on into the night, Pru and Sal kept up a steady pace. For a time, Monkey lay restless; finally their steady pounding soothed him to sleep. Dawn light roused him, streaming over the high canvas flap of Truck. He sat up, mind instantly full of his great design. The spyholes of Truck, ahead and to either side, afforded too narrow a field of view. He stood precariously to his full height, hands gripping the edge of Truck’s bleached hood; and crowed once more, with wonder and delight, at what he saw.


He was parked on the crest of a great sweep of downland. Ahead the road stretched away, its surface cracked and broken, bristling with weeds. Across it lay the angular shadow of Truck, topped by the small protuberance that was Monkey’s head. Beyond, and far into the distance, the land seemed to swell, ridge after ridge pausing and gathering itself to swoop saw-edged to the vagueness of the sea. Below him, a great distance away, Monkey saw the curving line of an immense offshore beach. Waves creamed and rushed against it; above it were hovering scraps of birds, each as white as the foam. The noise of the water came to him dimly, like the breathing of a giant.


He collapsed abruptly, huddled back to the darkness and protective warmth of Truck. Later, gaining courage, he traced with one finger the little green line that was an image of the mightiness. He sat proudly then, chin on fist, the master of all he surveyed.


At midday the great beach still stretched ahead. Behind the long ridge of pebbles, lagoons lay ruffled and as blue as the sky, dotted with the bobbing pinpoints of birds. The lagoons too Monkey traced on the map, and hugged himself with an un-communicable excitement.


His good mood was tempered in the days that followed. Always, relentlessly, he urged Truck on toward the sunset; always, at dawn, he stared anxiously ahead, expecting to see the narrowing of the land, the blue glint of sea five-fingerward. But the land went on endlessly, leaping and rolling; and his faith was sorely tested. To Monkey, the notion of scale was as yet as hard to grasp as the notion of God. He became aware, for the first time, of the frustration of helplessness. His thought, lightning-swift, outran the stolid jogging of Pru and Sal. Sometimes he urged his companions on with high, cracked shouts; but they ignored him, keeping up their one stubborn pace.


It was a dull, drizzling morning when Monkey reached the end of the world. The sea, grey as the sky, was fretted with long white ridges; a droning wind blew from it, driving spray like hail against the impervious hood of Truck. Monkey, woken from a grumbling doze, sat up blearily, crawled to the forward spyhole and yelped with triumph. The land on which Truck stood ran, narrowing at last, into the ocean; the water had swung round five-fingerward, barring further progress. Monkey crowed and howled, bobbing till Truck shook on its tall springs; for after all, the great idea was true. He had understood a Mystery.


North, or headwards, was a concept already relegated to the state of things known. Headwards Truck turned, then five-fingerward toward the sun and three-fingerward again. During his first great journey the notion of contour had also come to Monkey; he studied his maps, fitting each painstakingly to the next, and in the depth of winter was undismayed to see, rising ahead, the outlines of hills greater and more terrible than any he had known. Pru and Sal stopped at the sight, clucking and stamping in alarm; but he made no further move to urge them forward. For a time Truck wandered as it had always wandered, aimlessly; and Monkey was content. Snow came, and the long howling of the wind. In time the snow passed. The sky grew blue again, buds showed green against the stark twigs of trees. Then the maps were once more produced; and once more, Truck went a-voyaging.


In this way Monkey came to understand the land in which he lived. The concept of ‘island’, though suggested by the maps, was more difficult to grasp. The many sheets, placed edge to edge, alarmed with their suggestion of headward immensity. At first, Monkey’s brain tended to spin; with time, he grew more assured. He kept tallies of his journeys now, scratching the days carefully on the greasy wooden sides of Truck. Soon he found his head could tell him, nearly without thought, the time of travel between any two points on his maps. Also the drawings themselves grew other marks, made by Monkey with the yellow drawing-stick that was his greatest treasure. He sketched where wild wheat grew, and where the land was good for hunting; and Pru and Sal, though they betrayed no outward gratitude, became sleek and well-filled. The larder of Truck was stocked to capacity; and Monkey, as is the way with men, looked about him for fresh worlds to conquer.


The adventure on which he decided almost proved his undoing. He turned Truck headwards, or north, resolved to travel as far as possible in this as yet unexplored direction; though he no longer harboured illusions as to the magnitude of the journey. Pru and Sal clopped steadily, day after day, indifferent as ever; and day after day Monkey squatted on his little rubbery heels, staring through the forward spyhole in breathless expectation of wonders. The tally lines grew again, wobbling across the dark wooden sides of Truck; hills appeared obediently to either hand, each in its allotted place. Monkey knew them now at a glance, reading their brown thumbprints on his maps. For a time, all went smoothly enough; then difficulties started to arise.


The first had to do with certain areas on the maps where the roads ran together in ever-thickening jumbles. Monkey steered for one of these, curious to see what such oddness could portend; but a whole day from his destination Pru and Sal stopped abruptly, stamping and shivering, giving vent to little hard anxiety-cries. Monkey, irritated, urged them forward; but his howls and bangings went unheeded. Pru and Sal danced with distress, shaking their heads and snorting; then, abruptly, they bolted. Truck, turned willy-nilly, jolted and crashed while Monkey clung on grimly, rolling from side to side in a confusion of legs and arms and maps. Dusk was falling before the wild flight eased; the tallies were ruined, and Monkey himself was lost.


He lay a day or more in a dull stupor of rage before he again took heart. As ever, the sidewaysness of the sun encouraged him; he spread the maps out once more, while Truck ambled slowly between rolling, gently-wooded hills. In time a higher hill, rearing dark against the sunset, gave him a reference. His good humour returned; for Pru and Sal jogged submissively, and the tallies were not wholly lost. The sideways or three-fingerward projection to which he had been subjected during their flight counted for little; he marked the map, using his drawing-stick, and turned Truck again on to its proper heading.


Twice more, the odd confluences were avoided by Pru and Sal; these times Monkey, prepared for their defection, found it easier to redirect their course. Whatever lay at the mysterious junctures must, it seemed, be avoided; for the present, he bowed to the inevitable.


For five more days the journey proceeded smoothly; then came the greatest shock of all. Far too soon – barely a half of the tally was complete – Monkey found the way impassably barred. Ahead, and to either side, stretched the sea.


The shock to his overstrained nerves was considerable. For a time, stupidly, he urged Truck forward, as if refusing to acknowledge the impossibility; the water was hissing round the axles, and Pru and Sal were keening with dismay, before he came to his senses. He sat a whole half day, glaring and fretting, staring at the map and back to the great blue barrier. Then he turned Truck three-fingerward. Two days passed before the sea once more swung round to bar his path; the proper sea this time, in its designated place. Monkey turned back, every hour adding to his alarm. The green and brown, green and brown of the map went on; yet still the lying, deceitful land shelved to the water, vanished beneath the waves. The tally grew again, senseless now and wild. Monkey howled and sobbed, picking his nose with rage; but the salty goodies brought no comfort. He threshed impotently, till the springs of Truck groaned and creaked and Pru and Sal stooped clucking, voices harsh with concern. But Monkey was unconsolable. His bright new world was shattered.




He felt himself losing control. His hands and limbs, wobbly at the best, refused to obey him. His nights were haunted; he wetted himself uncontrollably, till Truck exuded a rich sharp stink and half a whole map was spoiled. Madness, had it intervened, would have been a merciful release; but he was saved, finally, by a curious sight.


For a day or more the ground had been steadily rising; now, just after dawn, Monkey saw ahead of him the crest of a mighty cliff. The land, no longer gentle, broke away in a great crashing tumble of boulders and clay round which the sea frothed and seethed, flinging streamers of foam high in the air. Monkey huddled back, waving Truck on, anxious to be gone from the place; but at the height of the rise he began to thump and squeal. Pru and Sal stopped indifferently, their hair whipping round their heads, their curved, hard fingers hooked across the handle of Truck. The wind seethed in the grass; clouds sailed the early, intense sky; but Monkey had eyes for nothing but the Road.


It had been a great road, the widest and finest he had seen. It came lancing out of distance, its twin broad ribbons dark blue and cracked and proud. It soared to the edge of the cliff; and at the edge, on the very lip, it stopped.


Monkey raised himself, cautiously; then banged the side of Truck, ordering it forward. Pru and Sal moved slowly, unwilling now, straining back from the lip of the cliff; but Monkey’s fear was forgotten. He stared, seeing how the road ended terrifyingly in a sudden, jagged edge. Below, white birds rode the updraught, tiny as scraps of paper. The sea crashed and boiled; and Monkey, screwing his eyes, saw what in his misery had eluded him. Far across the water, dim with distance but unmistakable, the brown and green, brown and green started again, marching out of sight.


He fell back; and relief was like a balm. Once more, he had understood; and the second Mystery was stranger than the first. The land had been changed after the maps were made.


The maps lived to the right of Truck, in their shallow compartment. Each part of Truck, each fragment of the tiny inner space, was apportioned with equal care. To Monkey’s left was the area designated, in later times at least, Garage Accessories. The Accessories themselves didn’t amount to much. There was a sleekly polished red oil can; beside it, tucked in tightly to prevent unpleasing rattles, the piece of rag with which Monkey furbished the metal, keeping it bright. Next to the oil can lived a tin of thick brown grease, with which Monkey anointed the axles of Truck whenever the elements conspired to draw from them high-pitched, irritating squeaks. Other Accessories were even less prepossessing. There was the galvanized nail with which Monkey prised up the lid of the tin (seconded lately for the important function of journey-marking) a small rusty spanner which fitted nothing about Truck but which Monkey kept anyhow, and an even more curious fetish: a little yellow wheel, made of some substance that flexed slightly in the fingers and was pleasant to hold and suck. Like the spanner, it served no discernible function; but Monkey was equally loth to throw it away. ‘You can never tell,’ he would bawl sometimes at the unresponding heads of Pru and Sal, ‘when it might Come In.’


At Monkey’s feet a locker closed by a rusty metal hasp constituted the Larder. Here he kept the flat grey wheatcakes that sustained him, and his bottles and jars of brook water. Other chunks of rag, stuffed carefully into the spaces between the containers, checked the clinking that would otherwise have spoiled his rest. Next to Larder, a corner compartment was crammed with spare rag, blankets and a blackened lace pillowslip. It also housed a broken piece of mirror, carefully wrapped and tucked away. Once, Monkey had gashed himself badly on its edge; now it was never used.


To either side of his head as he lay were the Tool Chest and the Library. The Tool Chest contained an auger, a small pointed saw, three empty cardboard tubes and a drum of stout green twine. The Library was full to overflowing, so full its lid could scarcely be forced down. Sometimes Monkey would take the topmost books out, lie idly turning the pages, marvelling at the endless repetition of delicate black marks. The marks meant nothing to him; but the books had always been there, and so were accepted and respected. Like Truck, they were a part of his life.


Between its several compartments Truck was fretted by a variety of holes, all seemingly inherent to the structure. The spyholes, covered when not in use by sliding flaps of leather, afforded Monkey sideways and frontal vision. Beneath him, concealed by a hinged wooden trap, was the Potty Hole; to either side smaller apertures, or Crumb Holes, enabled him occasionally to clean the littered interior of Truck. He would spend an hour or more carefully scraping together the mess of wheatcake crumbs, twigs and blanket fluff, pushing the fragments one by one through the holes. The activity had enlivened many a grey, otherwise unedifying afternoon; it cheered him, giving him a sense of purpose.


Pru and Sal formed the other major components of Monkey’s mobile world. How they had come to him, or he to them, he was unsure. Certainly there had been a time – he remembered it now and then in vague, dreamlike snatches – when there had been no Pru and Sal. And also, he was nearly certain, no Truck. He remembered firelight and warmth, and lying on a bed not enclosed by tall wooden sides. He remembered hands that touched, a voice that crooned and cried. Also he remembered a bleak time of wailing and distress. The figures loomed round him, dim and massive as trees; there were other deeper voices, harder hands. One such pair of hands, surely, had placed him for the first time inside Truck. He remembered words, though they made little sense.




‘Lie there, Monkey. You’re with me now. Poor bloody little Monkey. You’re with me . . .’


He didn’t like the dream to come too often. It woke him alone in Truck, miserable and cold, crying for the hands and voices that had gone.


Maybe Pru and Sal had stolen him, as he lay supine in his bright new Truck. No one else would ever know; and they, perhaps, no longer remembered or cared. They too had become a part of his life. Always, as he lay brooding or contentedly dozing, their shoulders and heads were visible, outlined darkly against the sky. Their brown thin hands were clamped, eternally it seemed, round the wide handle of Truck; their feet thumped and pattered down the years.


In appearance, Pru and Sal were not unalike. Their hair, long, frayed and bleached by the sun, hung stiffly from their small rounded skulls. Their skin, tanned by the outside wind, had assumed the colour of old well-seasoned wood. Their eyes were small, slitlike and blank; their faces, untroubled by thought, ageless and smooth. Their fingers, over the years, had grown curved and stiff; good for killing, useless for the more delicate manipulations at which Monkey excelled. They dressed alike, in thick kilts of an indeterminate hue; and their voices, when they troubled to use them, were also alike, as harsh and croaking as the voices of birds.


For Monkey, secure in his endlessly roving home, the seasons passed pleasantly enough. Pru and Sal, in their motiveless fashion, tended him well. On rainy days, and in the dark cold time of winter, they drew across the open hood of Truck a tall flap of stiff grey canvas. Then Monkey would crawl invisibly in the warm dark, sucking and chuckling, groping among the crumbs of Larder, tinkling his jars of ice-cold chill, while the feet of Pru and Sal thudded out their comfort on paths and roads unseen. These, perhaps, were the best times of all; when snow whirled dark against the leaden strip of sky, and ice beaded the high hood of Truck and wolves called lost and dim.


Sometimes the snowflakes whirled right into Truck, tiny unmelting stars from outer air; and fires would leap, in clearings and unknown caves. In the mornings Pru and Sal must smash and crash at the ice of brooks while the wind whistled thin in thin dead grass.


Though springtimes too were good. The breeze stirred gentle and mild, rich with new scents; the sky brightened, filling with the songs of birds. Pru and Sal, clucking and mumbling, would draw back the canvas cover, allowing the cheesy air to whistle cheerfully from Truck; and Monkey would sit up, chuckling, feeling the new warmth on his great blotched hairless face. Summers he would lie naked, rubbing pleasure from his mounded belly while the warm rain fell, sizzling on his heated flesh. At night the stars hung lustrous and low, and trees were silent mounds of velvet cloth.




But the map reading changed, for all time, Monkey’s life. The great adventure ended, it seemed a hollowness formed in his mind. Truly, he was satisfied with his conquered Island; and not unmoved by his discovery of its truncated state. New sights and sounds presented themselves each day; a waterfall, a forest, a bird, a lake. But novelty itself can pall. Monkey, mumbling and frowning, hankering for he knew not what, began, irritably, the formal tidying of Truck. Each object he came to – so known, once loved – seemed now merely to increase his frustration. His wheel, his drawing-stick, his spanner, lay discarded. The axles of Truck set up an intermittent squeal, but Monkey merely sneered. He tidied Larder and Blanket Store, dipped desultorily into Garage Accessories. Nothing pleased him. Finally, he turned to Library.


Almost at once he discovered a curious thing. The locker was deeper than it had always appeared. The blockage was caused by books that had swelled with damp, jamming their covers firmly against the outer wooden skin of Truck. Monkey puffed and heaved, straining unaccustomed muscles. Finally the hindrances came clear. He emptied the compartment to its bottom, sat back surrounded by books he had never seen. He opened one at random and instantly frowned, feeling a flicker of excitement for the first time in weeks.


The book was unlike the others in one major respect. Monkey huddled nearer the light, crowing and drooling, turning the pages with care. Some were glued irretrievably by damp; on others he saw, beside the squiggling marks, certain drawings. They were detailed and complex, many of them in colour; he had no difficulty in recognizing flowers and trees. Monkey, who had invented drawing, felt momentarily abashed; but the rise of a new idea soon drove self-awareness from him. He stared from the drawings to the little marks, and back. He tilted his head, first to one side then to the other. He laid the book down, picked it up, opened it again. Later he sat for an hour or more peering over the side of Truck, seeing the stony ground jog and jerk beneath. In time he made himself quite giddy. He closed his eyes, opened his mouth, laid his gums to the hard wood edge. Small shocks from the wheels and springs were transmitted to his skull.


From all this pondering, one idea emerged. He opened the new book once more, studied the flowers and trees. After a while he spread a second beside it. He discerned, now, certain similarities in the little black marks. Some of them, he saw, rose above their fellows, like tall bushes among lesser. Something in his brains said ‘head’ to that, or north’. It was the first key to a brand new Mystery. Illiterate, Monkey had divined which way up one holds the printed page.


For a season, and another, and part of a third, Truck squeaked and rumbled aimlessly while Monkey lay absorbed. The whole equipage might have become irretrievably lost had not the sinews of Pru and Sal remembered what their scorched brains were unable to retain. They followed, faithfully, their course of previous years. They harvested wheat, pounded and husked the grain, baked the flat hard cakes; they hunted rabbits and deer, ate and drank and slept. They came finally to the New Sea again, and the broken road; and there, triumphantly, Monkey added his own gull-cryings to the wheeling birds. The words floated down, vaunting and clear, to lose themselves in the roar and surge of the water.


‘Even so our houses and ourselves and children have lost, or do not learn for want of time, the sciences that should become our country . . .’


How the wonder had come about will never be wholly explained. It was an achievement comparable to the first use of fire, the invention of the wheel; but of this Monkey remained unaware. Certainly, the concept of a map aided his first steps to literacy. That the books in his keeping were maps of a curious sort was never in question; though what such charts expressed he was wholly unable to define. He was conscious of an entity, or body of awareness; something that though vastly significant was yet too shadowy for the mind wholly to grasp. He grappled with it nonetheless while his bones – the bones of genius – divined the inner mysteries of noun, adjective and verb. It was slow work, slow work indeed; ‘tree’, for instance, was simple enough, but ‘oak’, ‘ash’ and ‘hawthorn’ baffled him for months. ‘Green tree’ was likewise a concept fraught with difficulty, though he mastered it finally, adding to it the red, blue and violet trees of his mind. The noises he made, first fitting breath to cyphers, were less comprehensible than the utterings of Pru and Sal. It was patience that was needed; patience and dogged, endless work.


Truck rolled on, while Monkey bleated and yelped. Seasons, hours, moods, all now brought forth their observation. To Pru, sucking at a scab on her leg, he confided his opinion that ‘lilies that fester smell far worse than weeds’. Sal, seen piddling into a deep green brook, provoked an equally solemn thought. ‘In such a time as this,’ mused Monkey, ‘it is not meet that every nice offence should bear his comment.’ Staring into a leafy sunset reminded him of the lowing herd, while a sight of the sea brought forth memories of Coastwise Lights. ‘We warn the crawling cargo tanks of Bremen, Leith and Hull,’ he expounded gravely. Yet for all his learning he remained centrally baffled; for despite Kipling he saw no ships, despite Shakespeare he met with no great Kings. In the beginning, God might very well have created the heavens and the earth; but God, it seemed, was no longer an active agent. No spirits sat on thistle tops, in flat defiance of Tennyson; and though Keats’s nightingales still sang, indubitably Ruth no longer walked.


Monkey found himself sinking once more into despondency. The books he owned he had read, from cover to cover; yet understanding seemed as far away as ever. Pru and Sal jogged as they had always jogged; the sun rose and set, rain came and wind, mists and snow. The sea creamed and boomed; but Monkey’s mind was as rock-girt as the coasts. Nowhere, in any book, had he come upon a description remotely resembling Truck, or himself, or Pru and Sal; while all those things on which books most loved to dwell – armies and Legions, painters and poets, Queens and Kings – seemed lost for ever. ‘Left not a rack behind,’ muttered Monkey balefully He lay sucking his wheel and brooding. Somewhere, it seemed, some great clue had evaded him. The books showed a world unreachable, but sweetly to be desired. As the maps had showed a world, incomprehensible at first, that now lay all about him.


He frowned, wondering. Then for the first time in many months he pulled the maps from their compartment. He unfolded them, tracing the confluences of roads, the strange knots he had never been permitted to explore. Their meaning was plain enough now. They were of course towns; their very names lay clear to read. He sat puzzling, and was struck by a wholly new thought. What if all the wonderful things of which he had read – the ships and Kings, the castles and palaces and people – still existed? What if, all this time, they had been waiting for him in the never-visited towns? He lay sleepless well into the night, turning over the brilliant, unsettling idea. Everywhere, glowing prospects opened; and when he finally dozed, he was visited by a splendid dream. He seemed to stand outside himself, and outside Truck; and Truck was bowling, unaided, along a great broad highway. To either side, half lost in a golden haze, reared towers and steeples; and everywhere, as Truck moved, there seemed to rise a great and rolling shout. It was as if all the people in the word – the glittering, wondrous people of the books – had come together to greet him; and there were hands and eyes, cheering and laughter, voices and the warmth he had so seldom known.


He sat up, peering from the confines of Truck. Dawn was grey in the sky; overhead, a solitary bird piped. Monkey’s whoop of triumph sent it scuttling from its branch. ‘Away toward Salisbury!’ he cried to the sleeping land. ‘While we reason here a Royal battle might be won and lost . . .’


The intention, once formed, was irrevocable; but at first the practical difficulties seemed impossible to overcome. For all their stolid obedience, on one point Pru and Sal stood firm; neither threats nor cajolery would get them near a town. Monkey tried the experiment several times more, always with the same result. As Truck neared each objective they would move slower and slower, keening and wailing in distress; and finally they would balk completely, or bolt like startled deer. Eventually, Monkey was forced to accept the obvious. Whatever was done must be done by his own efforts.


For several days more he lay frowning, puzzling at the problem. Finally a decision was reached, and he started work.


What he contemplated – a modification to the fabric of Truck itself – seemed at first like sacrilege. Eventually he overcame his qualms. Certain measurements, made for the most part secretly after dark, confirmed the practicability of his scheme. He worked carefully with his drawing-stick, scribing two broad circles on the side of Truck. When the work was marked out, the auger came into play. With it he bored carefully through the planking on the circumference of one of the circles. When half a dozen holes had joined he was able to insert the tip of the little saw. The job was slow and tedious; more difficult, he imagined, than learning to read. His hands, unused to such exercise, grew blisters that cracked and spread; he bore the pain, keeping on stubbornly with his task. Finally he was successful. A circle of wood dropped clear; beyond, an inch or so away, revolved the battered, rusty rim of one of Truck’s wheels.


He stared awhile, fascinated by the unusual sight; then set to, puffing, on the other side. The second job was finished quicker than the first; the wood here was partly rotten, aiding the saw. The new holes let in a remarkable amount of draught and dampness; but Monkey was content. It was a small enough price to pay.


The next phase of the plan was more difficult still. Wheedling, coaxing, using all his skill, he persuaded Pru and Sal nearer and nearer to the town of his choice. He had selected it mainly for the flatness of the surrounding ground; that he deemed a vital factor in eventual success. The last stage of the approach was the most delicate of all. Pru and Sal were stamping and trembling; the slightest mismanagement could have sent them wheeling back the way they had come, and all the valuable ground gained would have been lost. When it was obvious they would go no farther Monkey allowed them to camp, in a spinney adjoining the road. He lay quietly but with thudding heart, waiting for night and the start of his greatest adventure.


The vigil seemed endless; but finally the light faded from the sky. Another hour and the moon rose, brightening the land again. Very cautiously, Monkey sat up. The springs and axles of Truck, well greased the day before, betrayed him by no creak. He inched forward, a fraction at a time. His height when fully erect was little more than a yard; but his arms were of unnatural length. Squatting in Truck, well forward of the hood, he could easily reach through the new holes he had made, grip the wheel rims with his great scabbed hands.


He pushed, tentatively. To his delight Truck moved a yard or more. Pru and Sal lay still, mouths stertorously open. Another shove, and Truck had glided the whole distance from the little camp site to the road. Monkey, without a backward glance, set himself to steer his clumsy vehicle toward the distant town.


An hour later he was panting and running with sweat, while every muscle in his body seemed on fire. His hands were raw and bleeding from contact with the rusty rims; he had been obliged to stop, and bind his palms with rag. But progress had been made. Crawling to the spyhole – the rearward spyhole now, for Truck was technically moving in reverse – he saw the copse where Pru and Sal still lay as nothing more than a dim smudge on the horizon. Ahead, close now, lay the focus of his dreams.


By dawn, Truck was bowling merrily if jerkily along a smooth, paved road. To either side, dusty and grey, rose the remnants of buildings, their roofs and wall-tops bitten and nibbled away. Grass sprouted and bushes, here and there stunted, unhealthy-looking trees. The sight both appalled and fascinated Monkey. He thrust at the wheelrims, harder than before, staring round anxiously for signs of life; but a total hush lay over all the acres on acres of ruin. Apart from the trundling of Truck’s wheels, there was no sound; even the wind seemed stilled, and no birds sang.


The sunrise proved Monkey’s undoing. His eyes, weak at the best of times, were dazzled by the pouring light; he failed to observe and heed the steepening gradient ahead. Truck moved easily, without apparent effort, steadily increasing its pace. By the time understanding came it was too late. Monkey wailed despairingly, clutching at the wheelrims; but the flying iron tore the rags away, ploughed up the skin of his palms in thick white flakes. He shrieked, snatching his hands away; and instantly Truck was out of control. The rumbling of the wheels rose to a roar; Monkey, howling with pain and fright, felt himself banged and slewed before, with a heart-arresting jolt, Truck stopped dead. Monkey was propelled, catapult-fashion, in an arc. The blurred road rose to meet him; there was a crash, and the unexpected return of night.


He woke, blearily, a considerable time later. For a while, understanding was withheld; then realization came, and with it a blind terror. The sun beat down on the hot white road; behind him, seeming a great distance away, Truck was upended in a heap of rubble like a little foundered ship.
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