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  Praise for SIX




  ‘The brilliance of Crace’s novel lies in the tension between the polished-pebble perfection of his style and the awareness that what it

  attempts to pin down is constantly shifting, impermanent, unfinished’


  Sunday Telegraph




  ‘Lovely, playful and imaginative. An illuminating look at “love and lovemaking, of children, marriages and lives”’


  Daily Mail




  ‘You finish Six itching to book a weekend break to this unforgettable city of dream and desire. Then you remember that, thanks to the singular

  magic of Jim Crace, you’ve already been’


  BOYD TONKIN




  ‘A dark, dystopian satire [with] pungent atmospherics and trenchant satire’


  Time Out




  ‘Curious, affecting’


  New Statesman




  ‘Discover Crace’s brilliant mastery of suspense, atmosphere and telling detail’


  Image




  ‘Reads like the bastard child of existentialist Albert Camus and Vladimir Nabokov’


  List




  ‘Against a paranoid urban landscape, Crace explores the politics of love with uncannily luminous precision … powerfully suspends the familiar

  within the unfamiliar’


  Metro




  ‘Stylishly done, and full of well-concealed trickery’


  Guardian
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  EVERY WOMAN he dares to sleep with bears his child. So now it is Mouetta’s turn. Whispering and smudging his ear with her lipstick, her breath a

  little sour from the garlic in her lunch, she confirms her first, his sixth pregnancy. His sixth at least. She’s ‘passed the urine test’, she says – an unintended play on

  words, which she acknowledges in the matinee darkness with half an optimistic smile. The doctor thinks she’s twelve or thirteen weeks. A baby’s due by May. It’s early days.




  Mouetta feels, of course (before the morning sickness and the backaches start, before the lifetime of anxiety and love), that her pregnancy is a personal blessing. The raven of good fortune has

  chosen her. It has alighted in her yard and she’s been brushed by its great wing. No other, adult, explanation matters to her for the time being. She is the lucky one. This is her

  miracle.




  They sit together in the cinema, that draughty art-house cinema down on the wharf, their elbows touching and their jackets spread across their knees, to watch young lovers on the screen, young

  actors making love, or seeming to. She wishes Lix would speak to her, do something more than press her forearm with his own, a kiss perhaps. But he’s a film buff and an actor himself.

  ‘Silence for the colleagues,’ he usually insists. He won’t ever speak, not once a movie has begun. Perhaps it’s just as well, this winterish afternoon, the perfect weather

  for the cinema, that he will make her wait until The End before he answers. He wants to say he feels besieged. Another child? He only has himself to blame. To be so fertile is a curse.




  LIX COULD NEVER say exactly when the pregnancies began. They always took him by surprise. Mouetta’s pregnancy as well. Especially hers. He had

  been privy to her ovulation dates, those gaping opportunities when intercourse was ill-advised for teeming alpha-males like him. They’d not been careless, had they, at the wrong time of the

  month? Twelve weeks? He counted back the weeks and counted back the times that they’d had sex. Still no clues. The days were fused and distant. How could he ever tell which time, which place

  had fathered this new child? Mother Nature doesn’t ring a bell. Whatever other noises might be made, the egg is punctured silently. If only he could call on chemistry and then biology,

  unsentimental disciplines, calculating, tidy and precise. They could pinpoint for him (had they the mind) that careless and productive day in his beleaguered, complicated life, could specify the

  hour, even.




  Science has the answers every time: it was 2 a.m. or thereabouts on 18 August – the week of the Banking Riots, three dead already, the city devalued and deranged, and interest rates

  ‘settled by decree’ at a quarter of one per cent – when Lix’s latest child was conceived. Conceived’s a charmless and misleading word, too immaculate and

  cerebral, too purposeful and too hygienic, to truly represent the headlong thoughtlessness, the selfishness – that night, especially – of making love. (Headlong for him at least.) It is

  a strangely cold and scientific word, as well. No passion. You’d think some calm technician had been employed to fit a tiny battery of genes. Conceived suggests a meeting of like

  minds, dedication, diligence, technology, and not the rain-damp, springing seats in the front of Lix’s grey Panache where no two minds and no two thoughts achieved on that occasion even the

  briefest instant of concord or shared a common cause. That’s one of the reoccurring oddities of sex, where it falls short, again, again. Opposing poles attract when lovers magnetize. His

  north of lust, Mouetta’s south of love. Crossed purposes. And, surely, not a grand and proper way for children to begin. This child.




  SOMETIMES OUR CITY, our once famous City of Kisses, with its deep parks, its balconies, and its prolific and disrupting river, like any other city,

  seems to have a climate of its own, a window of clear sky, perhaps, unshiftable for days, or more commonly a random storm attracted to the concrete and the bricks while all the countryside around

  is calm. That August night was such a night. Vague summer winds till after ten, too many stars, oppressive in their multitude, but then the concentrated, local rain, clearing the streets and

  pavement cafes, and breaking up the wayward, trouble-seeking crowds, few of whom had thought to arm themselves with hats or waterproofs or umbrellas. Though folk rhymes promise us that

  ‘Storms at night/ Blow out the light/ Conceal the killer/ Blind the King’, wet weather doesn’t truly favour assassins and Molotovs, or fires, or leafleting. The revolution likes

  it dry.




  The theatre had not been busy all summer. Times were hard and tickets, though subsidized, were still not cheap or fashionable. Molière’s Tartuffe, updated as a New Age

  satire, with songs, dance, and video, was not much of an attraction, either, even though the cast (including ‘Lix’, the celebrated Felix Dern, in the lead as L’Imposteur) was

  ‘glittering’ by regional standards and all the notices – in magazines and newspapers that, against the logic of the age, had sponsored that summer’s Stage and Concert season

  – had been dutifully enthusiastic. For once, that Thursday evening, he could leave through the foyer without too much danger of being waylaid by an autograph bibber, a theatre limpet, or

  – worse – an ancient friend or colleague whom it might be difficult to ignore. He was hoping for the sole company of his wife. It was their second anniversary.




  As yet the rain was only light, drumming plugs of smoke and steam out of the coals of braziers at pavement stalls where kebabs and roasted beets were sold to retreating theatre-goers, but making

  little impact yet on all the distant mayhem in the streets. The brick-trapped wind delivered its reports of chanting crowds, the sirens of what could be fire engines, ambulances, or the police,

  and, occasionally, the detonation of dispersal crackers or smoke bombs. But the protests had been restricted largely to the city boulevards on the east side of the river where many of the

  institutions had their offices and where, if you could trust as evidence the daily lines of chauffeured limousines, the savings of the townspeople had mostly disappeared. The narrower streets,

  known as the Hives, on this side of the river, near the market halls, had not been targeted. No one wants to burn down bars and restaurants these days (except the police). Yet the back ways near

  the theatre were not their usual carefree selves. The army, armed and keen to start an argument, had been deployed to break up demonstrations. The surplus, unarmed militia, the bail conscripts

  (who’d chosen public service rather than the jail) and the civic police, in and out of uniform, had set up barriers throughout the city to turn back traffic, check IDs, and generally put a

  stop to everything. The kind of people who seemed likely protesters or immigrants or undergraduates or bitter, newly minted bankrupts were lined up at the back of army buses with their hands on

  their heads, like kids, and – a recent police procedure to keep a suspect quiet – their identity documents held between their teeth. Try remonstrating with a booklet in your mouth. The

  best you’ll manage is ventriloquy.




  Lix looked a likely candidate. Not bankrupt, obviously. And not a student. But artistic. Intellectual. Dressed like a writer or a lecturer, at once shabby and elegant. He was known to the

  militia and the police, from television work and films. Who’d fail to recognize that celebrated granite head, those expressively nervous beryl eyes, that cherry-sized, cherry-shaped, and

  cherry-coloured birthmark on the ridge of bone below his left eye? They waved him through. They cleared a way for him. He wished he’d brought a jacket. Then he’d turn its collar up,

  against the rain, and hide his famous face, his famous blemished face. It would make a change to go unrecognized, once in a while, not to be greeted on the street by strangers as if he were a

  neighbour or a cousin. For that, he had to go abroad these days, to theatres and studios in Britain, France, America, and Italy, where his success had not been shackled yet with any intrusive fame.

  He wanted the applause and the bouquets, the prizes and the statu- ettes, the fees, but he’d enjoy, as well, some public anonymity. For one so fertile and flamboyant, for one so arrogant in

  costume, Felix Dern, the showman, was – offstage – surprisingly shy and timid. That was, in rising middle age, his major flaw, his main regret – and also his saving grace.




  He met Mouetta in the back room of the Habit Bar, the city’s best-kept secret – or so the newspapers and radio had been saying for a year or more. He was obliged to stop and be

  polite at one or two tables before he’d crossed the excited, overcrowded room to hers. The Habit Bar could always boast a celebrity or two, other than himself, particularly journalists and

  heroes of the left and particularly when there were protests and comrades to support across town by eating out in reckless solidarity. You’d never catch a politician there or someone

  ministerial or military, except in disguise, wired for gossip. Even the waiters and the chefs, it was claimed, were impeccably progressive. The meals were progressive, too. No boycott goods, no

  shed meat, no reactionary wines, no condescending sauces. The Habit was the place to come if you were on the left and indiscreet – and, incidentally, not hard up. Its motto should have been,

  according to the shanty-boys who touted for scraps and coins on the terrace outside, ‘One meal for the price of six’. Its nickname was the Debit Bar. And so its clientele were Debitors

  and not Habituals.




  Mouetta was not alone. Her cousin, Freda, was sitting opposite in Lix’s chair, her back against the room, but unmistakable – and dangerous. She shared an ancient, awkward history

  with Lix. Awkward for Mouetta, too. Her hair was up, of course, coiled and clipped in place by an ochre lavawood barrette. She had the longest neck and the heaviest earrings in the Debit, and that,

  for such a restaurant where short-necked diners were a rarity and jewellery was always immodest, was quite a boast.




  Lix had been wondering all evening, even as he laboured through the Molière, his thirty-eighth performance of the play, what Mouetta might be wearing for their anniversary. For him. A

  skirt or dress, not trousers, if there was a god. And buttons down the front. And musky, ancient perfume as a sign that she had not forgotten what the night might signify. But now, as he excused

  himself a passage past the backs of diners’ chairs, through smoke, through kitchen smells, through wine-induced curses against the army, banks, and Church, he could not take his eyes off that

  long, cousin’s neck and when he did – he shamed himself with his disloyalty, with his nostalgia, perhaps – it was only to look down beyond her chest, her modest chest, into her

  lap where her fine hands were crossed and resting on, of course, what else?, her uniform: a loose black skirt.




  IT WAS A photojournalist with Life magazine who, in 1979, when Lix was in his first term at the theatre academy, came up with the phrase the City

  of Kisses to replace the more alluring, truer title given us by Rousseau, the City of Balconies. That was the year of khaki skirts and tunic tops, when all the brighter girls were feminist, and

  rudely militant in bed. The photographer was one of fifty, sent to Fifty Cities of the World, to record the flavour of the place on one particular Sunday. His picture essay concentrated on our

  city’s better-looking girls – and all of them were kissing. A boyfriend kissed, full on the mouth. A girlfriend chastely kissed in greeting from behind on the high loop of her ponytail.

  A grandma blessed by her granddaughter’s lips. A teenage mother with a child. A puppy kissed. A couple kissing at the swimming-pool, their hair like weed. It was a city doing little else but

  kiss, you’d think. In a way, that is exactly how it was that year. But, famously, the photograph that truly caught the spirit of the place, so Life would claim, the photograph that

  sold countless posters and, for several years, was responsible for packed hotels and the resurrection of our red-light district, was taken at the Debit Bar. A woman in a Cuban beret applying

  lipstick to a glass of wine with her red mouth. Reflected in the glass, two men, their own mouths gaping and both encircled by the kiss.




  Life could, of course, have photographed this essay anywhere. They kiss in Rome and Paris, too. They kiss in Tokyo. The whole world osculates. Yet this was public kissing, and unusual for

  us. That was the year the post-war ban on all public demonstrations of affection, even in the theatre, was lifted. Using your lips became the simple evidence of progress. We all made up for those

  lost opportunities. We had the kisses that our parents missed. That was the year, indeed, when Lix first kissed in earnest – and inadvertently provided us with his first child.




  There was still a framed copy of the original Lipstick poster in the lobby of the Debit on the night of Lix and Mouetta’s anniversary, the first evening of the riots when interest rates

  seemed so much more relevant than kissing. Lix did not perform his usual playful pout for it when, a minute after midnight, he left the bar. He was exasperated. His wife and her cousin had

  sabotaged their anniversary. He’d planned a little hand-holding, some eye-contact, some drinks, a light exciting meal, no garlic certainly (actors and lovers should not be

  ‘cloven-mouthed’). He’d hoped that he and Mouetta would go home to bed quite soon. Well, not ‘to bed’, perhaps, but somewhere on the way to bed. The car. The hall. The

  study couch. The stairs? The stairs had always seemed a tantalizing possibility.




  HIS EVENING on stage had been, as usual, both stressful and arousing: the uncritically approving dimwit audience in their subsidized seats, the dressing

  up, the liberties that actors take, the swish and odour of the actresses had been a stimulant. The fear of ‘drying and dying’ mid-speech provided the anxiety. As did (more recently) a

  shaking hand, which, his doctor had assured him with the backing of some tests, was not early-onset Parkinson’s as he had feared (or ‘toper’s wobble’, as one gossip

  columnist had suggested) but simply nerves. Late-onset stage fright.




  That evening Lix’s tremor had been especially undermining. Tartuffe had held a very shaky book, and then had spilled a glass of wine. Lix was infuriated with himself. He needed to unwind.

  He was, of course, still partly in character even though the shaking had disappeared the moment the curtains closed. An immersion actor such as Lix cannot shuck off the emotional raiments of a play

  as easily as he can shed the costume. Performance always leaves its mark, for an hour or two at least. Indeed, the remains of Tartuffe’s florid Pan Stik pink make-up could be seen, if you

  were close enough, in his eyebrows and his sideboards.




  As usual, that night he’d had to kiss his leading lady twice on stage: Tartuffe seducing sweet Elmire within the text, but also Lix playacting with a colleague unjustly famous for her love

  affairs. Stage-kissing, obviously. Dry lips. He always relished it, however, the smell and taste of her (make-up, brandy, perspiration, cigarettes, cologne), the enticing possibility that one night

  their kisses might turn wet. Lix had seduction in mind. So already he had fixed his hopes on Mouetta and on stairs, the view they offered as his wife preceded him, the urgent discomfort that they

  promised any couple mad enough, inflamed enough to pause and kiss. He’d spent the evening scheming their impromptu, corrugated sex.




  Freda, though, had other plans for him, for them. One of her students at the Human Science Academy (‘an activist and very, very dear to me’) had been ‘listed’ in the

  morning papers, with a photograph and phone numbers to contact with ‘rewardable’ information on his whereabouts. He was, they claimed, ‘a firebrand leader of the SNRM, already

  known to the civil authorities’.




  ‘He’s such a little innocent,’ she said, delighted with her protégé, a young man younger even than her own son, George. ‘He printed up some leaflets and

  some posters, that’s all. And damaged cars. Perhaps he’s been a little wild. He’s hardly broken any laws, but still …’ The police would find him if he went back to

  his lodgings, she explained, and, depending on the level of their ‘vicious inefficiency’, would either teach him manners there and then or take him to the barracks yard where bright and

  pretty faces such as his were routinely ‘spoiled’. Both Mouetta and her cousin stole a glance at Lix’s cherry stain.




  ‘He’s in my office now. He’s hiding underneath my desk, poor little man,’ Freda said. She could not stop the sudden smile, the crossing and uncrossing of her legs.

  ‘But obviously he can’t stay there.’ She put her slender hand on Mouetta’s arm, and sighed. Bad theatre.




  Lix did his best to avoid Freda’s eye. He hadn’t looked her in the eye for years, and with good cause. He did not want to nod, or laugh, or match her sigh with a more ironic one of

  his own. He was just hoping that he could avoid the implications of the ‘little man’ hiding underneath her desk. That phrase, ‘But obviously he can’t stay there’,

  could ruin everything. Freda’s always organizing her revenge, he thought. She still distrusted, even hated him – and with good cause again. He acted sudden, ironic interest in

  the wine label, a scene he’d played before to great effect in his third film, Full Swing. He was not as calm as he appeared. What actor ever is? Unless he got lucky, his anniversary

  – just like the student’s face – would be ‘spoiled’, no doubt of it.




  Lix should, he knew, speak up at once, or all was lost. Freda frightened him. Too tough and beautiful and challenging. His cock never failed to stir itself for her. Even now, with

  Mouetta’s hand across his shoulder, he could not contemplate the student hiding underneath Freda’s desk without his cock lengthening, without jealously recasting the scene with himself,

  his younger self, as the protagonist: an armed policeman standing at the open office door, a seated Freda blushing, innocent, her elbows resting on her desk, her earrings swinging, catching lights,

  the listed student (Felix Dern, as ever, in the leading role) bunched up in the many folds of her black skirt, the audience not knowing whether this was comedy or tragedy or when the kissing

  – or the beatings – might begin. Good theatre.




  Avoiding eye-contact, however, and dreaming the impossible provided no escape. ‘My little firebrand needs your help,’ Freda had already told Mouetta during Molière’s and

  Lix’s final act. And Mouetta had already agreed to offer the sanctuary of their study couch for a week or so, until it was safe to drive the student out of town, until … No one knew

  the sequel to ‘until’ in those extraordinary times.




  ‘What’s wrong with your place, Freda?’ Lix asked, finally. ‘You’ve got a couch to spare while George is in America, I’m sure. He can even sleep underneath

  your bed, with the cats.’ Now he was looking at her, his leading lady for this scene, looking at her piled-up hair, her speckled throat, the clothy, hammock neckline of her top, imagining how

  he might stage a kiss with her. ‘This fellow’s very, very dear to you, you say.’ His mimicry was faultless.




  Freda, though, would not respond. She had no sympathy for Lix. How dare he even mention George? Was he inviting trouble? She smiled at him, an icy smile that said, ‘Do as I want. Otherwise

  Mouetta will be reminded yet again of what she has so determinedly forgotten or ignored, exactly what went on between us, twenty-five years ago when we were undergraduates ourselves. When I was

  carrying your child. When you were truly dangerous to know.’




  She stretched her neck away from him. She’d let him talk. She’d let him puff and blow. She only paid attention once he’d dutifully proclaimed his list of predictable objections

  – the risk (for him), the inconvenience (for him) – and was prepared to accept what had already been agreed behind his back. There was no need to repeat herself for Lix. He was a

  spouter nowadays, not a sympathetic listener. Not an activist. She’d already explained herself to her cousin, how her own office and apartment at the Academy were ‘always’ being

  visited by police. Unlike Mouetta, a newcomer who’d ‘married in’ two years before, she’d been a citizen of this ‘infuriating’ town since her own student days.

  She was a well-known dissident, a ‘bit of a firebrand’ herself. While Lix, born in the town forty-seven years before, despite his posturing, was not – not now, at least – a

  threat to anyone. The celebrated Lix would not be visited by police, not in a thousand years. His study couch would be the safest refuge in the town. Saving this brave ‘boy’ (Lix winced

  at her transparent use of words: a cut, an edit, please!) would be a simple matter, then. They’d drive in to the campus, pick the hero up, and take him home to share their anniversary.




  So Lix, defeated, left the Debit Bar, not hand in hand with Mouetta as he had planned, but as one of an ill-at-ease threesome and without a suggestion of any intimacy between them. They could be

  mistaken for little more than casual, frosty friends. The actor, naturally, looked grander and crosser and more thwarted than the other two, but then men always do, actors or not. They are Pierrots

  by nature. Smiling is for Columbines.




  Lix was too irritated – and alarmed (for he was no longer an adventurous man) – even to acknowledge the greetings and congratulations from a couple who had seen his performance, on

  stage, that evening, a couple who had witnessed his dry kissing and his tremor from the balcony. He contemplated having Freda’s callow lodger, callow lover, in his house. Her

  ‘boy’. A week or so, she’d said. That meant three months minimum. A stranger in the frying pan. His egg with theirs. The staircase always busy with the sound of running feet. The

  sound of running taps. Worse even than the alternate weekends when his acknowledged children came to stay, descended on his house and his routines, his two adolescent boys, Lech and Karol (the

  products of his first marriage), and four-year-old Rosa (the unplanned fruit of a short, bizarre, and punishing liaison not quite before he’d met Mouetta). At least their running feet were

  known and loved. For, yes, despite the evidence so far, the selfishness, the sexual jealousy, the lack of courage, the peevishness on this night of their anniversary, theirs was a house of love.

  Lix, for all his faults, for all his fickleness, was capable of love. He had been thwarted, though, on this occasion, by the unforgiving first love, second conquest of his life.




  As it happened, luck was on his side.




  The rain was heavy now, disabling and hostile. It beat out its cacophonies on cars and roofs. The police had had to set up shop beneath the water-sagging canopies on the bar’s terrace and

  were painstakingly checking the identities of anyone who dared to enter or to leave. Their mood was volatile, resentful, tired. They’d welcome the chance – were it not for the

  journalists present – to burst inside to tip some tables over and to crack some heads. The Debit’s clientele was just the sort they hated most. Toffee-nosed and smart-arsed liberals

  with cash to spare, their lives ring-fenced by bank accounts abroad and properties at home. Provoking women with skin like confirmation cups and catwalk clothes. Men who never had to take the tram,

  or wear a shirt for three shifts in a row, or work – as they themselves were working now – after midnight, in the rain, for wages that were ‘held up’ by the bank. A daylight

  robbery. Imagine how the Debitors’ blood would decorate the fancy tablecloths, or how dramatically those clever, brittle heads would bruise and crack if only someone with a bit of spirit and

  imagination in the government would give permission for the patriots to proceed. They wanted their revenge for having to be dutiful when everyone else was having fun, for having to be young and

  unimportant, for being dull and out of place.




  Their corporal, a towny boy though not this town, made a corridor of tables through which Debitors must pass. His comrades crowded round to take offence. Now here was someone that they

  recognized and did not like. Not Lix. They hadn’t seen him yet. But Freda. ‘Freedom Freda’. The firebrand lecturer whose rants they’d had to endure at far too many public

  meetings, in far too many television interviews. A critic of the army and the police, indeed. There was no mistaking this giraffe. She was a handsome woman, tall and set, to use the current

  phrase. Frisking her and requiring her to stretch her arms above her head, her fine teeth biting on her documents, was a duty and a luxury. Even Lix could see what satisfaction it was providing

  them, could sympathize with their wide eyes, their gaping mouths, caused just as much by how she looked as what she was saying (for she could still create a din, could shout and curse, through her

  clenched teeth). They’d never heard such legal threats, such posturing, such statements of intent, such growls. They’d never detained such hair before, such long and capable arms, so

  willowy a neck, such arrogance, such heavy fabric in the dress, so hectoring a voice. And what good luck! The woman was not carrying an up-to-date ID with her. She’d not renewed. On a point

  of principle, she said. Well, on another point of principle, a legal principle, the corporal had no alternative but to send her to the barracks for some questioning. If only she would show a little

  more respect and quieten down, then possibly they would allow her to be taken there ‘without handcuffs’. The policemen looked, and smiled, at Freda’s narrow wrists, her bangles

  and her amulets. A pair of extra cuffs would finish her.




  What none of the policemen or Lix had spotted was the sudden transfer, just before Freda’s hands were raised, of her shoulder bag to Mouetta. So he was baffled and relieved when rather

  than arguing for her cousin’s immediate release, as he expected, as she was prone to do, his normally plucky wife simply took his arm and, without a glance back or a word of farewell, steered

  him through the uniforms, across the terrace, and out into the driving rain. No one tried to stop him, obviously. Too familiar. He was starring every Tuesday night in Doctor D on Channel

  V&N. He was in the advert for Boulevard Liqueur. He’d won a celebrated Master’s Medal for his solo version of Don Juan. He’d gone to Hollywood, appeared in several

  films, and come back almost undefiled. He’d even had success as a singer: his Hand Baggage, ‘The Travelogue of Songs’, recorded fourteen years before, was selling still. He

  was, as Freda had made clear ten minutes earlier, a threat to nobody.




  The car – their large but unpretentious grey Panache saloon, perfect for the family with adolescents – was parked behind the theatre, a leisurely five-minute walk on any other night.

  But it was far too wet for leisure and they were far too fearful. Fearful for Freda, of course, but also for themselves. Her shoulder bag was dangerous. What might it hold? And fractious men in

  uniform are always frightening. Any second now and they might hear beyond the clatter of the rain the sound of running boots, the cliché call for them to stop and raise their hands. So Lix

  and Mouetta didn’t speak as they hurried through the rain, encountering what everybody knows but needs reminding of, that speed is no protection from a storm. He ran ahead of her to open up

  the car but both of them were sopping and sobered by the time they’d slammed shut the doors. For a few moments, the smell of drenched clothes was stronger than the seat leather, even, richer

  than the perfume and the gasoline.




  Mouetta – wet – looked flushed and beautiful, Lix thought. Why hadn’t he noticed before how much trouble she had gone to to be attractive for him on their anniversary? A bluish

  calf-length skirt, a favourite blouse he had brought her from LA, front buttons even, that pretty necklace a child might wear. Cousin Freda, the radical, had blinded him, had shouldered out his

  wife. She always did. She always had. There’s something deadening about the vivacious company of prettier and older cousins.




  Mouetta was a sort of beauty too, although a quieter sort, not theatrical but … well, homely was an unfair word. Unaffected, perhaps. Contained. She was the kind

  – and this was cruel – whose company was supportive rather than flattering. She’d only turn the heads of wiser men. But now that she was wet and dramatized by their short run, her

  beauty seemed enhanced, her perfumes activated by the rain, her hair shining like someone found soaked and streaming in the shower room, her blouse and skin a clinging unity. He should have been

  thinking of Freda, her arrest, what they should do for her release, their duties as citizens and their obligations as radicals. But he was not.




  ‘What now?’ he asked. They hadn’t had sex in the car for months.




  ‘We’ve got the keys to Freda’s office,’ she replied. She held up the shoulder bag. ‘We’ll get the guy. And then we’ll have to find Freda a lawyer

  …’




  ‘Don’t worry about Freda. They’ll let her out in the morning. She’ll dine off this for years. “My night in chains, et cetera”!’




  ‘Don’t be small-minded, Lix. What’s done is done.’ She meant that both of them should always do their best to bury the embarrassment of George’s provenance.

  ‘What would the world be like without its Fredas?’




  ‘A lot less complicated.’ Lix was blushing, not inexplicably. This was not a good time for an argument.




  ‘We still have to get her guy,’ Mouetta said.




  ‘Forget the guy!’ He touched her wrist. He had the sense, though, not to put his hand onto her leg and not to ask for what he wanted most, a kiss. Not heroism, but a kiss. A kiss

  inebriated by the rain. A wet, wet kiss. ‘Can’t we just forget the guy?’




  ‘Just drive,’ she said. She never knew – or, at least, she preferred not to know – when Lix was being serious. Or when her irritation with her husband was

  unreasonable.




  The streets, of course, were busier than you’d expect on such a night, at such an hour. In addition to the men in uniform, causing trouble where they could, and the remaining groups of

  demonstrators, there were civilians sheltering in the arcades and the bars, unable to get home or prevented by the road and pavement blocks and by the weather from reaching their cars. The trams

  and transit buses were not running: services suspended by order of the civic police. Taxis were not allowed into the central zones. You either had to walk or shelter from the rain or beg a bed from

  someone you knew downtown or end up as a bludgeoned passenger inside an army bus. Even those who’d reached their cars were being turned back at the Circular and were obliged to park up for

  the night until restrictions had been lifted. For once, the city was not dull. It was dangerous. Young men are always dangerous.




  Lix crossed the river by the only open route, Deliverance Bridge, and drove round the park on Navigation Island through stands of tarbony trees and ornamental shrubs, through puddles, ankle

  deep, which dramatically accessorized his car with arched, silver spoilers of rainwater, until he reached the second bridge, which still allowed some access to the river’s eastern banks.

  Beyond the bridge, the traffic was at a standstill. Even those drivers who had tried to reverse onto the pavements or turn back towards the old town’s centre were gridlocked. Beyond the

  traffic was the Academy and Freda’s office and Freda’s sanctuary desk.




  ‘We’ll not get home, you realize,’ Lix said. ‘They’re not letting anybody through.’




  ‘They always let you through.’




  As it happened Mouetta was wrong, or so it appeared. All the city campuses were closed to traffic, even to the stars of stage and television, it seemed. Militia volunteers, always the last to be

  deployed and the most unyielding, were squeezing through the traffic, ordering drivers from their cars and searching them, both the drivers and the cars. No permissions asked, no explanations

  given, no patience or civility. They were determined to enjoy themselves. You had either to stand and lose your dignity or argue and lose your liberty – that mischievous predicament, as old

  as humankind. You had to count yourself as lucky, as bags were emptied onto seats and trunks were opened for evidence of insurrection – a box of matches, say, a couple of leaflets, a fruit

  knife – that on this occasion the men had not been issued with their electric cattle prods. Pedestrians, mostly students trying to return to their dorms, were being turned back. They could

  either spend the night outside or, if they protested, or seemed too smart and arrogant, a wooden bed could be arranged for them in some dark cell. A thorough drenching would be good for them, as

  would a taste of prison life. Then they’d be ‘graduates’ indeed! They had the choice: clear off or they’d matriculate in Practical Cell Studies.




  Lix raised and stretched his arms as he was instructed and let two of the young men search his pockets and his waistband and check his ID card. Unlike the other women travellers, Mouetta had not

  been summoned from the car. She took this as a promising sign that yet again her husband’s public gift was making life easy for them. She hated it, this privilege, but she was grateful as

  well. She watched her husband through the hand-jive of the windscreen wipers, waiting for the look of recognition on the volunteers’ faces and the invitation to go ahead.




  The man who asked Lix to raise his hands did not proceed with his interrogation for very long. Nor was their car searched. Nor were they required to unlock the tailgate. This, then, this rescue

  bid, thought Mouetta, would be a simple matter, though alarming in ways that she found inexplicably stirring. Her heart was jumping like a pan-fried pea. Yes, she was stimulated by the thought of

  having a young man about the house, a young man needing to be saved. This would be her contribution to the night, her solidarity – to steal a ‘wild and innocent’ suspect,

  ‘known to the authorities’, from underneath the very snobbish, star-struck noses of the police.




  Indeed, her husband had been recognized. She could tell by the way he stood, by the laughter, by the parting handshake, by the way a route was being cleared for them. There was no danger, then.

  They’d not be caught. They could simply drive into the car park underneath the Academy, take the elevator to the seventh floor where Freda’s office was, and do their good deed for the

  night. She could imagine the young man – painfully idealistic, sweet to look at, awkward, grateful, very scared. They could curl him up beneath the car rugs in the back and drive home through

  all the blocks and barricades, untouched and undelayed, because her Lix, her acting man, would have the passport of a famous face, would have the visa of a celebrated birthmark stamped onto his

  cheek. Then, when they were home, in their quiet cul-de-sac with its unprying neighbours, she’d make a fuss of that young man. Find towels, a spare toothbrush, some underwear. She’d

  cook for him at night, while Lix was at the theatre. She’d let him have the freedom of the house. She had to smile. The very thought of it. She could provide a sanctuary for both of them.




  Mouetta was hospitable and motherly, two undervalued attributes, these days. Taking care of people was her public gift. One day, please god, she’d have a child. At thirty-nine she wanted

  very much to have a child. She’d soon be passing through the Great Stone Gate of forty, beyond which were towns and villages without babies. Stepmothering was not enough for her. Though she

  was very fond of George, and Lix’s children from his first marriage and the ‘intervening’ four-year-old (she loved all but one of them, in fact), they were not hers, not

  flesh and blood and bone. As anyone with half an eye could tell. Neither was the student hers, of course. But, then, he wasn’t Lix’s either, and that made a difference.

  She’d drive this student mad with care as soon as her husband returned to the car and they were summoned to proceed.
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