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For David Royle





Her Telepathic-Station transmits thought-waves

the second rate, the bored, the disappointed,

and any of us when tired or uneasy,

are tuned to receive.



So, though unlisted in atlas or phone-book,

Her Garden is easy to find. In no time

one reaches the gate over which is written

large: MAKE LOVE NOT WAR.



*



She does not brutalise Her victims (beasts could

bite or bolt), She simplifies them to flowers,

sessile fatalists who don’t mind and only

can talk to themselves.



All but a privileged Few, the elite She

guides to Her secret citadel, the Tower

where a laugh is forbidden and DO HARM AS

THOU WILT is the Law.



Dear little not-so-innocents, beware of

Old Grandmother Spider; rump her endearments.

She’s not quite as nice as She looks, nor you quite

as tough as you think.

From W.H. Auden, ‘Circe’



La Nature n’a qu’une voix, dites-vous, qui parle à tous les hommes. Pourquoi donc que ces hommes pensent différemment? Tout, d’après cela, devait être unanime et d’accord, et cet accord ne sera jamais pour l’anthropophagie.

Mme de Sade, Letter to her husband.

I fear we are not getting rid of God because we still believe in grammar.

Nietzsche
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It might begin:



The thrush has his anvil or altar on one fallen stone in a heap, gold and grey, roughly squared and shaped, hot in the sun and mossy in the shade. The massive rubble is in a clearing on a high hill. Below is the canopy of the forest. There is a spring, of course, and a little river flowing from it.

The thrush appears to be listening to the earth. In fact he is looking, with his sideways stare, for his secret prey in the grass, in the fallen leaves. He stabs, he pierces, he carries the shell with its soft centre to his stone. He lifts the shell, he cracks it down. He repeats. He repeats. He extracts the bruised flesh, he sips, he juggles, he swallows. His throat ripples. He sings. His song is liquid syllables, short cries, serial trills. His feathers gleam, creamy and brown-spotted. He repeats. He repeats.



Characters are carved on the stones. Maybe runes, maybe cuneiform, maybe ideograms of a bird’s eye or a creature walking, or pricking spears and hatchets. Here are broken alphabets, α and ∞, C and T, A and G. Round the stones are the broken shells, helical whorls like empty ears in which no hammer beats on no anvil. They nestle. Their sound is brittle. Their lips are pure white (Helix hortensis) and shining black (Helix nemoralis). They are striped and coiled, gold, rose, chalk, umber, they rattle together as the quick bird steps among them. In the stones are the coiled remains of their congeners, millions of years old.



The thrush sings his limited lovely notes. He stands on the stone, which we call his anvil or altar, and repeats his song. Why does his song give us such pleasure?




I

Or it might begin with Hugh Pink, walking in Laidley Woods in Herefordshire in the autumn of 1964. The woods are mostly virgin woodland, crowded between mountainsides, but Hugh Pink is walking along an avenue of ancient yews, stretched darkly over hills and across valleys.

His thoughts buzz round him like a cloud of insects, of varying colours, sizes and liveliness. He thinks about the poem he is writing, a rich red, honeycomb of a poem about a pomegranate, and he thinks about how to make a living. He does not like teaching in schools, but that is how he has recently made some sort ofliving, and he reconstructs the smells of chalk and ink and boys, the noise of corridors and tumult, amongst the dark trees. The wood floor smells pungent and rotting. He thinks of Rupert Parrott, the publisher, who might pay him to read manuscripts. He does not think he will pay much, but it might be enough. He thinks of the blooded pink jelly of pomegranates, of the word, pomegranate, round and spicy. He thinks of Persephone and is moved by the automatic power of the myth and then repelled by caution. The myth is too big, too easy, too much for his pomegranate. He must be oblique. Why is there this necessity, now, to be oblique? He thinks of Persephone as he used to imagine her when he was a boy, a young white girl in a dark cavern, before a black table, with a gold plate containing a heap of seeds. He had supposed the six seeds she ate were dry seeds, when he was a boy, and had never seen a pomegranate. Her head is bowed, her hair is pale gold. She knows she should not eat, and eats. Why? It is not a question you can ask. The story compels her to eat. As he thinks, his eyes take in the woods, brambles and saplings, flaming spindle-berries and gleaming holly leaves. He thinks that he will remember Persephone and holly, and suddenly sees that the soft quadruple rosy seed of the spindle is not unlike the packed seeds of the pomegranate. He thinks about spindles, touches on Sleeping Beauty and her pricked finger, goes back to Persephone, dreaming girls who have eaten forbidden bloody seeds. Not the poem he is writing. His poem is about fruit flesh. His feet make a regular rhythm on fallen needles and the blanket of soft decay. He will remember the trees for the images in his mind’s eye, and the images for the trees. The brain does all sorts of work, Hugh Pink thinks. Why does it do this sort, so well, so luxuriously?

At the end of the ride, when he comes to it, is a stile. Beyond the stile are rough fields and hedges. On the other side of the stile are a woman and a child, standing quietly. The woman is wearing country clothes, jodhpurs, boots, a hacking jacket. She has a green headsquare knotted under her chin, in the style of the Queen and her royal sister. She leans on the fence, without putting her weight on it, looking into the wood. The child, partly obscured by the steps of the stile, appears to be clinging to the leg of the woman, both of whose arms are on the top bar of the fence.

They do not move as Hugh Pink approaches. He decides to strike off himself, into a shady path on his left. Then she calls his name.

‘Hugh Pink? Hugh Pink. Hugh –’

He does not recognise her. She is in the wrong clothes, in the wrong place, at the wrong time. She is helping the child on to the stile. Her movements are brisk and awkward, and this reminds him. The child stands on the top step, balancing with one hand on her shoulder.

‘Frederica –’ says Hugh Pink.

He is about to add her old surname, and stops. He knows she is married. He remembers the buzz of furious gossip and chatter at the time of this marriage. Someone nobody knew, they had said, they had complained, none of her old friends, a stranger, a dark horse. No one was invited to the wedding, none of her university lovers or gossips, they had found out purely by chance, she had suddenly vanished, or so they told each other, with variants, with embellishments. It was put about that this man kept her more or less locked up, more or less incommunicado, in a moated grange, would you believe, in the country, in outer darkness. There had been something else, some disaster, a death, a death in the family, more or less at the same time, which was said to have changed Frederica, utterly changed her, they said. She is very changed, everyone was saying, you would hardly know her. Hugh was on his way to Madrid at this time, trying to see if poetry and making a living could be done in that city. He had once been in love with Frederica, and in Madrid had fallen in love with a silent Swedish girl. Also he had liked Frederica, but had lost her, had lost touch, because love always came before and confounded liking, which is regrettable. His memories of Frederica are confused by memories of his own embarrassment and memories of Sigrid, and of that embarrassment.

It is true that she is changed. She is dressed for hunting. But she no longer looks like a huntress.

‘Frederica,’ says Hugh Pink.

‘This is Leo,’ says Frederica. ‘My son.’

The boy’s look, inside his blue hood, is unsmiling. He has Frederica’s red hair, two or three shades darker. He has large dark brown eyes, under heavy dark brows.

‘This is Hugh Pink. One of my old friends.’ Leo continues to stare at Hugh, at the wood. He does not speak.



Or it might begin in the crypt of St Simeon’s Church, not far from King’s Cross, at the same time on the same day.

Daniel Orton sits on a slowly rotating black chair, constrained by a twisted telephone wire. Round and back. His ear is hot with electric words that filter through the black shell he holds to his head. He listens, frowning.

‘I say I’m completely shut in you know I say I say I say I don’t get up off my butt and go out of this room any more I can’t seem to get up the force I ought to try it’s silly really but what’s the point I say I say I say if I did get out there they’d all stomp on me I’d be underfoot in no time it isn’t safe I say I say I say are you there are you listening do you give a damn is there anyone at all on the end of this line I say I say.’

‘Yes there’s someone. Tell me where you want to go. Tell me why you’re afraid to go out.’

‘I don’t need to go nowhere no one needs me there’s no need that’s why oh what’s the point? Are you still there?’

‘ I ’m here.’



The crypt is dark and solid. There are three telephones, set round the base of a pillar, in plywood cubicles soundproofed with a honeycomb of egg-boxes. The other two telephones are unmanned. There is a small blue and white jug of anemones in Daniel’s cubicle. Two are open, a white and a dark crimson with a centre full of soft black spikes and black powder. There are unopened blue and red ones, bright inside colours hidden under fur, steel-blue and soft pink-grey, above the ruffs of leaves. Over each telephone is a text, done in good amateur calligraphy. Daniel’s says.



So likewise ye, except ye utter by the tongue words easy to be understood, how shall it be known what is spoken? For ye shall speak into the air.

There are, it may be, so many kinds of voices in the world, and none of them is without signification.

Therefore if I know not the meaning of the voice, I shall be unto him that speaketh a barbarian, and he that speaketh shall be a barbarian unto me. I Corinthians 14:9–11



The second phone rings. Daniel has to decide to disengage from the first caller. Someone else should be there, but even saints can be tardy.

‘Help me.’

‘If I can.’

‘Help me.’

‘I hope I can.’

‘I’ve done wrong.’

‘Tell me, I’ll listen.’

Silence.

‘I’m here simply to listen. You can tell me anything. That’s what I’m for.’

‘I can’t. I don’t think I can. I made a mistake, I’m sorry, I’ll go.’

‘Don’t go. It might help you to tell me.’

He is a man playing a hooked creature in the dark depths on a long dark line. It gasps and twists.

‘I had to get out, you see. I had to get out. I thought I had to get out. Every day that was what I thought.’

‘Many of us do.’

‘But we don’t – but we don’t – do what I did.’

‘Tell me. I’ll simply listen.’

‘I’ve not told anybody. Not for a whole year, a whole year is probably what it is, I’ve lost count. It might kill me to tell anyone, I might just be – nothing, I am nothing.’

‘No. You are not nothing. Tell me how you got out.’

‘I was making the kiddies’ tea. They were lovely kids, they were –’

Tears, hectic gulps.

‘Your own kids?’

‘Yes.’ In a whisper. ‘I was just making bread and butter. I had this big knife. This sharp big knife.’

Daniel’s spine stiffens. He has taught himself not to make imaginary faces or places for the voices; that has led to errors; he unmakes a cramped kitchen, a tight-lipped face.

‘And?’ he says.

‘I don’t know what come over me. I stood and just looked at everything, the bread, and the butter, and the cooker, and the dirty dishes, and that knife, and I just became someone else.’

‘And?’

‘And I put down the knife, and I didn’t say anything, I just went and got my coat and my handbag, I didn’t even say, “I’m just going out for a minute or two,” I just went out of the front door quietly and shut it behind me. And I went on walking a long time. And. And I never went back. The little one was in his high-chair. He might have fallen over or anything might have happened. I just never went back.’

‘Did you get in touch after? With your husband? Do you have a husband?’

‘I did, yes. I do have a husband I suppose. I didn’t get in touch. No. I couldn’t. You see I couldn’t.’

‘Do you want me to help you to get in touch?’

‘No.’ Quickly. ‘No, no, no, no, no. I’d die, I’d die. I’ve done wrong. I’ve done terrible wrong.’

‘Yes,’ says Daniel. ‘But I wouldn’t say it couldn’t be helped.’

‘I’ve said it now. Thank you. I think I’ll go now.’

‘I think I can help, I think you need help –’

‘I don’t know. I’ve done wrong. I’ll go.’



St Simeon’s is not in use as a parish church. It stands in a grimy courtyard, and has a heavy, square mediaeval tower, now surrounded by a bristling cage of scaffolding. The old church was enlarged in the eighteenth century and again in the nineteenth century, and was partly demolished by bombing in the Second World War. The Victorian nave was always too high and gaunt for its width, and this effect is emphasised by the fact that it has been only partly rebuilt, inside its old shell. It once had gaudy nineteenth-century stained glass, of no particular merit, depicting Noah’s Ark and the story of the Flood on one side, and the stories of the raising of Lazarus, the appearance of the risen Christ at Emmaus and the tongues of fire descending at Whitsuntide, on the other. All these windows were sucked in by bomb blasts, leaving heaps of brilliant blackened fragments strewn in the aisles. A devout glazier in the congregation undertook to rebuild the windows, after the war, using the broken lights, but he was not able, or even willing, to reconstitute the narratives as they had been. What he made was a coloured mosaic of purple and gold constellations, of rivers of grass-green and blood-red, of hummocks of burned amber and clouded, smoke-stained, once-clear glass. It was too sad, he told the Vicar, to put the pictures together all smashed, with gaping holes. He thought it should all be bright and cheerful, and added modern glass here and there, making something abstract yet suggestive, with faces of giraffes and peacocks and leopards staring at odd angles out of red drapery, with white wings divided by sea-blue and sky-blue, angels and antediluvian storks and doves mingling with pentecostal flames. The peaks of Mount Ararat balance on a heap of smoky rubble, amongst which are planks of the Ark at all angles. Dead Lazarus’s bound jaw has survived and one of his stiff white hands; both make a kind of wheel with the hand breaking bread at Emmaus and a hammering Ark-builder’s hand. Parts of the primal rainbow flash amongst blue and white wave-crests.



Virginia (Ginnie) Greenhill clatters down on high heels. She explains about late buses and bad-tempered queues. No problem, says Daniel. She offers him tea, shortbread, comfort. She has a sweet face, round, with round glasses resting on round pink cheeks and a mouth arched upwards. She settles in her own armchair – hers does not spin – and spreads out an expanse of complicated Fair Isle, oatmeal and emerald. Her needles click. Daniel is drowsy. His telephone rings.

‘Remember there is no God.’

‘So you have said before.’

‘And because there is no God, do as thou wilt shall be the whole of the law.’

‘So you have also said before.’

‘If you knew what that meant. If you really knew. You would not sound so complacent.’

‘I hope that is not how I sound.’

‘You sound stolid, you sound blinkered, you sound one-dimensional.’

‘You never let me say much, to sound anything.’

‘You are not supposed to mind that. You are supposed to listen to what I have to say to you.’

‘I do listen.’

‘I abuse you. You don’t respond. I can hear you turning your other cheek. You are a Christian parson or person. I waste your time. You waste your own time, since there is no God. Homo homini deus est, homo homini lupus est and you are the dog in the fable with his neck worn bare by the dog-collar, wouldn’t you agree?’

‘You want me to dislike you,’ says Daniel, carefully.

‘You do dislike me. I can hear it in your voice. I have heard it before. I tell you that God is dead, and you dislike me.’

‘I listen to you, God or no God.’

‘And you haven’t once told me I must be very unhappy, which is very clever of you, since I am not.’

‘I am reserving judgement,’ says Daniel grimly.

‘So just, so restrained, not a fool.’

‘The fool hath said in his heart, there is no God.’

‘So I am a fool?’

‘No. I just said that, because it seemed to fit. I couldn’t resist it. Count it unsaid, if you like.’

‘Do you wear a dog-collar?’

‘Under a thick jumper. Like many these days.’

‘Bonhomie. Anomie. I waste your time. I am a waste of time. I occupy your line with God when other fools stuffed with Seconal or dripping gore may be trying to get through.’

‘Just so.’

‘They are nothing, if there is no God.’

‘I’ll be the judge of that.’

‘It is my calling to call you and tell you there is no God. One day you will hear me, and understand what I say.’

‘You don’t know what I understand. You are making me up.’

‘I’ve riled you. You will learn – slowly, because you aren’t very bright – I go on until I have riled you, because it is your job, your calling, not to be riled, but in the end I can rile you. Aren’t you going to ask me why I need to rile you?’

‘No. I can ask myself. And I’m too riled. Satisfied?’

‘You think I am childish. I am not.’

‘I’m no expert in childishness.’

‘Ah, you are riled. I’ll go. Until next time.’

‘As you will,’ says Daniel, who is indeed riled.



‘Steelwire,’ says Ginny Greenhill. She has given this name to the death-of-God-monger, because of his voice, a clear BBC twang, a produced voice, plangent and metallic.

‘Steelwire,’ says Daniel. ‘He says he wants to rile me and he does. I can’t work out why he goes on calling.’

‘He won’t usually talk to me. It’s you he likes. He just tells me there is no God and rings off. I say, yes dear, or something inane, and he rings off. I’ve no idea if he’s upset, or malicious, or what. Down here, I suppose we are likely to over-react, to suspect someone who merely wants to rile you of being desperate, even if he isn’t. We see the underside of the world, I suppose.’

Her needles tap. Her voice is comfortable, like honey and toast. She is in her fifties, and unmarried. She does not invite questions about her private life. She once managed a corset shop, Daniel knows, and now lives perhaps off a small private income and a pension. She is a devout Christian and finds Steelwire harder to take than masturbators in phone-booths.



Canon Holly comes down the stairs as Ginnie Greenhill answers another call.

‘No, we’re here to help, whatever the problem, you might shock me of course, but I do doubt it –’

Canon Holly takes the third chair and watches Daniel write in the log.

4.15–4.29. Steelwire. There is no God, as usual. Daniel.



‘Any idea what he’s up to?’ The Canon inserts a cigarette into a cracked amber holder and puffs smoke towards Daniel. He moves around in a cloud of smoke-scent, like a bloater.

‘No,’ says Daniel. ‘Same message, same style. He set out to irritate, and did. It’s possible he’s really upset because there’s no God, or God is dead.’

‘Theological despair as a motive for suicide.’

‘It’s been known.’

‘Indeed.’

‘But I think he’s too gabby to be suicidal. I wonder what he does all day and night. He rings at all times.’

‘Time will reveal,’ says the Canon.

‘It doesn’t always,’ says Daniel, who has had one or two nasty experiences, hearing desperate voices subside into meaningless babble and the burring of an empty telephone, or rise more and more shrilly before the sudden severing of the link across the air.



Or it might begin with the beginning of the book that was to cause so much trouble, but was then only scribbled heaps of notes, and a swarm of scenes, imagined and re-imagined.



Chapter I Of the Foundation of Babbletower

[image: ] When the blissful dawn of the Revolution had darkened to the red light of Terror, when the paving stones of the city shifted on flesh and oozed blood in their interstices, when the streaming blade rose and fell busily all day and the thick sweet smell of butchery flared in all men’s nostrils, a small band of free spirits left the City separately, at night, in haste and secrecy. They wore various well-studied disguises, and had made their preparations well in advance, sending supplies secretly and ordering horses and carriages to be made ready at lonely farms, by those they could trust – for there was trust in some, even in those dark days. When they were gathered in the farmyard they seemed a ramshackle crew of rusty surgeons and filthy beggars, stolid peasants and milkmaids. In the farmyard those who seemed to be the leaders, or at least in charge of the plan of action, described the coming journey, across plains and through forests, always skirting large towns and villages, as far as the border of the land, where they would cross into a neighbouring mountainous country and make their way to the hidden valley, beyond the white-capped fangs of the mountains, where one of their number, Culvert, had a sequestered property, La Tour Bruyarde, which could be reached only across a narrow wooden bridge between two lines of peaks, across a dark and lifeless chasm.

They must travel fast, and circumspectly, never trusting anyone they met on the road, save certain helpers at posting stages, and in certain lonely inns, and hamlets, who could be recognised by certain secret signs, a blue flower at a certain angle in the hatband, an eagle feather in a tuft of cock feathers. If they all came safely to their destination – as it was most vigorously to be hoped they would – they would be able to set up their own small society in true freedom, far from rhetoric, fanaticism and Terror.

So they travelled, through a press of dangers and menaces which will not be recounted here, but left to the imagination, for this story concerns itself, not with the troubled world they left behind, but with the new world they meant so hopefully to build, if not for all men, since that hope had failed, then for these select few.

They did not all arrive. Two young men were caught by the military and pressed into the Army, from which they had much ado to escape a year later. One old man was knifed by an older woman as he rested in his sweat in a ditch, and closed his eyes for sheer weariness. Three young women were caught and raped by a rabble of peasants, though they were well disguised as pox-ridden crones. When their young, smooth flesh was discovered under their artfully tattered clothing, they were raped again for their deceitfulness, and again for their sweetness and softness, and yet again, upon compulsion, so that they no longer had force to beg for mercy or tears to run down their blubbered cheeks, and then again, and so they died, of suffocation, of fear, of despair, who knows, or who knows if they thought it a merciful release. Their fate was never known by those more fortunate who came to the hidden tower, though rumours of it were rife on the roads. But in those days, so many were undone, these deaths were not remarkable.



The group who gathered on the crest of Mount Clytie, before making the crossing on the wooden bridge, might fairly have been thought remarkable. They were mud-stained and dishevelled, thinner after the privations of their journey, but full of vigour, their blood beating fiercely with renewed hope. They could not see La Tour Bruyarde (only one of the names of the place) from where they stood, but they were assured by their leader that once across the Bridge and over the last natural bastion, they would behold a possible site for an earthly Paradise, a plain watered by swift streams and meandering brooks, in which was a wooded Mount or Mound on which stood their new home, on a site where his own family, throughout the ages, had always had a fortress-retreat.

This leader, though of noble birth, went by the name of Culvert, since it was a condition of their society that their names should be newly chosen, to signify relinquishment of the old world, and new beginnings in the new. His chief companion was the Lady Roseace. They were a beautiful pair, in the first strength of confident manhood and womanhood. Culvert was above the common height, broad shouldered but lithe; he wore his hair, which was black and gleaming, longer than was fashionable, and it fell in great negligent tresses on his shoulders. His face was strong and smiling, with a full red mouth, both firm and sensuous, and dark eyes under decisive brows. Roseace was slender but full-breasted, and pressed her saddle with firm but ample buttocks. Her hair was also worn freely over her shoulders, though she had only considered it safe to release it from her hood since they came to the summit of Mount Clytie, and she now tossed her head a little from sheer pleasure at the breezy clarity of the air and the empty spaces of rock, snow, and green vegetation spread below her. Her face was thoughtful and imperious, her lips firmly arched and her winged brows drawn in a habitual questioning frown. She had in her young life been destined by her parents for an uncongenial husband, and by the Revolutionary Powers for denunciation, summary trial and rapid execution, but she had escaped both parents and gaolers with equal resourcefulness and ruthlessness. On the day when this narrative begins her golden hair was curling and tangled and her skin lightly veiled with a powdering of dust, amongst which glistened diamond drops of sweat.

Other members of the assembled company were the young Narrisse, pale, gentle, and hardly more than a boy, full of tremulous self-doubt and sudden starts of eagerness, the careful Fabian, who had shared Culvert’s student freedoms and had been a voice of caution in his wilder enterprises, and an older man, who called himself Turdus Cantor, and was wrapped in a heavy cloak, appearing to find the mountain air, even in the fresh sunlight, chill. Fabian’s brave wife, Mavis, was there, and with them were their three children, newly named Florian, Florizel and Felicitas. More children had set out, two families with their own young and orphaned cousins, but these were not expected to reach the Bridge for a few days, since their journey was necessarily slower. Three younger women, clustered together and speaking in low voices, were the raven-haired Mariamne and the palely glimmering twin girls, Coelia and Cynthia. There were also the servants in charge of carts and pack animals – of these, who were appointed to become companions with the rest, once their destination was reached, more will be told at a later date.

Culvert looked around him, and laughed, and said,

‘So far we have come, through risk and dread, and now we shall enter into the possession of our own lives and our own ways of living. La Tour Bruyarde, where you will be received, had lapsed into disuse in my grandfather’s time. Its stones were plundered for the walls of barns and chapels, its halls were empty and the vines were creeping through the broken windows. But much work has been done, many suites and chambers have been restored, the necessary offices are in order, although as you will soon see, the building work will continue above our heads, to make all more secure and harmonious.

‘All of you, I think, know something of my plans in making our retreat here. I wish our new lives to be an experiment in freedom – freedom in large things, in education, in government of our society, in shared labour, in the life of the mind and the life of the passions. Attention will be paid to things that may appear to be lesser things – art, dress, food, the decoration of our living quarters, the cultivation of our plants and trees. These will all be debated amongst us and made new in ways now only partly to be imagined, as we live our passionate and reasonable lives with goodwill. Petty restrictions will be done away with. New combinations will be instituted. Those who desire one thing greatly shall be satisfied, and so shall those who wish to flutter like butterflies from flower to flower.

‘When we and our fellow labourers have crossed this bridge, and when Damian and Samuel have waited here another seven days in hope of the wagon with the children, and other straggling companions, we shall take axes and cut the supports away from the Bridge, which will render us unassailable from this direction, from where our danger comes.’

‘Will it’, asked Fabian, ‘render us also unable to escape from this Valley?’

‘We hope no one will ever wish to escape. But also of course no one should be prevented – we are designing a community of entire freedom – and to the south there are narrow passes through the mountains and ways in which, with difficulties no greater than we have just faced, anyone might come out. But I hope we shall all be living in such pleasure, and delight, and mutual usefulness, that such wishes would be far indeed from your thoughts.’

‘Far indeed,’ said Roseace, smiling, and spurring on her horse to be the first to set foot on the bridge. So they passed over in safety, some averting their eyes from the giddy chasm below, in which a sullen torrent roared over sharp black basalt, dimmed by stream and spray, forever out of reach of the direct warmth of the sun. Fabian clasped his young son to his breast, so that the boy should not look down, but the boy’s sister gazed about her in all directions fearless and laughing. And so, talking animatedly of the haven they were so soon to see and enter, the company entered the rocky defile which would open on the Valley of Faisans.



Frederica seems set on coming into the wood, where Hugh is, rather than inviting him over to her side. She hands the boy into Hugh’s hands and comes down quickly herself, rejecting assistance. She is as thin as ever, her sharp face still bony.

They wander along the paths between the trees. They do not know how to talk to each other. Once they met daily and discussed everything, Plato, the tanks in Budapest, Mallarmé, Suez, metre. This makes it harder, not easier, to ask for narratives of the six years that have passed. They mention old friends. Alan is teaching art history at the Samuel Palmer School of Art, Hugh says. He thinks he is also writing a few articles. He travels to Italy. Tony is doing rather well as a freelance journalist. He even does some television. Hugh himself is still writing, yes, he is still writing, it is the poetry that matters, he tells Frederica, who makes an affirmative noise, nodding her scarfed head, staring down at beech mast. He makes his living teaching, he says, but he would like not to. A publisher has offered him some reading, but it would only be for a pittance. Poets can only expect pittances, says Hugh Pink to Frederica, who makes the same, slightly suffocated, affirmative noise. She does not ask about Raphael Faber, whose poetry-reading group they once both attended. Hugh tells her that Raphael’s poem, ‘Lübeck Bells’, has been published. He says it is much admired by those who can see what it is.

‘I know,’ says Frederica.

‘Do you still see Raphael?’ asks Hugh innocently. Hugh was in love with Frederica and Frederica was in love with Raphael, but that was in what seems to him in this wood another country, another time, his youth, which is already gone.

‘Oh no,’ says Frederica. ‘I’ve lost touch with everyone from that time.’

‘You were writing for Vogue,’ says Hugh, who had found that almost as odd as this manifestation in jodhpurs and jacket. Frederica was intellectually stylish but hardly part of the world of consumer delights and chic gossip.

‘I did for a bit. Before I married.’

Hugh waits. He waits for an account of Frederica’s marriage. She says,

‘My sister was killed. I don’t know if you knew. And I married Nigel not long after, and Leo was born, and I was quite ill, for a bit. You don’t realise at first, Hugh, what a death is going to do to you.’

Hugh asks about the death. He did not know Frederica’s sister, who was older than Frederica, had also been at Cambridge, he believed, but had lived in Yorkshire, where Frederica came from. He could not remember Frederica talking much about a sister. She had always seemed to be a kind of solitary, one-off creature, fierce and striving.

Frederica tells him about her sister’s death. He realises that this narrative is practised, this is the way she has found it convenient – possible – to tell it. Her sister, she says, was married to a vicar and had two small children. And the cat brought in a bird, a sparrow, which took refuge under the refrigerator, and her sister had pulled it out and reached under it, and the fridge was not properly earthed. She was very young, says Frederica. Afterwards, she says wryly, we all suffered from shock. Shock waves, she says grimly. Waves and waves of shock. How terrible, says Hugh Pink, prevented from imagining by Frederica’s matter-of-fact tone.

‘And Nigel looked after me. I’d never needed looking after before, but Nigel looked after me.’

‘I didn’t know Nigel.’

‘He was around. He wasn’t at Cambridge, he just visited. His name’s Reiver, the family have a house, an old house, Bran House, just over those fields, those are their fields, over that stile.’



They walk on. The boy holds Frederica’s hand. He shuffles dead leaves with quick kicks.

‘Look, Leo,’ says Frederica. ‘Conkers. Over there.’

One or two gleam, polished ruddy-brown, through split spiked green balls, lined with creamy-white. They lie in a drift of chestnut leaves, in a hollow.

‘Go and get them,’ says Frederica. ‘We always used to be so excited when we found any. We didn’t often, local boys had always combed the ground first. They threw stones at the branches, to bring them down. They were a great event. Every year. I never used to make holes and fight with them. Boys did, but I just kept them until they were dull and shrivelled, and then I threw them out. Every year.’

The boy pulls at Frederica’s hand. He will not gather the conkers without her. He pulls, and she follows, picking them up amongst the dead leaves and offering them to him, humbly, is the word that comes to Hugh Pink.

Hugh says to Leo,

‘Do you like to put strings through them?’

The boy does not answer.

‘He’s like his father,’ says Frederica. ‘He doesn’t talk much.’

‘You don’t,’ says the boy. ‘You don’t talk much.’

‘When your mother and I were friends, before,’ says Hugh Pink, ‘when we were younger, she never stopped talking.’

Frederica straightens herself jerkily and begins to walk again, leaving the other two amongst the conkers. Hugh’s foot uncovers a monster, a solid glistening globe, bursting its cape. He offers it to Leo, who hands him Frederica’s offerings, in order to inspect this. Hugh says,

‘I’ve got a little bag here I had sandwiches in. You could put them all in there, to carry them.’

‘I could,’ says Leo. ‘Thanks.’

He drops the chestnuts solemnly into Hugh’s bag, hands it back to Hugh, and puts up his hand to be held. Hugh takes it. He cannot think of anything else to say. Leo says,

‘Come to tea in my house, now.’

‘Your mummy hasn’t asked me.’

‘Come to tea.’

They catch up with Frederica.

‘This man,’ says Leo. ‘This man is coming to tea, in my house.’

‘That would be nice,’ says Frederica. ‘Come to tea, Hugh. It isn’t far.’

Once this is agreed, the boy suddenly appears to feel free to run about, and begins to make little journeys into the undergrowth, pocketing feathers, shells, and a tuft of fur. Hugh says,

‘You’ve done a lot of living, Frederica. Real things have happened to you.’

‘Having things happen to you and living’ says Frederica. She begins again. ‘They aren’t the same thing. I suppose they must be the same thing. I used to be so sure about living. I wanted.’

The sentence has no object and no end, apparently.



They climb the stile, and cross into the afternoon fields, where a heavy white horse is grazing, where a bird is singing in a thorn bush, where Hugh trips on a molehill and rights himself. He has a feeling he can’t find words for, although it is to do with his poetry. It is a feeling he thinks of as the English feeling, though in fact it may be simply a human feeling about death. It is a brief knowledge of his own temporary body, all the soft slippery dark organs, all the minute interlocking bones, all the snaking, fizzing, prickling veins and nerves. It is the knowledge that he is inside this skin, and it is intensely pleasurable because it always goes with a sense of the huge sweep and intricacy and age of what is outside hair, skin, eyeballs, nostrils, lips and the helix of the ear. It is the irrational pleasure of a creature in the fact that its surroundings were there long before its own appearance, and will be there long after. It was not a possible pleasure, Hugh thinks, before he had lived a certain time, before the repeated crossings of local earth, in his case England, had become part of the form of the soft pale mass in his skull, part of the active knowledge of his sight and smell and taste. You cannot have this particular pleasure in living, Hugh tells himself, before you have begun to know you are dying. He thinks it tends to come in this sort of landscape – bitten grass, exposed stones, bush, tree, hill, horizon – because generations of his ancestors, thousands and millions of years before towns and cities, and still after, have had this sense in this sort of place. The cells remember it, Hugh thinks. Every inch of this turf has absorbed, he supposes, knuckle-bones and heart-strings, fur and nails, blood and lymph. There are equally strong feelings in cities, which also turn the mind like whirlpools, but not this one, which is essentially green, and blue, and grey. The thing which can flash into the brain a memory of this thing, is the repeated reading ofwords which like turf and stones are part of the matter of the mind: the Immortality Ode, say, the Nightingale, Shakespeare’s sonnets. There again the pleasure of the sense of one’s own vanishing briefness, Hugh stumbles – is part of the pleasure in the durable words.

Sometimes he fears this feeling is no longer general, that few in his world would recognise it, and those who did would be suspicious, would call it stock response, silly pastoral. But still the smell of the earth, the moving lips of the horse in the grass, the tree’s black twigs on the grey air move him, living and dying.

He says none of this. He picks himself up and walks onwards. He watches Frederica’s son, trudging sturdily across the pasture. He tries to remember what it was like to be so small, to have the sense that years are very nearly infinite, other seasons unimaginably far away, as they would be to a man on a planet that took half a lifetime to circle its sun.



Beyond the next gate, over the brow of the meadow, is Bran House. Hugh Pink sees that it does indeed have a moat, not metaphorical, behind which is a high encircling wall, inside which are a tiled roof and Tudor chimney pots. The wall is both blank and beautiful, made of old, soft red bricks, crumbling here and there, encrusted with mosses and lichens, stonecrop and houseleeks, ivy-leaved toadflax and wild snapdragons. Branches – fruit trees, a cedar in the distance – rear above the wall.

‘How beautiful,’ says Hugh.

‘It is,’ says Frederica.

‘What a place for Leo to grow up,’ says Hugh, still thinking of his ‘English’ feeling.

‘I know,’ says Frederica. ‘I know it is a wonderful place.’

‘We go in through the orchard,’ says the child, running on ahead. Round a corner is a humped wooden bridge, over the moat, and a door in the wall. As they go through the trees, Hugh says,

‘I never thought of you as the mistress of a country house.’

‘Nor did I,’ says Frederica.

‘Only connect,’ says Hugh vaguely, thinking of Margaret Schlegel at Howards End. The phrase itself produces a renewed wash or swoop of English feeling.

‘Don’t say that,’ says Frederica, sounding more like the woman he once knew than she has done all afternoon. Leo is busy wiping his boots on a bootscraper. A door opens, and a woman appears, middle-aged, in woollen stockings and tongued brogues, who takes him in, an arm around his shoulder, telling him it is tea-time.

‘This is Pippy Mammott,’ says Frederica. ‘Pippy, this is my friend Hugh Pink. We were at university together. Leo invited him to tea.’

‘I’ll put out more cups,’ says Pippy Mammott. She strides off, holding Leo’s hand. Hugh and Frederica cross a tiled hall, past a turning square staircase, into a drawing-room, with window-seats and comfy sofas.

‘They’ll bring tea,’ says Frederica. ‘They’ll bring Leo. Nigel isn’t here. He’s working, I suppose. He works for his uncle’s shipping business, he goes off for days or weeks and comes back.’

‘And you,’ says Hugh. ‘What do you do?’

‘What does it look as though I do?’

‘I don’t know, Frederica. When I last saw you you were all flaming and ferocious. You were going to be the first woman Fellow of King’s and have your own TV programme and write something – in some new form –’

They have not sat down. Frederica is staring out of the window. Two women come into the room and are introduced to Hugh as Olive and Rosalind Reiver, Nigel’s sisters. The tea is brought on a trolley, and handed about by Pippy Mammott. Olive and Rosalind sit side by side on a sofa covered with pink and silver-green blowsy blooms printed on linen. They are square, dark women, with strong bones, and shadows on their upper lips. They wear comfortable jumpers, one oatmeal, one olive, tweed skirts and opaque stockings over strong, shapely legs. Their eyes are like Leo’s, large, dark and lustrous, under heavy dark brows. They ask Hugh Pink all the questions Frederica has not asked. What does he do, where does he live, is he married, doesn’t he love their beautiful part of the country, how can he bear to live in a city with the stench and the crowds and the machines, would he like to see the grounds, the home farm? Hugh says he is on a walking holiday and is a long way from his next stopping place. Olive and Rosalind say they can run him over in no time in the Land Rover, and Hugh says, no, that is not the point of a walking tour, and he must be on his way soon, now, before the light goes. They accept this without demur. They say he is very right to stick to his project, they approve of that, they say, there is no way as good as walking to see the real country. Pippy Mammott hands out scones, slices of cake, tea, more tea. The boy ferries between his mother and his aunts, showing things first to one, then the other. Pippy Mammott takes his hand and says it is time to go, now. Leo says ‘I want to stay here,’ but is led away. ‘Say goodbye to Mr Pink,’ says Pippy Mammott. ‘Goodbye,’ says the boy, not bashfully.

Hugh decides he ought to go. It is true about the light and he feels he ought to go. Frederica sees him to the door, and then walks out with him down the long drive to the front gate, to set him on his way.

‘Do you come to London, ever?’

‘Not really. I used to. It didn’t work out.’

‘You should come and see us all. Alan and Tony. Me. We miss you.’

‘You could write. You could write about poetry.’

‘Try and come. You seem to have lots of help –’

‘It isn’t help.’

She stands awkwardly, helpless. He wonders if he can kiss her. He doesn’t exactly want to. Her old restless energy is in abeyance and with it her sexual sharpness. He puts his arms rather suddenly round her and brushes his face with hers. She flinches and stiffens and then hugs him fiercely.

‘I’m glad you were there in that wood. You will keep in touch, Hugh –’

‘Of course,’ says Hugh.



The telephone babbles and quacks and purrs. Ginnie Greenhill tells it,

‘Sex is so much a matter of how you feel about yourself. Oh, I know there are ideas about what is normally attractive, normal proportions as you put it, of course, yes, I do know –’

Babble, quack, purr, babble, a series of plosives inside the black shell.

‘No, I’m not underestimating repulsion, of course it exists, it would be silly to underestimate it. But on the other hand there’s such a variety of people around, such curiosity and goodwill –’



Canon Holly examines Daniel’s log.




3.00–3.30. Woman who dare not go out of her room. No name, London voice, said she will call again. Daniel.

3.30–4.05. Unnamed caller, left home and children on impulse a year ago, she says. Northern voice. ‘I have done wrong.’ Reacted strongly against suggestion we might get in touch with family. Daniel.

4.15–4.45. Steelwire. There is no God, as usual. Daniel.



Canon Holly lights another cigarette. He is in his late fifties, handsome in a lean, long-faced, lined way, like a well-bred horse, with deepset eyes and long strong teeth, nicotine-stained. He is interested in Steelwire but has never picked up one of his calls. He himself is an expert on God. He has written a successful and controversial book called Within God Without God and has been seen on the television, supporting the Bishop of Woolwich and Honest to God. Within God Without God argues in a riddling and witty way that to lose the comfortable Old Man Up There, or for that matter the Friend of Little Children wandering amiably in the pastures beyond the stars, was to discover a Force which made all men Incarnate Words, Incarnate Souls, as Christ had shown. Godwithin, the Canon wrote, had not made us fearfully and wonderfully as a craftsman might pinch and poke a ball of inanimate dirt or clay. He made us much more fearfully and wonderfully because He was the inherent Intelligence in the first protozoa clinging together in the primal broth, because He had grown with us and still grew with us, He grew and divided in every cell of our growing and dividing body from egg to fertile parents. He was and is, as Dylan Thomas has so beautifully put it, ‘the force that through the green fuse drives the flower’.

Daniel is not sure how far Canon Holly’s theological position differs from atheism or pantheism. He himself is temperamentally no theologian, only an instinctively religious man, who is no longer sure what that word, religious, means. He suspects also that his own position does not differ from that of Canon Holly. He sees that the Canon’s thought works in a Christian framework of prayer, biblical references, ritual and theology, and that these things are part of the Canon’s liveliness, his personal history, his self. Daniel is a watchful man. He thinks the Canon would shrivel if he were obliged to follow his own reasoning, his own metaphors, outside the walls, so to speak, of the Church, the singing, the ritual, the imposed duties. Daniel thinks also that he himself would not shrivel. Perhaps, given his very shaky assent to almost all the doctrines of his Church, he ought to go and live and work outside it. He stays, partly, because he needs the impersonality of the absolute requirement of virtue. He needs to be required, for instance, to be patient with Steelwire. This kind of work – without the impersonal sanction – becomes something different, more self-indulgent, something unnatural and perhaps unwholesome.

Within the walls, Canon Holly’s sense of God working in all his cells like yeast gives him a bounding energy, at once touching and irritating. He is a founder-member of a group called Psychoanalysts in Christ, and has written a second book, Our Passions Christ’s Passion on sexuality and religion, drawing extensively on Freud and Jung, anthropologists and religious historians, William Blake, William James, St Teresa of Avila and St John of the Cross. This book has had an even greater success than Within God Without God and has raised questions amongst the Church hierarchy, who wisely diverted him, along with Daniel, who was then recovering from a kind of breakdown, to the counselling centre, combined with a branch of the Listeners, in St Simeon’s. Canon Holly loves the work, he loves the callers, he loves Daniel and Ginnie and all the others. He listens to the incoming calls with an open-mouthed total attention, alert, shining-eyed, every sinew straining to leap into help, participation, communion. It is the sort of enthusiasm of which the Listeners have to be shrewdly suspicious. But it works. Daniel sees it at work, he hears the Canon’s slightly husky voice urge on the hesitant:

‘Go on, you needn’t be afraid. Tell me, tell me, I cannot be shocked, I do assure you –’ Daniel sees that help is given and received. But he would not bring his own problems to Canon Holly. He would sooner set them out before Ginnie Greenhill’s bland smile and comfortable nod. Ginnie Greenhill does not need, as far as he can see, to be told anyone’s troubles, and yet she comes to listen. He has no idea why she does. He has not asked. He believes that a certain distance between them makes their work easier.



Ginnie Greenhill puts down the telephone with a little sigh.

‘Another masturbator?’ enquires Canon Holly.

‘Not exactly. I didn’t like this one. He’s taken to following a girl from his work everywhere she goes. He says he’s full right up of her, he’s bursting with her, he doesn’t sleep for the idea of her. He wants her to notice him but he knows he repels her.’

‘Does he?’ asks Canon Holly.

‘I could answer, how do I know? Judging from my own reactions I’d say I imagine he does, yes. People usually do if they think they do, don’t they? You get more mistakes in the other direction. Though I remember one man who came here after weeks of going on about his awfulness and he was a big handsome brute who only needed to lose a few pounds and hold his head up. Odd how people see themselves.’

‘You handled him well,’ says the Canon, savouring the handling. ‘Real warmth, no false promises.’

He brings out a letter from the Bishop in answer to an idea of his own for a Sexual Therapy Workshop in St Simeon’s. Problems could be pooled, and professional advice given to unprofessional helpers. Ginnie Greenhill makes tea for all of them, and observes that in her view a money-management workshop would be just as helpful to a large number of callers.

‘To listen to you, Ginnie dear,’ says the Canon, ‘one would think you were a frightful prude, ready to shy away from the first hint of bodily passion or misery. And one would be quite wrong, because I’ve heard you dispensing perfect acceptance and common sense to the most hurting and hurtful people –’

Ginnie’s knitting needles tap rhythmically. She bends her head over her wool. She says,

‘I do think, Canon, that the modern Church does somehow seem to be about sex, that does seem to be what it cares about, if I may say so.’

The Canon is bright with glee. He lights another cigarette and sucks greedily.

‘The Church has always been about sex, dear, that’s what the problem is. Religion has always been about sex. Mostly about denying sex and rooting it out, and people who are trained to deny something and root it out become obsessed with it, it becomes unnaturally monstrous, that’s why current moves to be more accepting and celebratory about our sexuality are so exciting – we may work with this force and not against it –’

‘I thought’, says Ginnie Greenhill, ‘that religion was about God, and about death. About how to live with the idea of death, that’s what I thought it was.’

And death too, the Canon begins on a run, what is death but part of sex, the germ cell is immortal but the sexually divided individual is doomed, it is sex that brought death into the wdrld …

The telephone rings. The Canon leans forward.

‘This is the Listeners. Can I help you?

‘Yes, he’s here. I’ll fetch him. One moment. Don’t go away.’

He hands the receiver to Daniel, his hand cupped over the mouthpiece, holding in wisps of bitter smoke. ‘One of yours.’

‘Yes. This is Daniel. Who is that?’

‘This is Ruth. Do you remember me, I used to come to the Young Christians, with Jacqueline, when you were up here, in Yorkshire?’

He has a vision of her, pale oval clear-cut face, heavy-lidded eyes, the long solid plait of pale hair falling between her shoulders.

‘Of course I remember you. Can I help?’

‘I rang to say I think you ought to come. Mary’s had an accident, she’s unconscious in Calverley Hospital. Her grandmother’s with her, she’s by the bed. I work in the Children’s Ward, I think you know that, I said I’d find you.’

Daniel is without words. He sees dancing mounds and hollows of egg-boxes humping like earthquakes.

‘Are you there, Daniel?’

‘Yes.’ His mouth is dry. ‘What happened to her?’

‘She has a head injury. She was found in the playground. Some other little girl may have run into her, we don’t know, she couldn’t have fallen off anything, from where she was.

‘Are you there, Daniel?’

He cannot speak. Ruth’s little voice, as used as his own to dispensing comfort, says,

‘She’ll almost certainly be all right, the wound’s in the front of the head, not the back, and that’s good. The skull’s stronger there. But I thought you’d want to know, you’d want to be here.’

‘Yes,’ says Daniel. ‘Yes of course. I’ll come right away. I’ll get a train and come straight there, tell them all I’ll come straight there. Thank you, Ruth.’

‘She’s in the best place,’ says the far-away voice. ‘She’ll be cared for as well as possible, you know.’

‘I know. I’ll see you soon.’

He puts down the phone and sits staring into the cubicle, a heavy man, shaking.

‘Can we help?’ says Canon Holly.

‘My child’s been hurt. In Yorkshire. I’ve got to go.’

‘You need hot sweet tea,’ says Ginnie. ‘Which you shall have. And the Canon will get King’s Cross about trains, won’t you? Do you know what happened, Daniel?’

‘No. They don’t seem to know. She was found in playground. I must go.’

The Canon has dialled and is listening to the burring tone.

‘How old is she?’

‘Eight,’ says Daniel.

He never talks about his children, and Holly and Ginnie never ask. They know his wife was killed accidentally and that he has children in Yorkshire, living with grandparents. He visits them, they know that, but he does not talk about these visits. Ginnie brings more tea and sweet biscuits – sugar for shock is one of their stocks in trade. The Canon suddenly begins to write down train times. At least, Ginnie says, Daniel has only a few minutes’ walk to King’s Cross, he can buy a toothbrush somewhere on the way. She asks practically about the child’s state.

‘She’s not conscious. They say she’ll almost certainly be all right, I expect they mean that, they’d be careful what they say, wouldn’t they?’

‘They would have to, yes.’

‘She’s only a little thing,’ says Daniel.

But he cannot see Mary’s face, conscious or unconscious. He sees Stephanie his wife lying on the kitchen floor, with her lip pulled back over damp teeth. This is who he is, the man who looked at that face. This is what she is, a terrible face, this sight persists in his brain. This is her after-life. He is hunted through his waking life by that face, he has developed the cunning of a hunted creature who twists and darts to avoid anything in the passages of the brain that might trigger, might switch on that remembered face. There are words, there are innocent, pleasant memories, there are smells, there are whole people, whom he avoids with ferocity in case they call up that dead face. He even paints his dreams with black ink, he clamps his dreaming head with a vice of will, he never slips into dreaming that face and waking with the memory.

He has told himself that survivors, like himself, quite commonly feel they are dangerous to others, to other survivors. He does indeed feel that he is dangerous to Will and Mary, his children, though that is not the whole story, is not the whole reason why they are in Yorkshire and he is here in St Simeon’s, under the tower.

And now it is as though he has hurled a rock at his small daughter, or pushed her from a high place.

‘There’s a train in fourteen minutes,’ says Canon Holly, ‘and another in an hour and fourteen minutes. You can’t make it in fourteen minutes.’

‘I can try,’ says Daniel. ‘I can run.’

He sets off up the steps.



[image: ] La Tour Bruyarde must have been almost invulnerable in its great days, long ago. As the company approached it across the plain and the mountain meadows that surrounded it, they saw how thick and frowning was its outer wall, crumbled and breached in many places, here rising proudly, there lying in a dense arrested fall of mossy blocks crusted on the hillside. Men could be seen on the ramparts and in the clefts, repairing the structure. They wore brightly coloured singlets, cerise, royal blue, scarlet, which gave their labours an appearance of cheerfulness. The Lady Roseace imagined she heard them singing, that a faint hum of musical noise was borne to them on the air.

Within the confine of the wall could be seen not one but many towers, and of all shapes and sizes, as though this citadel had been put up at random over the ages, all made of the same stone hewn from the same mountainside, but otherwise startling in their variety, square and conical, simply stolid and highly decorated, with turrets, with slate cones, with small lancet windows glinting like eyes, with galleries and turrets, with encrustations of ivy and other creeping life-forms. Many of these turrets appeared to be either unfinished or partly demolished, it was not always easy to say which, and the bright patches of colour of the workers’ vests could be seen moving along these high ledges and opened rooftops. As they rode up the causeway which ascended the Mount or Mound a thin sound of cheering and welcome could be heard from high above them, and fruit and flowers were jubilantly thrown under their advancing feet.

They rode in between two great gate-towers, not, as the Lady Roseace had prefigured it to herself, into a central courtyard, but into a kind of dark tunnel between walls which might be the sides of buildings or might be solid rocks, and which wound its way onward into the dark bowels of the place, lit occasionally by shafts of light in the gloom from high loopholes, and occasionally, at the darkest points, by lanterns hanging on smoke-blackened hooks from the stone. When they finally emerged they were in a well-like confine, with layer upon layer of dwellings towering above them, one corridor upon another, a Baroque balcony abutting a Gothic cloister, a series of classical windows, in elegantly diminishing proportions as they rose higher, under an unfinished thatched roof that might have suited a mediaeval byre. Some of the windows shone with a myriad coloured lights, and some were gaping sockets with cracked arches. The sky was far, far away, it seemed to the Lady Roseace at that moment of arrival, and an intense blue, as the sky is, when it is far, far away, scratched and scribbled on by the fingers and teeth, the stumps and domed skulls of the roofline.



The Living Quarters



Culvert led the Lady Roseace into the living quarters prepared for her. They travelled along many passages, through many doors and arches, up many flights of stairs and down almost as many, it seemed, so that she was quite amazed by intricacy. Her door was hidden behind an embroidered hanging on a wall in a long gallery. She could not see what was depicted on the hanging, for the light was flickering and fitful, but had the impression of many heaped limbs energetically writhing, of spherical breasts pointing skywards and of watermelons, it seemed, bursting open on greensward.

Inside, all was rosy light. At first the Lady Roseace believed that she was in an internal chamber bathed in firelight, and then she saw that she was in a boudoir whose elegant windows were covered with a veil of translucent rosy silk, through which the sunlight poured. The room was sparsely furnished – there was an inlaid escritoire in rosewood, and a prie-dieu in the same wood upholstered in rose-coloured velvet, the most softly comfortable kneeling place possible to imagine. The rest of the furnishings were in a more oriental style, low divans, inlaid with ivory, spread with silk cushions of every size and shape, soft silken carpets woven with Persian roses and pinks and crimson-tipped daisies, huge soft floating daybeds, inviting languor, and hung with what appeared in that light to be flesh-coloured sealskins and cashmere shawls and rosy fox-furs. She ran through into the bedchamber which had a high huge bed like a galleon, hung about with richly embroidered silken curtains and floating with muslins and nets. Everywhere on little tables and chests were fantastically luminous bottles and flasks, breathing soft perfumes of flowers and musks. A body – many bodies – might vanish entirely in the soft cushionings and quiltings of that secret bed.

The Lady Roseace walked from room to room, exclaiming and touching, fingering silks and ivories, tortoise-shells and lustres, satins and furs and feathers. When she drew back the silk curtain from the window, and let in the daylight, the rosy fire died away in many of the fabrics and artefacts, revealing a new subtlety of snow-whites, and creams, and ivories, of northern furs and southern bones and tusks, of silvery threadwork and palest gold silk quilting.

A dose inspection would reveal, in time, that this richness was a light covering over stony coldness and crumbling, that the flagstones were stained and chipped, and the walls flaking away. But they were covered for now with bravely stiff tapestries and draperies, all white and rose-red in honour of the Lady Roseace. There was a most exquisite depiction, all in reds and whites, roses and flesh tints, of the chaste Diana bathing under snowy branches by a silver spring, and of the lovely young Actaeon, part ruddy youth, part milk-white stag, and all laced and interlaced with gouts of brilliant crimson blood, which dripped also from the bright white teeth of the pale hounds, as they reached elegantly for his extended, panting throat …



The Coming of the Children



Towards mid-afternoon on the third day the company were gathered on a great balcony, drinking and discussing what was next to be done, towards increasing the pleasure and fruitfulness of their life together. Serving men and women poured foaming ale and crimson and golden wine, constantly replenishing beakers and glasses. It had been decided that there should be no more servants and masters – decided, that was, by the masters, for the servants had not as yet been informed or consulted about this project – but no agreement had been reached about the time and manner of this great change in the relations of the population of the Tower. All that was agreed was that it should be debated fully when the whole company was gathered together and what had been set in motion could be deemed to be truly begun.

The Lady Roseace and Culvert, Turdus Cantor and Narcisse were all looking out over the meadows and the plain, when the keen-eyed Narcisse detected a movement amongst the trees at the rim of the bowl of the valley. From that height what emerged from the dark woody shadows appeared at first to be a slow worm attended by dancing ants, but as it made its slow way across the meadows it could be seen to be a series of covered carts and carriages, attended by pricking outriders, and as it came still nearer, all could
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