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    The true value of a human being is determined primarily by the measure and the sense in which he has attained liberation from the self.


  




   




  Albert Einstein, Mein Weltbild




  





  PART ONE




  My Name in Lights




  





  

    Galileo uses language not as a neutral instrument, but with a literary conscience, with a continual participation which is expressive, imaginative, and in the strict sense

    lyrical . . . Even Galileo the scientist, in his ideal of observing the world, is nourished by literary culture.


  




  Italo Calvino, from Due intervisti su scienza e letteratura, collected in Una pietra sopra: discorsi di letteratura e società




  





  

    LAUREN WAS WITHIN her rights, but letting me do it to her on the night she threw me out was one below the belt. Have I put

    that too abruptly? I vowed when I sat down to write this that I would pull no stunts. No games of spot the author, no alternative endings, no putting the middle first. Not even any

    attention-getting sexy first sentence. But getting thrown out on the street with my squib damp is where the story really and truly starts. Like most people with serious work to do I pick my

    literature off railway station kiosks and those supermarket racks at the airports where the paperbacks come out early. I think my taste is good. Ask me a question about Saul Bellow. He’s

    got Sartre’s eyes, hasn’t he? Not just the bulge, the squint too. Ask me a question about Thomas Mann. About Heinrich Mann. Klaus. Manfred. You can pick up a lot, just shopping under

    the bright lights. But hardly any novel for which I lay down good money has a straight narrative any more. Watch out for anything translated out of Italian. The prize-winning novels of Luigi

    Database have plots like a Klein bottle and are called If and When a Winter’s Night Some Gravel Truck. I bought one once at the bigger of the two bookstores in Changi airport and

    gave it up while I was still waiting in the lounge at Gate E 37. Didn’t even get as far as the plane with it.


  




  Novels by English dons who teach English literature have five plots plaited together, each plot about an English don lecturing about novels with five plots plaited together to an audience of

  clandestine philosophy students in Prague. The don gets laid by the Minister of Culture’s bomb-breasted, nuke-nippled mistress and goes home to Norwich so full of guilt that the only way to

  expiate his crime is to write a novel with five plots plaited together. Technique. God save me from technique. Even the Australians are getting into the act now. Australian novels used to be fat

  and simple. Reading one was like watching Breaker Morant or Gallipoli, a good straight story about bronzed Aussies fighting the treacherous Brits. The Thorn Birds got me

  all the way from London to Sydney and back twice. Now the Australian novels are fat and complicated. I am too.




  I’m an Australian, by the way. Already the narrative progresses. An Australian. Not a literary man. No, I’m not Napoleon. Am I a scientist? Yes, I’m a radio astronomer who

  performs on television. I’m the first television radio astronomer. That’s my line. The first radio television astronomer has yet to appear. My name is Joel Court, and my wife Lauren

  threw me out because she caught me red-handed having a love affair with a star. Not so much with a star. I didn’t make it with the actual star. But it was the failure to get

  there with the star that made me desperate for the girl. I know I’m not being clear. I’ll unscramble all this later. Back to my wife Lauren. She let me make love to her that one last

  time because she wanted to use me as I had used her. Her words. There was a lot to them, but I couldn’t see that at the time.




  The star was, we all assumed, centrally situated in a mass of gas, rather in the way of that pulsar you’ve heard about, drumming away in the middle of the Crab Nebula like Buddy Rich. I

  won’t say Ringo Starr because puns are a low form of wit and anyway Ringo holds the sticks at the end, pop-style, and goes thwack thwack, whereas Buddy Rich holds them in the middle

  like the good jazz man he is, so he can fire those precise rim-shots which are much more like what the little snare-drum-sized neutron star in the Crab must sound like when it flexes: tick tick

  tick. Or would sound like if it had an atmosphere, and you were there to hear it. Nobody, however, ever thought that the star in the middle of my nebula was clicking away

  exactly like that. Instead, it stuttered with a patterned randomness somewhere between chaos and predictability. Not much of a nebula even had it been close, the hostess gas-mass was a hell of a

  long way away.




  From our viewpoint it went nova before recorded history. When the Crab appeared, the flare of the supernova was visible by day and much commented on by Chinese scribes, who called it the Guest.

  They drew it in the margins of their scrolls, perhaps playing for safety in case they were being tested by the government. When mine showed up, it was either recorded on the wall of a cave or never

  spotted at all. It always has been a bit of a blur. The one thing I and Veronica Lilywhite were ever in total harmony about was in calling it the Smudge. Astronomical stock control gives it a

  number which I won’t try to impress you with. It sounds like a car number plate. Nebulae prominent enough to get on Messier’s original list all sound like motorways. The Crab is more

  correctly known as M1, but does that make you any the wiser? So how much wiser would you be if I gave you the registration number of a car purchased in Belgium and said that’s it,

  that’s the star I did myself in over? And how much would a mass of technical talk make me sound more real?




  A lot depends on what you think of well-researched novels I don’t mean Flaubert. Nobody begrudges him his long cab rides through Paris to map out the precise topography of

  L’Éducation sentimentale. But he was creating the past of his country, not a persona for himself. On my way to South America once, where I was going in order to be

  filmed talking in the middle of a radio dish built into a volcano, I started John Updike’s Couples. It was clear that all of Updike’s literary friends had been changed into

  carpenters and dentists so that they could penetrate each other’s wives without fear of libel. Was this strategem, which no doubt has its justification and might even be inevitable, made any

  the less glaring by the thoroughness with which the technical vocabularies of dentistry and carpentry had been mugged up? Did all the talk about window sashes and quartz-filled bicuspids go an inch

  towards persuading you that the author had ever picked up a bradawl or a hypodermic syringe? Only the pretender strives to make himself believable. For the genuine article, it is enough not to be

  unbelievable. Unless I put the Smudge somewhere in your back yard or say that I took a ride through its inner suburbs while sitting on a comet’s tail, you’d be better off just accepting

  that it’s been out there for a long time, sending us its annoying little signal, the discreet roar caused by its central power-house, that enigmatic noise-maker we called the Glimmer.




  We called it the Glimmer because we couldn’t get an inkling. The Smudge is no show-stopper optically and of course the Glimmer couldn’t be detected at all until the first big radio

  telescopes started collecting everything. Even then it stayed unremarked, because it didn’t pulse. It took a long while for someone to spot that what wasn’t a pulse wasn’t just

  noise either. The anomaly would have stayed entombed in years of print-out if a squad of nerds in America hadn’t uncovered it during one of those apologies for a research project that the

  Bible-Belt universities put their losers on twenty at a time, like prayer meetings. What they dug up was no thrill. If the Smudge was unexciting, the Glimmer was an outright bore. A pattern would

  start, then stop. Unfortunately it would hardly ever stop at the same place. Not never stop at the same place – that would have been a pattern in itself. Just hardly ever. While

  everyone normal at Cambridge got frantic about the sexy neutron star inside the Crab, only the mad people sat still for being nattered at incoherently by the infinitely repetitive Glimmer with its

  meaningless variations on an undetectable theme. As a high-flyer, with my very own television programme, I was doing my junior colleague Veronica Lilywhite a big favour by devoting to this

  unglamorous phenomenon a considerable, if necessarily limited, proportion of my valuable time.




  Veronica had come down out of the North to spend the rest of her life at Girton, first as an undergraduate, then as a graduate, then as a don, and, one day in the future, as a dead body. She was

  the kind of frump who made you wonder why they ever bothered to locate the place so far out of town, because no man except her dim bulb of a husband would have travelled more than a hundred yards

  to get near her. Dressed for evening, she wore printed silk caftans and wooden clogs. Her normal daywear was three pullovers, except in summer, when it was two pullovers. Although she made a lot of

  statements and was perfectly capable of making another one by means of her apparel, her sartorial display was not necessarily a political gesture. She was like that before feminism. It was

  a special sort of Cambridge female stereotype going back to when women had to pass an unattractiveness test before they were allowed in. And if they stayed on as dons, or were invited in at that

  level, it wasn’t enough to be off-putting. They had to be crazy too. There were a few exceptions to disguise the plot. My first summer in Cambridge I saw Bobby-Anne Righter at a Girton garden

  party and slavered appropriately at her length of leg. At one stage there was a medieval Romance philologist at New Hall who looked like Sigourney Weaver, and an assistant lecturer in Spanish at

  Newnham whom Goya might not have thrown out of bed. But these were Potemkin villages. More typical was the senior lecturer in jurisprudence who let her children run wild from an early age on the

  principle that to be hit by a car or abducted by one of the area’s plentiful supply of sexual perverts could only increase their awareness. The police would bring her brood home to her in the

  evenings after they had been rescued from playing in Trumpington Street or found tearfully wandering on Jesus Green with their short trousers around their ankles. She would count them twice, not

  because she couldn’t count but because she didn’t know how many she had.




  Veronica had almost as many. I think there were four of them. She looked after them well enough, in a pebble-dash nightmare of a house on Alpha Road. Her husband was no doubt of some assistance,

  in the rare moments he could snatch away from his political activities or the hard job of publishing his poems on a hand press. He had a small private income, a large, badly organised beard, and

  sandals on over his socks. The political activities consisted mainly of circulating petitions which demanded the removal of American atomic bombs from East Anglia and the immediate conversion of

  multi-storey car-parks into low-cost housing. His presence in the living room gave Veronica plenty of incentive to be sitting in the kitchen with her exercise books, filling them with calculations.

  Once when we were still friends she showed me the exercise books. They were of the school-smelling, pathetically neat sort still made in the Chinese People’s Republic by some forgotten

  capitalist factory whose workers must all be a hundred years old and have bound feet. She had scores of these exercise books full of figures, and scores more ready for more figures to come. She was

  trying to sort the whole thing out by sucking a Biro. Occasionally she cycled into town to run a main-frame computer programme, but only when she needed some big-time number-crunching that she

  couldn’t do on her home micro, which for some strange reason, probably ineptitude, she had never managed to get connected to the main-frame. Then it was back to the exercise books, the

  crossings out and the startings again. One book I picked up and flipped through had pages of games of noughts and crosses in it. She laughed like someone caught playing hopscotch in a cathedral. I

  didn’t precisely think she was nuts, but I did feel justified in spreading the word that she was producing the mathematical equivalent of her husband’s poetry, which lacked flair in a

  way that only the truly diligent can achieve.




  Jim Lilywhite was a pain in the neck, but perhaps I spent too much time saying so. Composed as if nobody else had written poetry before, the junk he cranked out was innocent, but not beautifully

  innocent. There was a terrible arrogance to it: the conceit of claimed humility. I started thinking the same about Veronica’s home-baked maths. Worse, I started saying it. But she had

  offended me too often by her lack of love for the subject. The cold truth, in my opinion, was that she didn’t have the soul for astronomy. She knew next to nothing about its history and I

  doubt she knows much more now. You could tell by that house of hers, with not even a map of the heavens to eke out the plywood veneer furniture and the wallpaper that looked like paper you stick on

  the wall merely so that you can see paper instead of wall. Apart from the handprints of innumerable children there was nothing to look at except one of those crucifixes that Brancusi might have

  made if he had attended an evening course in woodwork and had had no talent. A Catholic astronomer. Had anyone else since Galileo been that?




  My wife would be the first to admit, or even insist, that our own house, a blond brick and tinted glass high-tech extravaganza in a close off Madingley Road, was a bit over the top in that

  respect. A bronze bust of Newton, a stone head of Einstein, a silver-plated worm-drive from the first Hale Observatory optical telescope, a working model of the CSIRO 64-metre radio telescope at

  Parkes – I had everything in there except the mirror of the Mount Palomar 200-inch reflector, which would have made a perfect floor for the dining area if lit from underneath. I gave

  excellent dinner parties, right to the end. The whole Cambridge scientific brains trust would be packed tight around the polished mahogany with the highlights of silver cutlery bouncing off their

  spectacles and bald heads. Lauren’s black sequinned Kansai Yamamoto evening top would light up with a million pin-points. Ex oriente lux. Clive Sinclair was practically the dumbest

  man present.




  On Saturday nights our driveway was packed with Porsches and BMWs. German cars with air-dams and digital glove-boxes were crawling all over Cambridge by that time. The booming microchip economy

  of Silicon Fen had flooded the flat land with money. Cambridge science had always been exciting and now there was glamour as well. The business sections of the posh Sunday newspapers called it the

  Cambridge Phenomenon. I suppose the glamour was meretricious, but I liked it. Maybe I liked it because it was meretricious. Alan Turing had won the war in secret. One man at King’s

  had ensured that the Germans would in future invade the world with nothing more lethal than sports cars. But he had remained unsung. Later on, you could make a big discovery and be famous too.

  Crick and Watson turned Cambridge into Lourdes: aspiring scientists made pilgrimages to the Eagle, where the two breakthrough brothers had sat quaffing pints while ogling nurses; and to Old

  Addenbrooke’s, where they had picked the nurses up; and to the language schools in Station Road where they had picked up foreign girls sent by doting parents to study English. Giving the

  alien lovelies a crash course in pillow talk, our clever pair were inspired to crack the double helix. It was a buddy movie before its time. Butch and Sundance.




  Later still, you could not only be famous, you could get rich. The windowless green-field factories came to the Science Park so that the whizz-kid entrepreneurs could get access to current

  research. It wasn’t long before the researchers joined the industrialists on the board. For a heady moment it was as if the brain drain had gone into reverse. There had been a local outbreak

  of order in Britain’s otherwise inexorable entropic slide towards heat death. The Science Park was the Klondike with central heating. Gold fever. I suppose it was the wrong way for an

  astronomer to think. It wasn’t as if we had anything to sell. A physical chemist playing with the glassy metals would have NASA waiting outside in the corridor with cheque book poised. Being

  an astronomer was a vow of poverty. Even if you could prove that an astronomical H2O maser was a sure sign of gas condensing into a protostar, there was no way of cashing in on the

  discovery unless Steven Spielberg wanted to take an option on the material. But I had a well-off, well-groomed American wife, and amid the general excitement of go-go Cambridge it was hard to turn

  down the television companies when they gave me the chance to build my income up a bit nearer to matching hers. To be fair to myself, I would probably have done that first little series of shows

  even if I had had to pay the producers instead of them paying me. Loving the subject, I loathed the way it had been treated on the box. Some of the daytime Open University programmes were all

  right: I had done one or two of them myself and soon mastered studio technique, which mainly consists of not trying to put out the viewer’s eye with a stabbing forefinger. The science shows

  for mass evening viewing, however, were almost invariably dire, and for some reason the ones about astronomy were the worst.




  If you were lucky, an American popular science writer stared significantly at Raquel Welch’s chest while helping her to grapple with the concept of a binary star system. If you were

  unlucky, a British popular science writer with a speech impediment explained general relativity to Dudley Moore, who made small noises of understanding from inside the helmet of a silver space

  suit. Late at night there was a weekly programme that took a less patronising approach, but it was still based on the hallowed British principle that the presenter of a specialist series should

  reassure viewers by looking as if he might breathe up a horse’s nose at any moment, or pull a white mouse out of his ear. There was room for someone who sounded reasonably normal. Two weeks

  into my first series the TV critics were calling me the David Attenborough of the Asteroids. I can’t say I hated them for it. Three weeks into the series, I was having an affair with the

  programme’s research assistant, a blonde called Gael who wore pink overalls, career-girl glasses and a worshipping smile. At twenty-five she was fifteen years younger than I was, so with a

  wife and two children on my conscience you can imagine how I felt. I felt terrific.




  Late every night before each studio day I would call in at Gael’s basement flat off Bayswater Road to be briefed and debriefed simultaneously. She had read physics at St Andrew’s and

  there was a photograph of her in her red gown on the little table beside the lacquered bamboo bedhead. I got to know that photograph very well – rather better than I got to know Gael, as it

  turned out. But for a season things couldn’t have been neater. Neither the show nor its most salient fringe benefit detracted from my work in Cambridge. If anything, my energy and

  concentration were increased. A measure of fame and a dollop of sexual luck can have that effect separately, let alone together. In the group effort to resolve the enigma of the Glimmer and thereby

  find a rationale for the variable radio sources associated with supernova remnants, the strategic thinking was largely mine. Cracking the problem was going to be my Contribution to the Subject. My

  name would be in lights – a big, if usually unspoken, consideration for all pure scientists. Getting there first really matters, if having your discovery named after you is the only lasting

  reward. Jimmy Connors might have been the one who said ‘Second is nowhere’ but he wasn’t the only one who thought it. We were a team, but it was my team. Right, gang? Not

  just in Cambridge but in three other British universities keen young high-flyers were linked to me by telephone and terminal, feeding me ideas but following my lead. If it took us all to do it, it

  would still be my approach. Understood? OK, let’s go to work.




  Veronica dropped out, and I can’t even pretend that I resented it. She, on the other hand, quite clearly resented me. Not that she knew anything about Gael. For Veronica, however, my

  appearing on the tube was quite extracurricular enough. I had always taken for granted, been rather pleased by, her disapproval of my house, wife, car and clothes. Anti-flash was a moral principle

  with her, not just an oversight. Nobody could overlook Jim Lilywhite’s socks and sandals. They were a political manifesto, and tolerating them was tantamount to an endorsement. She found me

  light-minded anyway, so when my mass media activities started necessitating brief, planned absences from inspiring and supervising our group, she took the opportunity to sideline herself. I made a

  point of not missing her. My carefully chosen, highly motivated swot squad was linked into an international mass assault on those pulsars evincing a compact complexity of features. Among these

  features was a pulse so intermittent that it amounted to Restless Behaviour, a trade term for fluctuations which in the normal course of events might have been safely ignored, but in the case of

  these little beasts seemed characteristic. We classified them as would-be pulsars because that appeared to be what they would have been if something or other was not screwing up the signal. Apart

  from the Crab and Vela it had been dishearteningly tricky to get a remnant that matched up with a pulsar, but you could always turn disappointment on its head by saying that whatever interfered

  with a straight radio signal was the same thing that stopped you getting a snapshot – i.e., all the dust, junk and fuzz of a big star that had catastrophically shrunk to a little one. When

  these things suddenly contract into a trillionth of their original volume they give off an awful lot of fluff. I used to dream of the Glimmer as a football-sized neutron star cackling away brightly

  like an early-morning disc jockey while the Smudge hung around like a wet blanket. It had to be a remnant. For were not the number of detectable pulsars and the number of detectable

  remnants roughly the same? Get out of that. Any lateral displacement could be put down to the initial bang.




  Nothing could better account for an irregular signal than an irregular medium. Of course, we couldn’t have it both ways: if the pulsar was displaced laterally from its remnant then it

  couldn’t be the remnant’s debris that was getting in the road. But in the case of the Smudge we were looking into a part of the galaxy where there was every reason not to be able to see

  what was going on, and for almost every other would-be pulsar the same applied. We could only listen, and wait for the X-rays, which meant waiting for more satellites to go up. We needed more

  evidence about what was in the way. Veronica was the only one pig-headed enough to behave as if there was nothing in the way and the evidence was already in. She just went on dumbly doodling with

  the Glimmer’s ropy signal as if the thing was saying what it meant instead of choking in a dust-bath. Old habits die hard, we all thought. Veronica had got her start as a junior dogsbody

  working on the complete radio history of Nova Lepantes, a monumental group effort which has been going on since 1970, yielding a log-book the size of a library. Now she had the chance to be just as

  boringly single-minded again, all off her own bat. She had her scores of little Chinese notebooks full of Arabic numerals and wanted to be alone with them. The Glimmer was her baby. The other

  would-bes and all her colleagues could go hang, me first. I felt the same about her. I promise you, it got to where I was saying her name as a swear word. On Christmas morning I was helping my son

  Benjamin assemble a plastic model of the Millennium Falcon and when I snapped a radar dish off its pivot I said, ‘Veronica!’ Benjamin dropped the glue.




  But Veronica was right. The Glimmer wasn’t sending a simple signal made complicated by interference. It was sending a complicated signal with no significant interference at all.

  The damned thing was a multiple. She worked out the full set of orbital elements. Not just a sub-set. The whole thing. That was what she had been doing in her childish notebooks without leaving her

  ratty kitchen, while I had been roaming the world from Effelsburg to Kitt Peak, from Serpukhov to Arecibo. In chukka boots and straining blue jeans, with my hands tucked into the side-pockets of my

  chamois bomber-jacket, I had been photographed with some of the world’s most desirable precision instruments. The dishiest of the dish aerials suffered differential expansion from the heat of

  my body as they stood proudly behind me, their wave guides tilted snootily skyward. The fan beam of many a large array bathed me with secret love. I travelled the five kilometres of the Cambridge

  interferometer for a series of helicopter shots with a gyro-stabilised camera that showed me magically appearing and disappearing in front of each aerial, like a star. Not a radio star. A

  television star. You should have heard me. You should have seen me. You probably did, on the cover of the Radio Times. I was explaining, with a humble yet confident smile, that it would

  probably take an interferometer the width of the solar system to crack the problem of the complex sources. The wind was ruffling my layer-cut hair while I was explaining. And while I was

  explaining, Veronica was publishing.




  Her results weren’t particularly well expressed. There have been neater papers. Something of her wallpaper and her husband’s socks, a certain atmosphere of food scraps trodden into

  the unsealed tiled floor of a small kitchen, got into her expository prose. The central effect, however was, I have to admit, impressive. She had made decisive use of the line radiation data. By

  adding the radio recombination line data to the continuous emission data she got the beginning of her picture. From there on it was perseverance, no doubt bolstered by prayer.




  She was as absurdly, thickly confident as Magellan, who had a map reference of the passage to the Pacific that he didn’t realise was only the River Plate. When he arrived at the River

  Plate with his crew already dying like flies he should have packed it in. But he wasn’t clever enough. Veronica wasn’t clever enough either. She didn’t know when to quit. The

  radio signal was too irregular to have a structure. It wasn’t a shell, it was a filled distribution. Unless – and this was her act of faith – it was a set of shells. The

  binary star W. Ursae Majoris has two stellar cores in one envelope, like a pair of fried eggs whose whites have joined up. Veronica’s multiple, if her sums were right, must have more cores

  than a carbuncle, all zooming around each other in a basketwork of orbits. But what were their orbits? The separate cores, she crazily assumed, didn’t add up to a pulsar. They were

  all pulsars. There was no interference apart from the standard tat offered by the interstellar medium. The little demons were interfering with each other! Fluctuations, she decided in her

  confident madness, were to be accounted for by coincidence – accumulated eclipses that strengthened or weakened the signal depending on how many of the sources were in line. But how many

  sources were there?




  There wasn’t an interferometer in the world – and by that time the whole world was an interferometer, with all the major telescopes linked up – that could separate a

  point-source pack of little pulsars and count them. Veronica did it by counting on her fingers. In the Mond Console Room behind Pembroke she ran main-frame computer programmes for brute-force

  calculation. If the main-frame crashed she would go back to her micro. Once the big sums had been done, she went back to her exercise books, filling them with drawings that looked like

  Leonardo’s unsuccessful designs for a marketable executive toy. Eventually she abandoned even the exercise books. All the figuring that mattered she did by mumbling to herself. If not this,

  then that. The driver into the side of whose bus she rode her bike one afternoon at Bowes and Bowes corner complained that she had seemed to have something on her mind. In New Addenbrooke’s

  hospital she looked dreamily preoccupied even as her husband fed her his special lentil soup from a wooden bowl. Recuperating at home, she stared entranced at the toes protruding from the cast on

  her right leg. She wiggled them in sequence.




  Finally she got the answer, and nobody seriously argued with it. Like the double helix, the elegance of her solution silenced criticism. Objecting to the structure of DNA would have been like

  quarrelling with the zip fastener. Veronica’s multiple had the same authority. It was a set of five pulsars all swooping around each other like the logo on a packet of Ariel Automatic washing

  powder. It might have been designed to go on the cover of Time magazine, where it soon appeared, with an impressive portrait of Veronica staring dreamily through it, looking like whatever

  happened later to the lead singer of one of those early 1970s English folk rock groups who ate muesli in soft focus. Veronica’s multiple was red meat for the journalists. At first they called

  it the Pop-group Pulsar. For a while it was referred to as the Rolling Stones. But in the scientific world nobody tried to improve on the soaring euphony of its official title, the one that will go

  into all the books until our time ends: Lilywhite’s Quincunx.




  Veronica would have been famous, if she had collaborated with the publicity machine that assembled itself around her like earth-moving equipment around a bomb crater. But she did a Garbo, and

  thus became more than famous. She was a legend, a myth, a charismatic figure, a numen, an avatar. I had my own views, which I did not forbear to vocalise, about why she played hard to get. You

  couldn’t imagine, I laughingly insinuated, that even Veronica would be cloth-eyed enough to let herself in for one of those colour supplement ‘A Room of One’s Own’ features

  that showed the latest silicone-bodied, sabre-toothed female junk novelist coolly at ease among the severed, chromium-plated pudenda of her previous husbands. (That was a lot to insinuate, but I

  rehearsed.) I conjured visions of Veronica proudly showing off her linoleum-topped childproof dining table and plywood-framed Van Gogh sunflower print while her husband toiled in the dim background

  at a new petition for turning Cambridge railway station into a day-care centre. Everybody laughed. But nobody stopped admiring Veronica. Neither did I, underneath. Between underneath and on the

  surface, however, were several grinding, crunching strata of disappointment, resentment and indignation. When you feel like that, it is better to have it out than to let it fester. Unfortunately it

  was some time before I met her again face to face, and by then she must have heard that I had been propagating snidery. I would rather have not seen her at all, but for the upcoming second series

  of the television programme it had been decided to do something about my group project on the remnants, and we couldn’t do that without featuring Veronica at some length: without treating her

  as the star, in fact. My producer welshed on his promise to go and see her.




  She received me in her parlour, where the sunlight, already filtered by the anti-Cruise Missile poster Sellotaped to the window, was eaten up by the gutta-percha-textured wall-to-wall carpet

  substitute richly strewn with small odd socks and bits of connector set variously combined. Jokingly I asked Veronica if the wooden toys of Willy Fangel had helped in her calculations. She smiled

  at that, but not so as to bare the gums, and those partly exposed teeth-tips, it turned out, marked the limit of what she would concede. She would contribute no opinions on the general topic, just

  a short exposition of her own discovery. I offered the view that the time for keeping herself to herself had passed. Perhaps rashly, I allowed my tone of voice to include the suggestion that going

  off on her own had been a touch antisocial in the first place.




  ‘Do you honestly think,’ she asked in the voice of one precluding an answer, ‘that if I’d asked for any help you wouldn’t have grabbed the discovery?’




  ‘Oh come on, Veronica.’




  ‘Oh come off it, Joel.’ She swallowed some air at that point, as if in disapprobation of her uncharacteristic play on words. Veronica was no verbal gymnast; a quality, or

  lack of it, which gave her sincerity an extra punch. ‘Look what happened to Rosie Franklin.’ She meant the X-ray crystallographer whose name is so seldom mentioned along with those of

  Crick and Watson.




  ‘What about Jocelyn Bell?’ I countered, meaning the Cambridge astronomer who had found the pulsar in the Crab after painstakingly screening out all possible man-made sources for the

  signal – a triumph of tenacity over imagination, in my view, although tactfully I forbore to say so.




  ‘Yes,’ said Veronica, with a nod whose weariness I would have liked to think was theatrical, ‘and she did it by plugging away on her own.’ Point proven, said

  Veronica’s flapping clog, whose dark-blue leather upper was held to the wooden sole by a line of rivets. I tried to imagine her underwear. Raw calico with staples? Jute?




  So Veronica’s personality didn’t bulk as large in my second little series as her personal discovery did. I, on the other hand, was on screen all the time, looking less at home now

  that the show had moved decisively out of doors. In studio I had found no difficulty in speaking to camera. Out on location, walking and talking simultaneously, I looked a bit less of a natural

  talent than I had fondly imagined myself to be. The show still sounded pretty good if you compared it to the usual pop science drivel about Old Man Gravity and the putatively catastrophic effect of

  anti-matter on Peter Ustinov. But all that eye-witness footage of me and the telescopes made me look a bit prat-like when it was edited together. I found myself abruptly turning towards cameras

  that had unaccountably snuck up on me from the side. When I made wavering, long-lens appearances through the heat haze of the Californian deserts, those blue jeans of mine looked thoroughly

  stuffed, not just in the area of the crotch but all the way down each leg. About twenty extra pounds of anxiety had wrapped themselves around my body. It was the first time in my life that the

  French phrase Easy In His Skin had not applied to me. Still dubbing the last shows when the first ones had already gone to air, I began to feel hot, hurried, old and angry.




  My anger was not directed wholly at Veronica. I tried to take credit for directing some of it at myself. I was kicking myself for having been too clever. If I had been dumber, I would have

  tested out the possibility of the Glimmer’s signal being the unadorned article. It was the same mistake I had made when doing my Wechsler-Bellevue IQ test at Sydney University twenty years

  before. My score should have gone off the clock. It stayed on the clock because I got stuck trying to complete a series that went something like AF CH FK etc. I did the clever thing, looking for a

  relationship between the letters in each pair. But I should have done the stupid thing. The only relationships that mattered, it turned out, were those between all the first letters, and,

  separately, those between all the second letters. The solution was so elementary I hadn’t considered it. It was an insult to my intelligence. My rage was pure, intense, disabling and

  long-lived. I would bore people with it. It wasn’t that I bored them without noticing. I saw them shuffling their feet and exchanging tolerant smiles, but I bored on regardless.




  This time it was worse. Eaten up with disgust at my own naivety for having been too sophisticated, I got on Gael’s nerves. Perhaps I should have taken a tip from my daughter Donna’s

  behaviour when playing Trivial Pursuits. French is one of her best subjects at school, so she guessed straight away that a ‘tastevin’ must be a wine-taster. But she didn’t see how

  that fitted into the Sport and Leisure category. Suspecting a trick, she changed her answer, hazarding that it might be a fencer. When it turned out to be a wine-taster after all, she sulked for

  the rest of the game, the rest of the day and half the following week. She got that from me. She drove us up the wall.




  I should have realised I might be doing the same thing to Gael. But I was so careful to dress up my agony with jokes. Some of them were quite good. If Veronica got the Nobel Prize, I suggested,

  she would be able to afford a pair of shoes for her husband, who could give up poetry and hand out circulars full time. I tried that one out on Gael and she quite liked it, without ever having

  clapped eyes on him, so I knew it would go down a storm in Cambridge. But there were a lot of other jokes that she apparently liked less, especially when I woke her up to tell them. Also, the

  second series being something of a critical disaster, Gael had to bear the brunt of my frustration in that regard as well. Just when I was getting used to journalistic jibes about my tight blue

  jeans, there was all this flak about how stiff I looked on the move. That smart bastard in the Observer said that when I walked he thought the single-frame advance on his VCR had got

  stuck. Deep down I had to admit there was something to it, so on the surface I went berserk. I blamed the production team, of whom Gael was the nearest representative. Desiring her more than ever

  as everything else went wrong, I naturally assumed that her commitment to our affair was increasing too, and could thus put up with some abrasion. This turned out not to be so, but I was

  never with her long enough to spot that she had begun to cut back on the total amount of tenderness from which I had reserved a fixed percentage for abuse. To my mind, our sweet set-up continued

  functioning normally. Indeed it felt all the sweeter, narcotically sweet, as things went sour at home, where I had become hard to live with. I showed Gael how hard I had become to live with at home

  by becoming harder to live with her. But she didn’t have to take it. She claimed later that she had dropped many hints. I found this difficult to believe. I found it equally difficult to

  believe when she asked me not to call any more. A bad patch, in my then view, had been dramatised by her into a crisis. Understandable preoccupation on my part had been magnified into a

  deal-breaker. Worse than that: a heart-breaker. My need for everything about her became overwhelming as she moved out of my reach. The attractive force of the receding object increased rather than

  diminished. I had promised her nothing. Now I promised her everything.




  Each week for the past six months I had come down to Liverpool Street by train, taken the Central Line to Queensway, walked to Gael’s little flat and spent a perfect evening there while

  pretending occasionally on the telephone to be in my sad little hotel at Shepherd’s Bush near Television Centre. Not long after midnight I would go to the hotel to field any emergency calls

  that might have come down the line after me. There was always the chance that Donna had set fire to her nightgown when burning the Trivial Pursuits set, or that Benjamin had got his head stuck in

  his Darth Vader helmet. Anxiety is never absent from these affairs. But while holed up with Gael, in the days when I was riding high, I had been as happy as I had ever been in my life, and now that

  I had suffered a setback she at least made being miserable tolerable. It was a weekly injection, and like an addict I reacted badly to the threat of its being withdrawn. Think what I would lose.

  Her tank of goldfish with the light behind it. Her poster of Sam Shepherd in The Right Stuff. (Nothing strained about those blue jeans.) Her flat wicker basket of mauve and pink

  pebbles on the glass table. Her bottles and boxes and sprays, which would be named in detail if this were any American novella influenced by Franny and Zooey. Her knickers, chosen with me

  in mind, which had been specifically put on for my visit. Her.




  It was revealed that she had other plans: had always had them. There was a job open in California. Not in pure research: it was too late for that, and on her own account she would never have

  been up to it. But there was an outfit in Pasadena which made in-house training videos for the information technology industries. Software about software. An American headhunter had decided she was

  just the ticket: knowledgeable, pretty, classy, English. His invitation accorded with her secret desire to get in front of a camera. Actually this desire was no secret. She had often told me about

  it. I hadn’t taken it seriously because it didn’t accord with either my wish or the realities of British television, for which the women on screen were required, with few exceptions, to

  be as underqualified as possible, so as not to threaten the men who put them there. Nor did I take Gael’s ambitions with full seriousness even now that the chance had arisen of their being

  fulfilled. I interpreted the whole revelation as a stratagem to win my commitment. The prospect of losing the last prop to my confidence was too much. Gael gasping and blushing flashing-eyed

  beneath me was the symbol of my power. Very well, then. The next time I arrived on her doorstep I had a suitcase in each hand. Packed in some haste, they would have revealed strange discrepancies

  on analysis. There were fourteen pairs of boxer shorts but no socks, for example. These statistics could not be verified at the time because I was never given the chance to unpack. The suitcases

  got into the building but not through the door of her flat. They stood outside, on the tough green carpet of the common parts.




  We ourselves stood inside, face to face but a yard apart, while the two goldfish, Crick and Watson, maintained a similar lack of connection in a different medium. I was weighed down by my

  Burberry coat, which had the detachable lining zipped into it and so would have made me hot even in winter. It was summer. I was wearing the coat because I had not wanted to leave it behind. Gael

  didn’t ask me to take it off. On the high point of the curve of my left ear where it joined my head, sweat sprang out of the skin and bifurcated into rivulets, one going down my neck and the

  other down the line of my jawbone. Or perhaps it was my right ear. How could I remember so precisely? Why should you trust me? She was asking herself the same question. No she wasn’t. She had

  already found the answer.




  ‘You never really gave me a thought,’ she said. Crick put his nose up to the surface.




  ‘I did. I thought of nothing else.’ Watson headed for the bottom, tanks flooded, engines off. Stand by to receive depth charges.




  ‘Not about me. Not really. I was just another prize you were picking up. Another University Medal. Once you’d got me you did the absolute minimum.’




  ‘But that was the deal.’




  ‘Wet.’




  ‘Wet what?’




  ‘Shirt collar. Your collar’s getting wet. Look, you have to go.’




  She was right. Any observer would have seen that I had to go. The chairs and the sofa were empty but there was nowhere to sit down. So I muscled the bags out into the street and after twenty

  minutes of counting occupied taxis I hailed an empty one that got me back to Liverpool Street just in time for the Cambridge train to show me its blunt rear end as it pulled out. The black man in

  the blue-dyed Afrika Korps cap smiled his admiration for the speed at which I had run in the Burberry coat with a big strapped burgundy leather suitcase in each hand. I took the coat off, folded

  it, mopped my face with the exposed lining, and lugged the bags upstairs to that overhanging teahouse effect, which in its heyday might have had Celia Johnson and Trevor Howard sitting in it gazing

  at each other with helpless decency, but which in recent times – all the time I’d been in England – had been given a new image every couple of years in a series of doomed attempts

  to lure the more up-market passengers who couldn’t face breaking bread with the mobile vulgus down in the cafeteria. It had been a bistro and a brasserie, a Europa bar and a

  coffee-house. On this occasion it had a health food emphasis. You could get slices of pumpkin cake on heavy grey-blue stoneware plates, and coffee poured from a Silex into a mug like a tankard. The

  striven-for atmosphere of weight-watching energy was, as it was bound to be, utterly undone by the insolent somnolence of the girls behind the counter, but it wasn’t a bad place to sit and

  wait until your train was cancelled. Certainly it was better than either of the bars, where along with the hordes of crew-cut squaddies travelling in mufti I would have become incapable of catching

  the next train when it was finally, after arriving half an hour late, ready to go out again an hour late, so as to arrive at my destination two hours late exactly.




  On the way up to Cambridge the locomotive broke down only once. The second long delay was because of a broken signal. So by the time I had shuffled forward to the head of the taxi rank outside

  the station I had had plenty of time to think. I thought: why didn’t we have two cars? We could easily have afforded them. Then I could have left one car for Lauren, taken the other to

  London, and I would have been mobile, instead of standing there alone with two suitcases and not a cab in sight. I got home just before dinner. Nobody except Lauren realised that I had even been

  away. While they all watched Minder I phoned Gael from my study and kept getting her answering machine. Leave a message after the beep. I left a long apology, in about thirty instalments.

  It was after eleven before the children went to bed, and then Lauren turned away from me for half an hour before she let me have it.




  She let me have it, and then, before I had even finished the usual pathetic sagging, shrinking and crinkling, she revealed that Gael had rung her up. Lauren put it in American. ‘You know

  that researcher of yours that you told me was so hideous you can’t look at her? The one with two heads and the bad breath? Guess what. She gave me a call.’ Gael had spilled the whole

  thing while I was building up my right forearm lifting that stone mug of coffee at Liverpool Street. The full Take Back Your Husband aria. So it was time I had a taste, said Lauren, of how it felt

  to be cynically used. Too smart for my own good as usual, I said it felt fine. She accused me of having exploited her. Not Gael, her. I had the answer to that. If I was an exploiter, I asked

  charmingly, why didn’t I have a car of my own?




  Next morning, after Lauren had driven the children off to school, I was in a cab to the station with the same two suitcases, but this time I left the Burberry behind, because I couldn’t

  quite believe that I was being thrown out for good. The official story for home consumption was that Daddy would be going away to think for a while. Daddy believed it, so why shouldn’t they?

  I bought a first-class ticket and tried to get into the same compartment with the Duchess of Kent, but a big man in a blue suit stood up and blocked the doorway. He was very nice about it and I

  understood completely.
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