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​Tristan
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O dark dark dark. They all go into the dark

TS Eliot: East Coker

Tristan left Caergollo at dead of night. He parked the car by the bridge at the bottom of the village and continued on foot to the harbour. The way was slippery. Jagged rocks and old ropes caught at his feet but, somehow, all his old strength had returned to him. He felt young again, as before the disease. Rounding the final corner into the harbour itself, the wind caught him, hurling him backwards. He got up, laughing, and pushed his way forward to the edge of the stone quay behind which the calmer waters of the harbour hid from the wild sea.

There was a hint of brightness ahead of him now, lighting the edge of the sea with silver. He stopped a moment, watching the powerful swell running into the bay. Moonlight grew, showing the half-hidden path. Cut away by wind and water, it led him upwards, towering two hundred feet above the waves. In crevices, he caught the scent of tufts of sea-pink, flourishing on the barest smidgeon of soil. The ocean beat deafeningly against the sheer, black walls and the sea-cave howled below, laughing at him as he followed the slippery path around the edges of the chasm.

He laboured up the long, narrow spur, while the west wind beat him back, disputing his passage. 

‘I am coming,’ he told it. 

Wind and waves laughed. He felt the excitement thrill across his skin. Tonight would be the last and the first day of his life.

Reaching the top, the headland stretched out into the water. The moon had risen further behind his back and would soon bring the foot of the pathway to the cliff edge before him. He waited, watching the light slither over the sea to stop right at his feet where he stood poised at the top of the three rough stone steps that led out into nowhere. Now, as the moonlight joined with the stone, he stood at the end of the silver pathway. Looking up he watched the horizon unfold. The lost land lay straight ahead of him at the end of the moonpath, floating on the horizon at the edge of vision. Beyond it only a bright darkness and the end of the world. 

Below, the sea boiled. Waves thundered, shaking the rocks. The way was clear now out to the Isle of the Dead. Tristan stood a moment, balanced against the wind then stepped out onto the shining moonpath.
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In my beginning is my end  

TS Eliot: East Coker

Coffee mug in hand, Isoldé went to the door of the flat to collect the newspaper. She took it to the balcony and stood looking out over the gardens that stretched between her and the east side of the British Museum. The sun shone, the fresh smell of wet earth was interestingly mixed with last night’s curry leavings. It reached her, along with the racket of ubiquitous dust carts, rumbling along four stories down on the other side of the building, collecting the hotel and restaurant garbage. Life in the twenty-first century; she put the coffee down on the little iron table and curled up in the basket chair to read. Furtling through the magazines, the headline in the Arts section stopped her.


Celtic folk-singer idol, Tristan Talorc, dead!

The body of the internationally famous gifted Celtic and mediaeval singer, Tristan Talorc, was found on Saturday night at the bottom of the fateful Lady’s Window on the wild Cornish cliffs above his home at Caer Bottreaux. The Celtic singer and scholar had been ill for many years since contracting HIV from a dirty needle on a mercy mission to save a child’s life while hunting songs in North Africa thirty years ago. He was last seen by his housekeeper, Mrs Protheroe, on the evening of Wednesday 31st July when she left him after getting his dinner. When she returned before breakfast the following morning he was still out, and had not been to bed. She was not worried at first, ‘He was often out all night,’ she told our West Country arts reporter. ‘But when he hadn’t come home that night I was concerned. I phoned the police and coastguard and got a search started for him’. So far, there is no conclusive evidence for suicide, although the recent complications of his disease does suggest that to be the case. No note was found but Tristan had been getting progressively worse over the past year. It is nearly two years now since his last live concert. It seems, sadly, very likely that he took his own life.


The paper slid off her lap as pictures formed in her mind’s eye. There was the sound of singing inside her head.


That is the Road to fair Elfland,

Where thou and I this night maun gae


The song, True Thomas, was one Tristan had made very much his own early on in his career, he was always asked for it as an encore after a performance. The lines were from the fairy queen as she tells Thomas where she is taking him. 

Fragments of last night’s dream returned; she saw Tristan walk out across the sea on a bridge of moonshine to that impossible shadow-land on the horizon. Isoldé’s breath caught in her throat, walking on water? 

Tristan had been her hero and musical inspiration since Uncle Brian first took her to hear him in the smoky Belfast club when she was all of fourteen years old. That gig had begun Tristan’s recording career, the right people happening to be in the audience, one of those luck-moments. Isoldé had lost her heart then, twenty-plus years ago, as she heard him for the first time. Groupie, she told herself, shaking her head. 

A massive honking combined with an explosive shouting match from the street brought her back to the present. She went to the kitchen window just in time to see one of the dustmen trip and tip a mass of garbage over a silver BMW whose soft top was fortuitously down. The car driver, silk-suited, had his back to the disaster and was yelling at two other dustmen to get out of the way and stop blocking the road. He turned just in time to see a multi-coloured mess from the curry house opposite land all over the inside of his car. The shrieks he made would have done justice to a steam train. Isoldé had to grin as she took herself into the shower.

She got herself out of the flat only ten minutes past her usual time and headed for The Guardian’s offices in Farringdon Street. She turned into the usual sandwich shop for her BLT and coffee and stood in the queue watching policemen in flak jackets patrolling Theobalds Road, truncheons in hand.

‘Stupid Yanks! Why do we get involved in their messes?’ Isoldé thought to herself. Coming from Belfast, after growing up in The Troubles, she had no patience with what she called American hysteria. ‘No guns, yet,’ she thought. Not quite Belfast, but far closer than she ever wanted to be again. 

Arriving at the Guardian building she climbed three floors and pushed open the door to the main office. As usual, she remembered too late to turn her hearing down.

‘Zoldé! Zoldé!’ a voice called over the noise. ‘They want us in Whitehall.’

‘What is it this time?’ Isoldé collapsed opposite her partner. ‘Osama visiting Number 10?’

‘No such luck,’ Jeremy rolled his eyes. ‘Another bomb scare, but stuff your face first,’ he pointed to her sandwich and coffee which were rapidly cooling. ‘Mickey’s already there.’ He thrust the mobile into her hand.  Isoldé rolled her eyes at pictures of workmen, police and military shutting off Whitehall and the side streets around Downing Street.

‘The terrorists have got us all running round like headless chickens,’ she said. ‘They don’t need to actually do anything, we do it all for them.’

‘Ha!’ Jeremy snorted agreement.

Later in the Cock Tavern by Smithfield, Isoldé cradled her beer morosely. Mickey squeezed in beside her.

‘What’s up?’

Isoldé’s face screwed up, she shut her eyes, took a deep breath.

‘I can’t hack it,’ she said baldly.

Mickey peered at her over the top of his specs, raised an eyebrow. ‘Tis too much like home, so it is,’ he said, perceptively.

Isoldé put down her glass and buried her face in his shoulder. 

‘Didn’t think I’d ever see this over here,’ Mickey said as he stroked her hair, his own Belfast twang getting more pronounced.

Isoldé sat back, fumbled in a pocket for an over-used tissue and wiped her nose.

‘Sorry, Mick. I think I’d better go.’

‘Email me the story,’ he called after her.
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​Moon Hare Visions
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Isolde was dreaming. The hare sat in the path. Moonlight bleached the grass to silver so the last of the raindrops hung on the stems like glittering diamonds.

Hare and Moon regarded each other, staring up, staring down. A soft wisp of cloud veiled the moon for an instant casting a lacy shadow over the hare. When it passed, a girl sat in the path where the hare had been. Her lower limbs still ended in the long, leaping legs of the creature, her hands too were more paw than fingers and long ears stood up out of her soft silver-brown hair, but she was more girl than hare now. Unthinking, she scratched under her armpit with a hind leg.

Her ears flicked, she sat up straighter, long whiskers twitching around the human lips and then she stood and stretched. Something was here, something not herself, she sat back down, very still, waiting.

Over by the rock outcrop the earth moved, quivered, seemed to split open. Something like a new plant began to emerge, growing out of the crack in the ground. Its form was rounded, dumpy, folds of leaves surrounding it. The leaves looked like arms, opening out, showing the head rising out of them. The face was all folds like an old fashioned rose. 

‘Mother?’ the hare-girl whispered.

‘Aye, child. What d’ye do here?’

‘The light is good,’ the girl said after a moment of thinking. It was always hard to use words, they didn’t come easily.

‘Aye child and so it is.’ The rose-faced woman-creature stood now and came rolling slowly forward on her short legs to sit beside the hare-girl. Long-fingered hands, like spidery roots, reached out to stroke the ears and hair. ‘You can shift some now?’

Shift? The hare-girl told the word over in her mouth and then in her mind. It meant something. She looked down at her hands ... paws. That was wrong. She looked at the root-hand that caressed her. Taking hold of threads in her mind she tried to twist and twine them, watching as the paws became hands. The shapeshift steadied, held, the girl began to smile, then the fingers slipped again, the nails becoming claws and the hands paw-like once again. The girl sighed. It wasn’t working, not properly. She didn’t know what to do.

The rose-faced root-woman patted her shoulder, stroked the paws.

‘Tis all right, my lover, tis all right. Tha’s not got the full measure of it yet. When the song comes so tha’ll have it all. Thee’ll lead us all in the dance then, my darlin’ girl.’

The hare-girl tried, every day she tried to shift and hold the form but it would never stay. She should know more of the moon too but always they just stared at each other and she never could understand the words the moon would tell her. But she could feel the pathways, the tingling lines that threaded through the land. Her paws knew the ways, her feet did too, even if she couldn’t shift them. The ways were important but she knew not why. Root-mother told her it would come. She wished it could be soon.

Isolde jerked out of the dream, half sat up and then fell back to sleep again. This time she found herself in the doorway of a beautiful old room lit by a wall full of French windows; they showed lawn and trees sloping away with a stream chuckling alongside. The walls were covered in books; there was a desk and a grand piano near the windows. In a big wing chair by the fire Tristan sat nodding, his fingers stroking the long black fur of the cat in his lap. 

She let go the door handle and came over to him. She felt the attraction of him as she always had, but this was up a couple of orders of magnitude on anything she’d felt before at concerts or even at the master class she’d gone to. She felt his loneliness and, at the same time, his reaction to her. She stood beside him looking down into eyes that looked so hungrily up into her own. Electricity sang through her blood, she reached out a hand to stroke his cheek and leaned into him to press her mouth on his. The effect was startling. Her hand felt nothing and she found herself kissing air.

She lurched  back. ‘You’re dead ...’ she whispered. 

Tristan hadn’t moved, he still lay back in the wing chair, watching her hungrily. Then tears started in his eyes. ‘Why ... oh why ... why now? Why have you come now when I can no longer touch you?’

She felt his pain but there was nothing she could do except ache with him, she could not reach him across the worlds. 

He turned his face away from her into a cushion, dry sobs hacking his throat, he was in the deepest pit of misery. The black cat reached up a soft paw to touch his ear offering comfort. ‘Cat!’ he whispered as he stroked the black fur. ‘Oh cat. Why?’

Her body jerked again as the dream took another turn. Now she was somehow looking into the cat’s golden eyes and feeling herself sucked down into them; it was like going down into a pool of darkness. She came out of the darkness to find herself in a strange grove of trees, there was an ancient stone standing at its centre that looked like a giant’s head poking up through the earth. Suddenly Tristan was there. He took her in his arms, she could feel him now.

‘Help me!’ he whispered as their climax came.

‘I will,’ she told him, not knowing what it was she was promising. 

The vision changed again suddenly, pulling her away from the ecstasy. It was as though she was rushing backwards down a telescope. She flew over a white pebbled beach, then over the sea on the moonpath, rushing backwards to find herself standing on a windswept cliff.

Her vision changed again. Now she was peering through a weird rock formation and seeing Tristan once more; he was alone in the strange grove without even the black cat for company.

‘Help me!’ he called across the worlds, reaching out both hands towards her. ‘I need you. I cannot write her song without you!’

‘Me ...?’ she stuttered. ‘What song? Where are you?’

‘The moon’s song ...’ his voice was barely audible now. 

Isolde struggled to stay with him but the world was going to grey mush around her. The last thing she remembered was Tristan’s voice.

‘I want you!’ he whispered. ‘I want you so much ...’

At last Isoldé half woke up, wondering where on earth she was ... if indeed she was on earth at all. It felt as if she’d travelled the universe in her dreams. Tristan was still with her, she could sense him as though he was there in the bed beside her. She closed her eyes again. 

This time it was different. The room was high ceilinged, coved and painted with flowers and leaves. The bed was much larger than hers, one of those old French beds that looked like a sleigh. 

Shivers ran up and down her flesh, like fingers stroking her. Her body burned, on fire for the touch. If she opened her eyes it went away so she kept them closed. She could feel hands now, stroking the inside of her thigh, pinching the skin of her nipples into erectness, she mewed softly. The hands took her waist and pressed her back. She could feel the body now, the legs sliding between hers, and then the mouth, bitter-sweet, kissing her deeply. It left a metallic taste in her mouth and the scent of mothballs. Her body moved in rhythm with the one above her, fire rose in her belly and streamed down her legs through the soles of her feet. Her mind exploded at the same moment as she felt the fiery stream shoot up inside her. She opened her eyes.

Nothing. Her hands groped wildly, feeling nothing, no-one. She was alone. She cried out, reached out, where had he gone? It couldn’t end, not yet, not like that. She was back in her body, no longer in the dream. The sheets were wet, she dripped with perspiration, cold and slimy, shivering. Groggily, she sat up, her head pounding. She tried to get up and fell, sliding down the side of the bed onto the floor with a thump. Her legs wouldn’t carry her. She crawled over to the chair and found the bath towel, pulled it round her, lay against the cold radiator, shivering. 

There was light, the streetlamps shining through the curtains. She began to see things in the room, recognise them. For a while there, she had thought she was still in that other bedroom with the high coved and painted ceiling, in the big sleigh bed. 

Isoldé shook herself. She was freezing cold, sat on the floor after the most incredible orgasm of her life with a man she couldn’t see and she was going through an inventory of furniture like an antique dealer. She began to laugh. It got hysterical. She struggled over to the door and climbed up the door frame to reach the light. Seeing her own room, her own things, was strange. She had seen the other room so clearly, had felt so at home there. This one looked small and drab. It needed cleaning, there were cobwebs and the mirror was clouded with dust. She struggled to the shower. The dustcarts rolled into Montague Street and began their morning clamour. 

‘What ...?’ she muttered through chattering teeth. ‘What have I done? What have I promised?’
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And we all go with them, into the silent funeral,

Nobody’s funeral, for there is no one to bury.

TS Eliot: East Coker

Mark drove slowly down the track to Caergollo, pulled the handbrake on and switched off the engine. He didn’t want to get out of the car. He didn’t want to be here at all. He’d told the solicitors, everyone, to go away, leave him alone, let him go to the house on his own and now, here he was. With the car door open he could hear the stream singing and, further off, the faint sound of waves crashing against the cliffs. There was an empty feeling in the middle of him, like a stone, or rather like the place where a stone should be but wasn’t. He kept expecting the door to open and Tristan’s crotchety face to peer round the jamb and shout to him to come on in, get a bloody move on, they hadn’t got all day. But it didn’t.

Mark climbed out of the car and stood looking at the door. He felt in his pocket for the big, old key. It jangled against the iron ring as he pulled it out. The lock turned easily, well oiled. Mark pushed the door open and stood staring into the dim hallway. He was blinking like an owl after the bright sun outside when something soft touched his legs, wrapped itself around them and meowed. Mark bent to pick the cat up in his arms, burying his face in the black fur. At last, the tears came.

In the library, Embar on his lap and a tumbler full of Talisker in his hand, he sat staring. He could hear the voice inside his head.


‘All yours now. Don’t you go letting me down! Embar told me he wanted to stay with you so you make sure he does, right? Mrs Protheroe will do for you, and look after him while you’re away. It’s all yours, brother, all yours. Caergollo, the woods, the sea, the books, everything. And my music, look after that too, but you’ll have help. Embar knows.’


The voice faded. The words were the same as in the letter. It had arrived in Kyoto just after he got back from seeing the Ox Herding paintings. He touched his pocket; he carried his set of cards of the ten paintings always now. And the letter. He pulled it out.


‘You were right, brother,’ Tristan had begun. ‘You’ll never see me alive again. By the time you come back I’ll be gone, but here is the key to the house. Don’t lose it. I don’t need it any more. Mrs Protheroe looks after me. And Embar. I go out in the woods when I can, up to the kieve, and the cottage. The woodfolk give me herbs for the pain. And the passing. 

It’s as easy as it can be, considering. Mrs P. lets me have anything I want, which isn’t much. I’m not hungry but I keep drinking, just to maintain consciousness. I’m not like Dylan Thomas, I don’t rage at the dying of the light, in fact I welcome it. I shall go to the sea at the end. It’s full moon tomorrow night. Maybe one day you’ll understand. 

It’s all sorted, the solicitor has confirmed everything. Jack Ellis is OK, if you get in a muddle just ask him. He doesn’t cost the earth either. It’s all yours now. All yours now. Don’t you go letting me down ...’


Mark couldn’t see to read any more, his eyes were full of tears.

Embar nuzzled his hand. Again he buried his face in the black fur, crying.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Moving to Exeter
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Back at the flat, Isoldé pushed open her front door then turned back to triple lock it again once she was inside. This was a safe building. There were twenty-four-hour guards in the lobby and a computer-coded entrance system on the street door, plus entry phones to each flat. Isoldé still rattled the locks to make sure. It was thieving louts using terrorism as an excuse she feared, not terrorists.

She made more coffee, took it over to the computer. She lived on coffee. ‘At least I still don’t smoke,’ she thought, ‘but, at this rate, it won’t be long. I have to go. I have to leave this place.’

Amongst the usual crud and work stuff in her email was a blast from the past. She hadn’t spoken to Darshan for ages. He used to run Forbidden Planet, the sci-fi bookshop on New Oxford Street and they had met when she’d been looking for some out of print Roger Zelazny, he found the books for her, found they shared tastes, they had become friends. He’d been her holiday and weekend-job boss while she was at university; she’d had to work to make ends meet. Later he became her lover. He introduced her to classical music at the Wigmore Hall and the South Bank, jazz at the Hundred Club and, occasionally, Ronnie Scott’s. She introduced him to The Troubadour, mediaeval music, folk and, of course, Tristan Talorc. He had left the Planet, and London, at the end of the nineties, after their affair was over. They had lost touch. Now, here he was again. And offering her a job.

‘Look us up on the net,’ the email gave the URL. ‘We’ve got quite a reputation now, sci-fi shop of the west *g*, but I want to expand. Music, classical, folk, mediaeval, rare. That’s where you come in. And there’s more ...’ Darshan left the lures hanging, as always.

Isoldé remembered dragging him to The Troubadour coffee house in Earls Court to hear Tristan Talorc at the height of his fame. In return, he took her to original instrument and rare organ recitals. He’d even taken her to Lunenburg Heath, near Hanover, to hear some young bloke playing the Bach organ there. Isoldé remembered how impressed she was with the performance, and how totally under-whelmed she’d been by the B&B Darshan had found them.


‘Why don’t you jack in the paper and come and join me? ’ the email went on. ‘You gotta be fed up with London and all this terrorist rubbish. Was in Town last week – Sheesh! It’s terrible. I don’t know how you stick it. Come and breathe fresh air.  Post me. Call me. I need you, Zoldé.’


She leaned back in her chair. Of all the coincidences ... She pulled a road map off the shelf, where was Exeter? She found it, traced the route, it looked easy, M4, M5. There was a town plan at the back; Darshan’s shop was in Cathedral Close. Sounded posh, just the sort of thing he would love. She called the paper, the editor grudgingly let her have a long weekend. She began to pack.

It was mid-afternoon when Isoldé stopped outside the shop. Close Encounters it said in gold letters on a deep blue ground over the door. The words were repeated in gold on each of the big windows, a half-circle of words over a bulge of golden sun setting, or rising, on a dark horizon. Isoldé chuckled at the sign, it was typical of Darshan, straight out of film-land. She got out of the car and stuck her head round the shop door, he saw her at once. 

‘Hi,’ she smiled across to him, ‘Can I park here?’

‘Hey, Zoldé!’ He came over, arms outstretched, hugged her. ‘No, the wardens’ll do you straight away. Go up to the top.’ He pointed to a wider bit of road in front of a café in the direction she was pointing, ‘Turn round and come down the bottom, past the turning you came in by.’ Darshan waved towards the west side of the Close. ‘I’ll go down and clear the space I bagged for you.’ He grinned and jogged off down the road. 

Isoldé watched him lope away, admiring. Darshan was gorgeous, she’d forgotten just how much. With a sigh, she turned the car and drove carefully down behind him. There was a row of private parking spaces at the bottom and he was pulling a book-trolley out of one. It was decorated with a huge cardboard bill-board painted with, ‘Really sorry folks, it’s for my best girl !!!’

‘Oh ye gods, Darshan! How d’you get away with that?’ Isoldé pointed at the edifice.

‘I sweet-talk the wardens.’ He had on his butter-wouldn’t-melt look. 

‘I’ll bet you do!’ Isoldé told him.

He took her back to the shop, introduced her to the staff, showed her round. 

Later, when the shop closed and everyone was gone home, Darshan made coffee and put his feet up on the desk. ‘What d’you think?’ 

Isoldé carried on walking round the shelves, looking at the books, then she turned to the collection of CDs and slowly rifled through. It was a small but good quality, eclectic mix of classical, mediaeval, jazz and folk.

‘What’s your turnover?’

‘Pretty good. We’re in our third year now. Do you want the detailed figures?’

‘Later, yes, if you really want me to chuck everything up in London and come in with you. I want to know what my risk is.’

Darshan tapped a filing cabinet. ‘We can go through that lot after dinner.’

He took her to an excellent Thai restaurant in the Close. They went early and came back early so she could browse his accounts. He sat cross-legged on the floor, reading, while she went through the books. It was obvious he trusted her, he’d just unlocked the file-cabinet and told her to rootle to her heart’s content. 

‘No secrets from a partner,’ he’d said.

She’d been impressed, felt confident, or reasonably so, for the huge step of jumping out of her safe, known, hi-flying job at the paper into this venture. After an hour she closed the books and looked up at him, a half-smile on her mouth. 

‘Well ...?’ Darshan asked.

‘I think so,’ she told him. ‘Ask me again on Sunday.’

‘Good. Now, how would you like to meet some interesting locals?’

He took her a few doors up the Close and into what looked like a good wine bar.

‘Ale bar!’ Darshan corrected her, laughing at her nonplussed expression.

It was well but softly lit, white plaster walls panelled up to a dado rail in a golden coloured wood, solid oak floor underfoot. He led her to a table in the corner where two men sat with the remains of a meal in front of them.

‘Jamie, Paul. This is Isoldé Labeale, my high-powered London journalist friend,’ Darshan announced, eyes alight with mischief.

Isoldé coloured up, smiled, held out a hand. 

Jamie stood up and took it in a powerful grip. 

‘Good to meet you,’ he said, looking straight into her eyes.

Paul’s grip was strong too, but his eyes had a softer expression, echoing the mischief in Darshan’s. Isoldé pulled herself together.

‘Good to meet you too,’ she included them both in her smile. ‘I can tell I’ve been set up here,’ she rolled her eyes and glared at Darshan.

They all laughed.

‘What’re you on?’ Darshan asked.

‘Riggwelter,’ Paul said.

‘I’ll get a jug,’ Darshan disappeared to the bar.

Paul pulled out a chair for Isoldé and they all sat down.

‘I gather Darshan’s not told you who we are.’ Jamie smiled. ‘I run Exon Radio, the local station. That’s why he introduced you with fanfares.’

‘I’ve heard of you, even listened a bit. Sort of Classic and Jazz FM without the continuous adverts. You’ve had some interesting interviews too.’

‘Thank you. Yes.’ Jamie said. ‘You hit the spot with that description. We both liked Classic FM when it started out,’ he said, giving a sidelong glance to Paul. ‘But it’s impossible now it gets all its revenue from advertising. We’re trying another way.’

Isoldé looked the question.

‘Later. Maybe.’ Jamie grinned, watching the journalist at work on extracting the story. ‘What about you? Darshan said he was trying to get a friend of his down, and that you might be interested in some radio work.’

‘Asshole!’ Isoldé glared up at Darshan who had just arrived with a large jug of beer in one hand and two half-pint mugs in the other. 

‘Isoldé!’ Darshan’s large brown eyes looked limpidly into hers, his mouth drooped. He set down the mugs and filled them, then refilled Jamie’s and Paul’s.

‘The only thing that’s saving you is that jug of beer. Put the damn thing down so I can kick you properly. And,’ she glared, ‘don’t you dare flirt with me!’

‘But you love it ...’ Darshan finally put the jug down.

A lot later, stretched out, alone, under the duvet on Darshan’s sofa-bed, she watched the stars through the dormer window and sighed contentedly. Darshan had a loft conversion flat in Northernhay Street. There was a bit of traffic noise, an occasional group of loud students, but it was so different from London. Now, lying in bed, Isoldé felt contented. It was a huge jump to leave the safety of the London she’d known for the last sixteen years, since she’d left home and Belfast, but the job Darshan was proposing, and the move, pulled her strongly. She was doing OK at the paper but London horrified her since the clampdown after nine-eleven. That wasn’t how she wanted to live. Exeter felt good. She’d see what the rest of the weekend brought.

Next morning, Darshan gave her the keys to the flat over the shop in Cathedral Close, telling her to go and look around for herself. She climbed the stairs to the top of the building and unlocked the door to what had been the attics. ‘He must be doing well,’ she thought, standing by the closed door, the keys in her hand. ‘He’s leased the whole place.’

She turned the key and pushed open the door of the flat. The main room faced south, over the Close, getting all the light through three big Georgian windows. The walls were simple cream-coloured plaster, the wooden floor had been sanded and oiled so it glowed. The window frames were oiled wood as well. The whole effect was of light and warmth. She went into the kitchen, simple again but enough worktop space and cupboards, one big window over the sink to give light.

The wooden, open-tread staircase curled up into the roof-space. Up there it was all peaks and points, lined with more of the gold-coloured wood, one huge room taking up most of the space. Dormer windows showed the cathedral roof and tower, giving light. A door to her left led to the bathroom. Half tiled, with a big mirror over the bath as well as the wash-basin, it gave a sense of space as well as light. She came back into the bedroom. It felt good, she could be happy here. She realised she’d made up her mind already and gave a wry grin to the Bluetit clinging to the window frame; he was peering at her from each eye in turn. Something else clicked. She didn’t have birds in town, not close like this. ‘I could have a feeder on the window,’ she thought.

It was a new thing for her. There’d been no birds at the windows of the various London flats she’d lived in. Nor the house off the Falls Road where she’d grown up.

Darshan’s cats were a new thing for her too. There’d been no cats to share their life in London. He’d told her last night he had grown up with cats and that moving to Exeter had made it possible to have them again. These were ginger, half-Maine Coons; one was a huge long-haired tom who really looked the part. His sister was inexplicably tiny and delicate with short fur but exactly the same markings and a whole load of attitude. They were beautiful, soft. They’d nuzzled her, purred her to sleep last night. ‘I’m not ready for cats yet,’ she told the room. ‘One day ...’ 

She remembered the soft, warm pressure of their bodies against her back, it had been comforting. The country, Isoldé thought of Exeter as the country, meant animals. She liked animals but had very little experience of them. She had watched as Darshan talked to his cats as he got them their breakfast, while coffee brewed for Isoldé and himself. It had definitely been in that order of preference, cats first, she laughed to herself now. She’d been fascinated how they came to him, watching their intelligent expressions, how they seemed to know exactly what he was saying. She still had no real idea of how they thought, indeed they felt a bit foreign, alien. Or perhaps, she wondered, it was her who was the alien. But she felt she would like to live with a cat. Later, when she was settled in.

She sat in the window seat reflecting. Running a business would be a new thing for her, but that was OK, she enjoyed a challenge. It was part of what had pulled her away from the Falls Road, the possibility of change, going somewhere new, somewhere where there wasn’t the continual fear of bombs and knee-capping’s.

She had arrived in London, aged eighteen, to do a degree in journalism and media studies at the City University. Working holidays and weekends at Forbidden Planet meant she could afford a life and that had been a challenge too, everything was so very different from Belfast. Growing up at all during The Troubles had been hard. Her mother had been killed when she was just three months old, Isoldé never knew her, shot by the IRA, suspected of fraternising, so Aunt Branwen had told her. Aunt Branwen had adopted her then, there’d been no-one else. Dad had gone off to America, fund-raising with NORAID, she had never known him either. Effectively orphaned, her aunt and uncle had brought her up. It had taught her to hate the sectarian politics, and to keep her head down. 

‘A plague on both your houses,’ she muttered, glad it was behind her.

Leaving Belfast had been running away from all that. Having the degree, the prospects which London offered had been running towards something, something new. Now, was she running away again? Running from the government-contrived paranoia after nine-eleven? That was how she saw it. It could bring her out of London, here, to Exeter and Darshan, and a whole new set of challenges. 

‘I was running to something then, when I came to London, to university,’ she told herself. ‘And now, I’m not just running away. That’s no good, you’re still on the same road if you run away. But running towards is different,’ she paused, thinking about herself, her life. ‘Running to something means you’ve got a new end in view. It’s not just fear, it’s hope too.’

Another bird landed on the window-ledge, chirped, got her attention and then stared at her, cocking his head first to one side then the other. It felt like encouragement.

And what about her and Darshan now? Their relationship had been good but she’d drifted away from him as she got more and more into journalism. They had begun to lose the art of conversation with each other. Isoldé had seen it and pulled up sticks before they lost the friendship as well as the relationship. Even though they had lost touch it seemed to have worked. Meeting again, now, they were still good friends. He obviously respected her if he wanted her as a business partner. There had been no sign of making passes since she’d arrived, almost a brother/sister thing, yet not. That was good; there was no place within her for a relationship at the moment. 

She had joined the Guardian Newspaper after getting her degree and, when the chance of an exchange with the New York Times came up, she’d applied for it but her friend Evelyn had got the job. She had taken on Evelyn’s flat, and her job at the paper, getting herself a good reputation as an investigative journalist, even been overseas a bit. There was a lot there to look forward to but ... she didn’t like London now. It had changed. Security was so tight. Bomb squad sirens went off all the time and, every time, her skin crawled. She was terrified that, one day, Mickey or Jeremy or one of the others would turn up at a hot news scene and the bomb would go off, or the terrorist’s gun would find its target and she would lose a friend. Another friend. It had happened too often before. Even her best friend at school had been the target for a Republican bullet, accidental or so it was said. Whatever, she was just as dead either way. It was how her mother had gone, another vengeance killing. The Belfast memories gave her no feeling of security about the way the British government was handling this situation now.

‘Fools!’ she muttered. ‘Ass-licking to Bush!’

And now? Here was an offer to get her away from all that, into the other side of her life, the music part of herself. She would be running towards something. She chuckled, Darshan’s offer seemed to include both her skills, music and journalism. It was obvious he wanted her to work with Jamie at the radio station as well as himself. She thought about that, it was Darshan, he was an excellent businessman and not at all dog-in-the-manger-ish. He wanted everyone to do well. His philosophy was one of osmosis, if everyone did well then he would do well too. It seemed to work, for him anyway; maybe it would rub off onto her.

She would be running towards something. It brought an unusual sense of freedom welling up from her belly. Yes, it would be good to do what you liked, what made your heart sing. 

‘Do what makes your heart sing,’ Aunt Branwen had told her. ‘That’s what your mother always said and I should know, she said it to me often enough. “Don’t worry about anything else, Branwen,” she’d say, “just do what makes your heart sing, it’ll work out.” And then she’d be off again on one of her dancing gigs and nobody would see her for months. The only thing stopped her from dancing, eventually, was you, when you were coming. She did stop then, once she couldn’t fit into the costumes.’ Aunt Branwen’s smile would go all misty then and Isoldé would put her arms around her.

A lump caught in her throat. Mother had followed her maxim herself but it hadn’t stopped the terrorist bullet. She had loved life and been happy, right up to the end, so Aunt Branwen said. Isoldé wanted that, to do what made her heart sing. It seemed Darshan was offering her the opportunity to do just that.

She shook her head, shoving the memories back into the archives of her mind where they belonged. Re-locking the door of the flat, she went back down the stairs to the book shop.

‘Well ...?’ Darshan quizzed.

‘Well ...’ she answered back, smiling. ‘Good. Pretty. I like it. Especially the golden wood.’

‘OK.’ He got up. She saw the desk was tidy. 

‘I’m off, now,’ he called to the middle-aged woman arranging titles in the window.

‘Right you are,’ she said over her shoulder. ‘I’ll lock up, as usual.’

‘Thanks, Hilary. See you Monday.’

He took Isoldé’s arm and led her out into the Close, took her round the cathedral, showed her the great organ and introduced her to the precentor who happened across the Close just as they were coming out. 

Heading her back towards his car, ‘You want to see the sea?’ he asked.

Her eyebrows went up.

‘Exmouth,’ he grimaced. ‘Bit of an old folk’s home sort of place, but the beach is beautiful.’

And so it was. The day was bright but a chill wind blew. A couple of people were walking dogs. Isoldé looked out to sea and saw the horizon, the curve of the Earth, the edge of the world. It had been a long, long time since she’d seen it. It took her breath away.

They stood at the edge of the water.

‘I don’t have things like this in London,’ she told him. ‘Got to drive for a couple of hours to do this and, even then, it’s not the same.’ She was thinking of Brighton, Hastings or Winchelsea.

Darshan looked down at her. ‘No,’ he said, ‘it isn’t.’

They walked the length of the beach, then went back to the car. He drove back up the river to Topsham, Exeter’s ancient, historic estuary town. She loved the narrow, twisting streets that followed the old medieval tumbled shapes of the buildings in Fore Street. 

Darshan stopped beside a large hotel. ‘It’s an old pub, dates back to the 1700’s’ he told her as he led her into The Globe. ‘The place used to be an inn, does a wonderful selection of home cooked, local food.’

Isoldé looked about her. There were some tourists along with the locals in the small bar by the entrance.

‘I recommend the Doom Bar,’ Darshan said, grinning at her astonished stare. ‘It’s a rare good beer from Sharps Brewery down in Cornwall, you’ll like it.’

‘You lose me on all these beer names,’ Isoldé laughed. 

The landlord set a half in front of her.

‘Try that,’ he said. ‘Are you eating tonight, Darshan? We’ve got some fresh sea bass or the Topsham Smokies?’

Darshan looked at Isoldé.

‘What,’ she asked, ‘is a Topsham Smokie?’

‘It’s the special local dish.’ Darshan was enjoying her confusion.

‘OK. Why not?’ she said. ‘I’m hungry after all that walking and sea air so I’d better eat the local speciality. I’ve got the appetite for it.’ She laughed.

‘Topsham Smokies twice then, please,’ Darshan said demurely.

‘Right you are.’ The landlord smiled encouragingly to her as he took the order.

‘You know this reprobate then?’ Isoldé turned to him.

‘Aye, he’s here of an evening, now and again. Murders the locals at dominos!’

‘You do?’ Isoldé’s eyebrows scaled her hairline. The weekend was revealing facets of Darshan she’d never even suspected when they were together in Town.

He rolled his eyes and picked up their glasses.

‘Enjoy the beer. I’ll show you to a table.’ The landlord led them through the sitting bar into a large, oak-panelled dining room. 

‘The folk club starts up in about an hour, you want to be here for that?’

‘Of course,’ Darshan told him. ‘It’s why we’ve come.’

Isoldé nodded but her expression was abstracted. ‘You really play dominos ...?’ she was dubious.

‘I do. I’ve found bits of myself here that had no place when I lived in Town. There’s lots of culture and not just the snotty-nosed kind you mostly get in London. You wait ‘til you hear the singers and musicians tonight.’

After the folk club was over they walked down to the old harbour quay.

‘It’s good here,’ Darshan told her.  ‘I’ve settled in. Interesting, good people and loads of history. For instance, did you know Ted Hughes lived here for a while,’ he pointed to a tumble-roofed cottage at the back of the quay. He knew Hughes was one of her favourite poets. Her eyes widened. 

‘And he lived on a farm up on Dartmoor, too,’ he added. ‘They’ve put up a stone to him on his favourite bit of the moor.’

‘Can you walk up there?’

‘Bit of a hike but you’ll soon be fit enough.’ There was a wicked expression in Darshan’s eyes.

‘You’re assuming I’m coming ...’

‘Well, you are, aren’t you?’

Isoldé’s mouth twisted into a grin, ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I am.’

Driving back to London was strange, as though she was leaving home on leaving Exeter rather than returning to it in London. What would Mickey say? He knew her very well, likely he would understand. Mick was from a farming hamlet up by the Giant’s Causeway, not a Belfast man by birth, although he’d lived there for ten years before coming to London. He would understand her needs. And how long would it be before she could move? Would the paper try to hang on to her? She’d have to find someone to take over her lease on Evelyn’s flat, probably Mickey; he’d been in love with the place since she moved in. Yes, the move was good. For once in her life all the ends had come together at the right time. She took hold of them.
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