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			What is Love?

			It is grief in the heart,

			It is stretching of strength beyond its bounds,

			It is the four quarters of the world,

			It is the highest height of heaven,

			It is breaking of the neck,

			It is a battle with a spectre,’

			It is drowning with water,

			It is a race against heaven,

			It is champion- deeds beneath the sea.

			It is wooing the echo.

					– The Wooing of Etain
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			1

			‘The twelvemonth and a day being up,

			The dead began to speak:

			‘Oh who sits weeping on my grave,

			And will not let me sleep?

			‘Tis I, my love, sits on your grave,

			And will not let you sleep;

			For I crave one kiss of your clay-cold lips,

			And that is all I seek.’

			– English Folk Tradition

			Christopher sat on the deep windowsill of his room. His legs were drawn up, his arms around them and his face in profile against the blanched sky. Like a bird of prey in a dizzily-placed eyrie this was where he perched and watched thing pass. There was a stillness in his gaze, like the lung-burn of a suspended breath, or the heavy crush of a low, gathering storm that will not break. A room had been closed up and locked behind those eyes and to open it would be to disturb fragile and intricate patterns in the dust.

			The intuitive observer, could they stand like a spectre in that room and watch without being watched, would be able to taste the salty tension in the air around Christopher’s body. Smell, like the ozone after lightning, something behind that stillness that was coiled and couched to spring; something pungent and animal. 

			But of course the average observer would not see such things. Physically Christopher was what one might call a well-made man, tall and hard-bodied. He possessed the sort of natural muscles in his shoulders and chest that many men work hard for at a gym. His hair was blond and still cut in a schoolboy cut, just beginning to become unkempt. There was something a little distant about his blue eyes. The abstracted quality to his gaze was perhaps created by the fact that his eyes were slightly asymmetrically placed, one a little higher than the other. His smile, when it came, was stunning for its sudden brightness and its dazzling white teeth. He was attractive. He should have been gorgeous but somehow wasn’t. 

			On that day Christopher sat in his windowsill, watching the midday sun strike the wet ground with violent illumination. A Westerly had just bustled away the watercolour of greys and luminescent fog that the sun had made with the rain clouds. Christopher sighed to himself audibly. He traced the descent of a raindrop on the glass pane with his finger. Sometimes something aching swelled in his chest like an ocean and he couldn’t explain it or release it. He would realise then that he had been holding his breath, waiting… Waiting for something that he could not name, waiting for something to happen that did not happen. Slowly he exhaled his held breath.

			Getting up Christopher ran his fingers through his hair and reached for his coat that was slumped over a chair by his bed. The house had come to seem too small. He could hear his mother and his sister conversing downstairs and wondered if he could leave the house without them asking him where he was going. He doubted it. Taking a tattered volume from his bookshelf and slipping it into the pocket of his anorak he quietly left his room.

			“Mum, I’m worried about Christopher,” Millicent said, sitting at a wooden stool near the bench where her mother was rolling pastry. 

			“Why’s that darling?” Mrs Penrose asked. Mrs Penrose was still an attractive woman. Her long pageboy style hair was pale blonde like her children’s and was slightly streaked with silver. Millicent appraised her mother silently, watching the well-manicured hands that for all their delicate bones had something very capable about them. She tried to meet her mother’s blue eyes, to see what she felt about the topic Millicent had just raised. But her mother gave no indication.

			“Well, he’s eighteen and most of the other boys his age…” Millicent trailed off here. She had been about to mention the fact that Christopher had never had a girlfriend but was halted by the brittle shine on her mother’s silence. Millicent didn’t know if she felt prepared to throw herself against that surface, it may shatter or tear piteously like so much lacquered rice-paper. “I don’t know if he’s getting out enough,” she concluded quietly. 

			Mrs Penrose was suddenly open again and looked up seeming to consider the concept.

			“No dear, that’s true isn’t it?”

			“Yes. And you realise he goes to visit Eugene’s mother every week, and the grave. It’s morbid.” Millicent’s eyes caught her mother’s at this. Perhaps this would provide her with the opening she required. “It’s extravagant… to say the least –over a boyhood friend… don’t you think?” Mrs Penrose sighed and began to pound the pastry a little harder. It seemed that there would be no reply. Millicent got up and got a glass which she slowly filled with water, mainly to be doing something with her own hands. It was always with such gestures that her family fended away these sorts of discussions.

			“It was more than that. Eugene and Christopher were best friends since they were boys. Christopher struggled to make close friends and then Eugene came along and just swept him up,” Mrs Penrose said suddenly, restarting the conversation that she had previously decided was over. “You remember what that boy was like.” 

			“Mmm,” Millicent murmured. 

			“What’s that supposed to mean?” she replied, unable to quell the shrill note in the question.

			“Nothing,” she replied noticing Christopher was coming down the stairs. The young man stood there in the kitchen doing up his anorak. 

			“Where are you off to?” his mother asked. 

			“Just a walk,” he said turning away from her. 

			Mrs Penrose looked at his profile as he turned from her. She could see he was a man now physically. But what the man inside thought or felt was a mystery to her. She looked away and sighed. It was as though he had gone somewhere that she couldn’t follow him. At best that place had something to do with pages, paper, ink and binding. In this world of books her son was perhaps now embalmed between dusty pages, fix and dried in ink and pressed. The now familiar copy of the work of Alfred Tennyson was there again, tucked under his arm. And at worst… If it wasn’t just the words of dead men in all those old books that had swallowed her son whole, then what? Jane shivered superstitiously but would not name her secret fear, even to herself. It was after all a bodily dread and her body refused to explain it’s clammy feeling to her. How she hated to speak of Eugene…

			

			“Well, be back for dinner darling,” she said quietly, her words fell through space after he closed the door; they sounded like a hundred beads hitting the floor from a broken necklace. 

			Christopher strode up the driveway lined with manicured conifers. Someone had decided that those conifers would not be allowed to form a hedge. Had Christopher known more about hedges at that time, he might have observed how they usually have thorns that keep out that which is better left outside. But Christopher knew very little about hedges. Noticing the side door open he wandered around and found Mrs Davidson (who had progressively become ‘Irene’ to him over the years) weeding the vegetable garden. When she saw him she smiled and stood up, brushing the soil off her knees. He liked coming here because it was so much quieter than his family home. A sluggish wind moved the rusted wind chime, but other than this there was no sound.

			“Hello, love,” she said as Christopher approached her. He bent down and kissed her on the cheek. Irene had the kind of face that always looks happy, even when she clearly wasn’t. It was her turned up nose and heart shaped face, Christopher always thought, that made her seem girlishly cheerful. This effect only increased the pathos of her gaze, from which all the sorrows of the world seemed to seep at times. 

			“Hello Irene. I just thought I’d drop in on my way by.” 

			“It’s always lovely to see you dear, why don’t you come in and I’ll make the tea?” Christopher smiled at the repetition of their ritual and followed her. Christopher came weekly to see Eugene’s mother. The teapot ritual had begun when Eugene was still alive and the boys were probably not really old enough for caffeine. It had seemed an exciting adult privilege to Christopher then, sitting up for tea. Irene had read them poetry, but it had all gone over Christopher’s head when she read it. Now it was like a guilty secret, the teapot and it’s tattered tea cosy, the chipped china and the refusal to forget. Irene would lay a third teacup for Eugene. Neither Christopher nor Irene ever said anything about that cup. It just sat there brazenly white and empty, like a wide unearthly eye. They never stopped laying it and at the end it was packed quietly away. Eugene had been dead for over five years and Christopher came to see his mother weekly. So this visit was like all their other visits. People said that Eugene’s room had never been packed away and was still as it had been the day he had died. The door was always closed and Christopher didn’t want to know if it were true. He would always try not to think about it and pay attention to Irene’s voice instead. 

			Irene mentioned the first time Eugene met Christopher. Even though Christopher had heard the story before he didn’t interrupt her. He was too keenly aware that he had told his own stories about Eugene at least twice. Of course there were some stories he never thought to share with Irene. Some were locked away, partly because they were private and partly because he still didn’t understand them enough to give words to them. This is how it is after death comes, he thought, there is nothing but repetition. Besides, he always loved hearing what Eugene told his mother when he got home from school on the day they met.

			“And then he declared: ‘Mum, I’ve met the person who’s going to understand everything.’” 

			Eugene had died at thirteen from a congenital heart abnormality. Christopher knew all the details about it. He’d been there for his friend through open-heart surgeries and attempts to find a matching donor organ for him. Christopher had watched and felt the waves of hope rise and fall until there was just an ache at the centre that hope no longer touches. But despite all he saw, the medical explanation paled beside the one that Eugene himself had given Christopher. 

			“When babies are in the womb they have a hole in their heart. It’s like a link to our mother’s circulation, but it’s also a door. It’s a gate to the Otherworld. Because when we are in the womb we are neither alive nor dead, and the gate means that in our hearts we can still walk between. At birth in those few disastrous seconds when we are cut loose and we breathe the air of the living, this signal goes through our system and slams the door shut. Bang! We are shut out from the world of the dead.” Christopher had jumped and then smiled. 

			“And…” he started tentatively, because it appeared that Eugene had finished speaking. Eugene raised his eyebrows looking significantly at Christopher. 	

			“And with me, it never happened. The door didn’t close. So every day a little death seeps into my life’s blood.” Eugene had smiled at Christopher then, as though there were nothing in the world to be afraid of.

				

			Christopher sometimes fantasised about self-harm. It always involved cutting and bleeding or some other image of release. In his fantasies it felt like it released a great pressure inside him. The problem of life seemed to gnaw at him like a toothache and he wanted to pull the tooth. The problem of it twinged and rankled when he saw his older sister just inside the front door, and realised that she meant to have ‘a talk’ with him. “Hello Christopher, what have you been up to?” Christopher looked at her for a moment as he took off his anorak and hung it up, and then he looked down in irritation.

			

			“Why don’t you get one of those little plastic tracking devices and tag my ankle so that you never have to lose track of me Millicent?” he suggested. 

			She sighed and her brow creased.

			“I’m only trying to show I care about you, all right? There’s no need to be so defensive. It makes people worry about you more. What are you doing that’s so secret you can’t tell us about it.” He walked past her into the hall as she spoke, intent on heading straight up to his room. 

			“I’m shooting up Millicent,” he muttered.

			“Don’t joke about stuff like that, Christopher.” He turned back around, leaning on the banister. 

			“I’m sorry Milly. It’s just a bit like the inquisition around here lately. Can I go now?” he asked quietly, his voice showing something vulnerable for a moment.

			“Sure,” Millicent responded. “You can’t keep pushing everyone away though, Christopher,” she said, when he reached half way up the stairs. With a sigh he stopped on the landing.

			“All right, you want to know? I was at Eugene’s grave okay? Happy?” There was a short silence. He looked down at her, her sensible tied back hair, her pale thin face and her furiously working lips. She opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. After a moment he took pity on her.

			“Why don’t you come up to my room? Let’s not have this conversation on the landing.” With a nervous but grateful smile Millicent followed him up the stairs. When they got inside Christopher’s room he closed the door behind her and sat down on the bed. She pulled out the wooden chair at Christopher’s desk and sat down. For a moment she twiddled with the globe of the world on his desk, and Christopher just sat there, his knees apart and his elbows leaning on them, supporting his chin in his hands.

			

			“Why don’t you say what you want to, Milly?” he invited.

			Millicent felt uncomfortable with her brother at the best of times. It seemed he became a man without her noticing, while she was trapped in some perpetual cardigan-clad girlhood. Not only that, he was the sort of man that intimidated her. He didn’t intimidate her because he so was bright. Millicent had always been quite intelligent herself. It was more because it had been the popular good-looking people, the physical, sporting types who had ridiculed her at high school. She was plain, not unattractive, but plain in the literal sense. For all she possessed no obvious defect, she possessed no attractive features either. Not only was her brother, she grudgingly admitted, good-looking he was one of those muscular sorts. She had to sometimes remind herself that Christopher wasn’t popular or sporty. At least not any more. He had given up water polo around the time Eugene died and not done any sport since. He was bookish and weird. His body seemed an obtrusive accident of nature now.	

			“Christopher, I know we never discuss it but I want to talk about Eugene.”

			“Okay,” he replied. 

			She was surprised. She had expected some resistance, at the very least some sarcasm.

			“Is that all?” she couldn’t help asking.

			“I’m just pleasantly surprised that someone is actually asking me rather than talking about me behind my back.” 

			She disliked the slightly amused smile on his lips; it suggested some hidden self-confidence that did not comfort her. As though he were somehow above the petty matters that interested his family. She searched his eyes for some sign that the topic discomforted him. She thought she saw a faint sadness under the cool amusement, but she couldn’t be sure. He certainly did not seem afraid of her questions.

			“Eugene has been dead for four years now-”

			“Five,” he corrected quietly, “five years and two months.”

			“Yes,” she replied, “yes, quite some time. Do you think maybe you’re not coping?” she asked, a little breathless. She could feel her heart beating a little hard. He got up all of a sudden and walked to the window.

			“Oh come off it Millicent,” he said, turning his back to her as he looked out the window, “why don’t you get to the point?”

			“The point is I think it’s unhealthy!” she blurted out.

			“Okay, why?”

			“It’s been too long.”

			“Too long for what?” he asked.

			“Too long for it to be healthy.”

			“We’re going in circles,” he said. 

			In desperation she found herself blurting out exactly what she was really thinking.

			“Christopher were you and Eugene…” She stopped herself when she saw Christopher’s face darken. Something made her want to retract her question.

			“What? Were we what?” There was a pause. Millicent could feel the colour rushing into her cheeks. She stammered. He groaned, smacking his hand down onto the window frame.

			“Is that what all of this is about? Is that all? Something as stupid and unimportant as that?”

			“I hardly think its stupid, Christopher! This is West Kennett after all, not London!” she yelled back, getting to her feet.

			“That’s what you’re so worried about? What people think? That’s what really matters?” There was another silence, “you really want to know!” he yelled.

			

			“Yes!” she found herself yelling back, “yes I want to know!”

			“No!” he shouted, turning to her and then, “No,” more quietly. His brow furrowed and he shook his head with a look of hurt confusion. “Why don’t you go down stairs now, Millicent?” he said very quietly.

			“Are you dismissing me?” she asked. He turned back to the window.

			“No. I just thought you could go tell Mum and Dad the good news.”

			“Christopher-” she started to say before he cut her off coldly.

			“You got your answer, now leave me alone.” 

			She bit her lip and left the room rapidly.

			Christopher’s family home was in West Kennet, Salisbury. Their house was situated on a narrow leafy, lane called Gunsite Road. It backed onto the fields where the Neolithic earthwork of West Kennet Long Barrow stood and was just down the road from Silbury Hill. If one continued along the main road in that direction it was easily possible to walk to Avebury. Despite being flanked by a lot of thatch and ancient stone the Penrose home was a relatively new two-storied place with a carefully well-maintained lawn and hedgerow. Whilst the home was new, the family’s occupancy in the area was not. Jane had been born just up the road in the same farmhouse that her Mother before her had been born in. They had been farmers so being an only child Jane stood to inherit land. Jane would not have thought of leaving the area, but had been happy to marry a well-paid engineer whose income supplemented her inheritance and made farming no longer a necessity. So the Penrose family built a new home on land already in Jane’s family and settled a stone’s throw from where she was born.

			

			All the windows were rubber-sealed and double-glazed. The carpets were plush and colourful, yet tasteful. Christopher’s mother Jane liked bright colours and neatness. The whole home reflected a sort of warm convenience. Its outer façade had been made to conform to the style of a more elegant time. It had its high-peaked roof, sloped steeply for snowfall and its deep windowsills that one could sit in. But inside, the chrome kitchen and scatter cushions belonged to a modern age. In some ways the inside of their home seemed the only modern thing in their environment, until the summer season and the bus loads of tourists that would alight to see the barrow.

			Christopher’s room consisted of a single bed against the wall near the window. The bed was covered with a plump feather quilt in Christopher’s favourite colour, which was forest-green. His walls had been painted a warm cream colour and were decorated with a print taken from a portrait of Lord Alfred Tennyson and a few Turner prints. His tall-boy and bedside table were glazed cedar and bore a couple of slightly dusty trophies for water polo and soccer, both dating to before Eugene’s death. These were used as bookends to support a line of antique and semi-antique books, some of which were bequeathed to him by his grandmother, others of which he had bought himself in second-hand books stores. A statuette of a naked goddess Artemis, holding her bow and arrow sat beside an indoor plant. His desk lay across the way from it and had only a fish bowl and a globe of the world on it. A faded map of the solar system perched above it, a ruminant of primary school decoration that no one had bothered to move. The lampshades and carpet as well as the upholstering on the chair were all green and picked out with gold. It was a tasteful room. Christopher was not altogether sure he liked it, but could not have said why. He often felt trapped in it when he did not wish to go down stairs and could not get out of the house without doing so. 

			Christopher had just finished his final school year. He had done well but not as outstanding as his father had hoped, and had applied for several university courses. His marks were not high enough for law or medicine, science interested him a little and computers a little less, though he had applied for both of the latter due to his father’s wishes. For the same reason he had applied for economics, although maths was not his best subject. His marks, although not good enough for law, were not considered by his parents to be bad enough to warrant him taking an arts degree. -Something that he really wanted to do. He had put a Bachelor of Arts at the University of the West of England as his top preference but he did not feel he could take it. Nor did it seem to matter. As he sat on his bed, his legs drawn up off too one side of his body and leaning against the wall he had no way of picturing himself nineteen.	

			It felt as though some very delicate aspect of his love for Eugene had been exposed to the glare of neon lights, damaged by it, like and old manuscript assaulted by light and air. What the hell difference did it make?  He didn’t want to say ‘why did she want to know if we were sleeping together?’ It was not that the idea revolted him at all it just seemed so irrelevant. Christopher was quite indifferent to matters of sexuality in general. But when applied to his relationship with Eugene it seemed to simplify the matter. And given the timing of Eugene’s death, the question also seemed to mock them both by suggesting they should have understood their relationship in such adult terms at that point. It made Christopher angrier that he was unable to explain why he was so hurt and angry in the first place. After a few moments there was a timid knock on his door.

			“Who is it?” he asked, his voice low and a little husky. 

			“Me,” replied his mother’s voice.

			“Come in,” he said. The door opened and his mother slipped inside.

			“Can I turn a light on?” she asked. 

			Christopher hadn’t found it dark. The curtains were open to the down light outside and his eyes were adjusted to the dimness.

			“Yeah sure,” he replied. 

			His mother flicked on a lamp, leaving him blinking for a moment. She sat down at the chair beside his desk as Millicent had done.

			“I heard you and Millicent had a fight.”

			“I guess she told you all about it then?” he asked, his voice rather expressionless. His head still leant against the wall and he was yet to look at his Mother directly. 

			“She’s really upset Christopher.”

			“Yeah?” he replied.

			“She thinks you don’t want her for a sister.”

			“That’s ridiculous,” he said, lifting his head up but still staring at the wall.

			“Probably, but-”

			“Well did she tell you what we fought about or not?”

			“She told me,” his mother’s voice said. 

			He felt cloyed by the pity in it. The motherly concern seemed to squash him into some womb-like embrace that he yearned to kick free of. He wanted her to understand how he loved her and yet how his very maturation seemed to flare up against her pity. It seemed she would unmake him as easily as she had made him if he showed her his wounds and let her try to heal them. Somehow he sensed that she wanted it too much. And yet in that moment he found himself fearing that maybe only she could help him.

			“Well?” he prompted.

			“Well what?” she asked.

			“Did you feel this way too, is that what everyone’s worried about?”

			“No. I mean… We have been concerned on a lot of levels, Christopher. I don’t feel like I know you anymore.”

			“Is that a nice way of saying ‘yes’?” His mother sighed.

			“I don’t know what you want me to say.” 

			He laughed without humour.

			“The truth would do. Are you relieved?” 

			“No I’m not relieved, not while my boy seems to be falling apart and I don’t know why!” she exclaimed.

			“You do know why, it’s no more or no less than you already know, you just don’t think it’s enough.”

			“Darling,” she said, getting up and coming to sit on the side of his bed, “what’s going on? Please. Talk to me.” He could see tears glinting in her eyes.

			“I loved him, Mum. He was my best friend. And every connection that I try to make with anyone seems shallow and fake by comparison to it. That’s all there is. I just didn’t get a moment to really think while I was at Bishops. It’s not you. It’s not Millicent. Don’t think it’s your fault…” emotion closed his throat over quite unexpectedly and he found he could say no more. 

			His mother was really crying now.

			“Christopher! Your not going to do something silly are you baby? Please! Tell me.” Christopher turned his head back towards the wall and covered his face with his arm in a defensive gesture, as though warding off blows. His exposed shoulder and arm began to shake with some suppressed emotion. His mother dragged him into her arms crying and saying:

			“Oh God darling, what can I do, what can I do?” 

			“I don’t know. Just, please, let go.”

			Christopher’s father Rodney sat in front of the television and flicked it to the cricket channel. He turned the volume down so he could keep an eye on the scores as well as have an important conversation with his son. Christopher’s mother sat quietly off to one side in an armchair, perched on its edge.

			“Have you thought any more about what course you’ll accept, son?” Christopher looked down at the pattern on the carpet but felt no passionate resistance only weariness. He rubbed his eyes and brow and looked up with a sort of helpless resignation.

			“What do you think I should do?” he asked. 

			His father sighed and put down the remote control. Christopher stared at the object, it seemed funny to him suddenly. The remote control completely summed up his relationship with his father. How amusing that it should be this small item that created a wall between them. Rodney was a man in his early forties with mid-brown hair beginning to grey. He wore metal-framed glasses and when he smiled it was possible to remember that he was once handsome and happy.

			“This isn’t about what I want son, it’s about what you want.”

			“Could have fooled me,” Christopher murmured quietly.

			“What was that?” his father asked sharply, quick to jump on this sign of defiance that would take the conversation to comfortably familiar ground. Christopher looked at him. Rodney’s need for authority over his son seemed to hang like a tangible presence in the air between them. Christopher sighed after a while and heard himself speak, but did not feel like a real participator in the conversation.

			“Dad, I don’t want to do science or computers or accounting. I’m not that kind of smart.”

			“Rubbish,” his father quickly asserted, “see Jane,” he addressed his wife, “it’s attitude. He keeps underestimating himself. If he won’t strive how am I meant to help the boy?”

			“Rodney please,” Jane said with a pacifying smile, brittle with unease. “Let him speak. You have to stop pummelling him with your point of view. Go on, Christopher.”

			“I was just trying to say I think I’m more right-brain smart-”

			“That’s a fallacy you know,” his father interjected.

			“Rodney!” Jane cried.

			“I’m just saying, Jane. That whole thing about the left side of brain controlling reason and the right brain creative thought, it’s a gross simplification.”

			“We’re here to talk about Christopher,” she reminded him. But the time they had finished arguing among themselves Christopher was leaning his head in his hands.

			“I think I’m artistic,” Christopher said quietly.

			“See, this is that bloody Steiner school you sent him to causing this, Jane! You scored in the eighties for your Maths exam! You’re no idiot, Christopher. I can’t help feeling this interest in history or whatever it is, is about your lack of self-esteem. You think you’re not capable of taking on anything but a soft subject.” 

			Christopher rolled his eyes and looked away out the window.

			“Is that Millicent’s psychoanalysis of me or did you come up with that one all on your own?” he said after a moment. 

			Rodney didn’t pick up on his sarcasm.

			“Millicent does say that she thinks self-esteem is a problem, and that you might be leaning towards the arts because it’s easier and you’re depressed.” 

			

			Christopher snorted with disgust.

			“What do you expect? Millicent has absolutely no imagination.”

			“That’s unfair,” his mother said.

				“Yes, perhaps it is unfair, but it’s true. That’s why you both prefer her. Because she is boring and reliable and she likes all the same boring, reliable things you do.” 

			Mr Penrose shook his head and got slowly to his feet with his remote control, pointing it at the television he switched it off.

			“Young man, you are eighteen years old and if you’re not going to start thinking and acting like an adult then I wash my hands of you!”

			“Rodney!” Mrs Penrose cried in real panic this time, jumping to her feet also. “This is not what I asked you to do! He doesn’t need this on top of everything he’s already going through.”

			“Would you stop defending him, Jane? Maybe if you would dislodge the boy from your breast long enough for him to become a man…”

			“So now you are blaming me!” she yelled back.

			“Would you both just stop it!” Christopher cried. His eyes were filled with a kind of bewildered pain. Despite his manly appearance his youth was obvious suddenly. He turned away from them both and walked over to the windowsill. For a while he looked out into the front garden but didn’t really see it. “I’m going to take the offer to study Arts at UWE, and I’m going to take English as my major,” he murmured.

			“And what are you going to be at the end of that?” his father sneered.

			“Educated,” he replied quietly, “if that still means anything.”

			“Not a damn thing in this day and age. The future is computer technology and gene science.” 

			

			Mrs Penrose gave her husband a glance of such distilled cold fury that he fell silent.

			“It does, Christopher,” his mother said, “there are places, circles, in which education and culture still matter deeply. Unfortunately your father has never moved in any of them. It doesn’t mean they don’t exist.”

			“I suppose you could always be an English teacher or a librarian or… or something,” his father muttered, looking obviously for a way out of the conversation and the room. Having switched off the cricket he now appeared distinctly uncomfortable.

			“Or something,” Christopher said to himself. 

			“Your mother and I want the best for you boy, that’s all,” his father said as he walked past, giving Christopher a conciliatory slap on the shoulder. “And we’ve spent a damned fortune on your education.” 

			But Christopher didn’t hear or notice. He had disappeared out through the window and down over the lawn, out along the horizon where the reddish sunset was turning to purple behind some pine trees. Far out into the distance where the watery black of his pupils fixed themselves, his soul wandered. Back with his body his mouth smiled strangely and his posture softened, lost its defensive edge. He never knew what was said that triggered a memory, a memory that was capable of transporting his being, but suddenly he was sitting beneath that row of alpines and he could hear Eugene’s voice reading aloud to him from a book.	

			“Some say the world will end in fire, some say in ice. From what I’ve tasted of desire, I hold with those who favour fire.” 

			He had looked over at Christopher and closed the edition of Robert Frost’s work. Eugene had tended to make eye contact that went on for ages and his gaze hadn’t let Christopher off the hook that day.  In the half-light Eugene’s strange, widely spaced blue eyes had had a sudden feral gleam about them.  “What do you think? Ice or fire?”
“I’m not sure,” Christopher had said.  

			“I am. I want to burn.”

			Christopher shook his head to clear his thoughts. After the brief abstraction his clarity was startling. He almost felt light-headed, like he’d taken on too much oxygen. 

			“That’s what I’ll do,” he murmured to himself. But he was no longer talking about university. He simply knew that he had two choices: fire or ice. He could numb out into a white quiet, pedestrian death, the same type that so many living people he knew had already succumbed to. Or he could burn. And unlike at the time when Eugene had asked him he was now old enough to know which one he wanted. He heard again those words of a dead man in the mouth of a dead boy, and they told him more about life right then than anything his father had to say.	

			Christopher took a long walk up to the stone circles at Avebury using the bridle tracks between the farms that he’d been walking since he was a boy. They were footpaths full of the warm scents of horse manure and the riddling memories of the past. Christopher knew logically that he lived right among one of the most mysterious collection of sites in Britain. He saw the ribbons people tied to the trees turn to rags and the rags to threads and the threads taken by the wind. He felt he understood their impulse to mark this place as sacred somehow, but felt too much a part of the place to perform such an act. The chalk, the tumuli, the stones, the passage tomb, the hedges, the broken fences and mossy stiles, they were as much him as his body was. It required little thought that sense of history, that legacy of the past, he was born here and his family before him. If powers stirred in the land as the dowsers and crop-circle watchers claimed, then these powers that were like air to Christopher; invisible from being breathed every moment of every day.

			It was a mild spring day where the sun had thawed the earth all around him, leaving everything wet and enormous puddles everywhere and everything mud. Now as the waters that had risen so torrentially over the winter began to subside and absorb into the previously saturated soil, there was a sense of quickening in the air. Christopher climbed stile after stile. His boots were caked in mud and he was flushed in the face. Watching the thrushes and swallows make their nests, trudging through carpets of blue bells, he felt a life-surge starting in his loins and flooding upwards to warm his chest. What am I to do with it, this nameless passion, this sudden energy? What do you ask of me? It seemed life itself, or maybe the land, asked something of him in that surge. Asked at least that he live or create. He poured the shrill demand for life into physical exertion, pressing his body against steep hillsides until he was as wet with sweat as the earth beneath his feet was with rain. 

			Jane took pity upon the visible quiver of his muscles under his clothes and the aggravated heat of his cheek. Something about the vulnerable flesh of his earlobes seemed to move her inexplicably. Feeling foolish she came over and told him.

			“I found out something interesting today at the PACT meeting.”

			The ‘Pewsey Area Community Trust’ was a group where some of the locals who launched schemes to improve the economic and social life of Pewsey. Christopher’s mother liked to feel she was ‘contributing’, being someone who had never needed to struggle much economically in life.

			

			“What’s that?” Christopher asked, pulling off his Wellingtons and leaving them in the foyer.

			“There’s a team of archaeologists following up on the Stanchestor Hoard. I had a good conversation with one of the Masters students who are assisting in the dig for practical experience. Apparently they found human remains a layer down under the Roman villa.”

			“Yeah?” Christopher said, helping himself to a glass of water that he finished in a couple of seconds. It didn’t particularly surprise him that they had dug up human remains from around here. West Kennet Long Barrow had been a tomb after all, with numerous skulls and long bones once inhumed there. Christopher tended to assume that the chalk of the entire region was one-tenth human bone, given the time density of human occupation there.

			“I took the liberty of inviting her to dinner,” Jane said quietly. Christopher didn’t say anything so she added: “You’re not angry are you? I’m not trying to orchestrate your social life or anything it’s just-” 

			Christopher turned to her with a beaming smile like she hadn’t seen from him in months.

			“Not at all. It’s just what I want. I need to socialise with someone, it’s as good a place to start as any,” he said, bending and kissed her on the cheek. 

			Fending him off gently she wiped at her face.

			“You’re all sweat, boy,” she protested to cover her joy.

			“It’s a brilliant co-incidence. I’ve just been thinking that I need to meet people. I’m just going up stairs to have a shower.” 

			Watching the second wind of energy in his long stride as he bound up the stairs two at a time like he used to, she smiled to herself. This had been far from co-incidence. It was instead a carefully planned ploy to try to save her child. She had looked everywhere for the right person who could speak to Christopher about the things he was interested in that she and Rodney did not share. This young woman had seemed perfect, intelligent, lively, possibly a little bit wild and also rather pretty. As Jane turned to water her house plants there were tears misting her eyes. They rushed there with the relief of feeling that there was hope, and some potential release from the cloud of fear that she had lived under for weeks. Every time Christopher had left the house and been gone too long or stayed upstairs too long, she had feared a knock at the front door, or an ominous silence from his room. In fact, ever since Eugene had died everything had seemed ‘wrong’ somehow, and rather than wearing off the feeling was only getting stronger.

		

	
		
			

			2

			‘Our common lust for life.’

			-Henrik Ibsen

			Christopher began peeling off his soiled and damp clothing in the bathroom. The room had brown tiles and a large mirror surrounded by numerous electric lights, as was the fashion some time in the mid-eighties when they were fitted. Many of the other fittings were latter additions, such as the radiator towel rack that warmed your towels as well as displayed them. The shower, set to medium temperature, sprouted a seemingly endless supply of hot water without the inherent difficulties of finding the right amount of hot and cold at each use. The room itself, like everywhere in the house, was excessively warm. All of this felt at odds with Christopher’s body, as he stood facing the mirror. 

			Stripping completely naked he leant against the washbasin and looked at himself. This was something that it had never really occurred to him to do before. He had hardly noticed his body, nor paid attention to its many changes since Eugene had died. The blond hair near his forehead was now dark looking and clumped with sweat, and his face was still flushed pink. He looked at his own eyes and they shocked him like they were the eyes of a stranger. Just as with a stranger’s eyes there was something uncomfortable about staring into them for too long. He saw them as two vital blue flames that seemed to dance back at him from the mirror like they were laughing at him. They looked like a man’s eyes, full of vigour and adult humour. The man’s face smiled at him without his conscious decision to do so. The smile made him flush deeper. It was embarrassing to think that that was how he went about in the world, with those eyes and that smile. I can’t carry that off, he thought. There was something about his smile that seemed suggestive to him. It seemed that both his eyes and his smile possessed an innate knowing that he himself wasn’t aware of yet. 

			The thing was, that he had never really thought about himself in relation to masculinity, either the having or the not having of it. He had not thought of himself as a gendered, let alone sexual being, until Millicent’s questions had forced him to. Christopher looked at his broad shoulders, turned to look also at the even more unfamiliar muscles in his back. He felt more a sense of curiosity than pride. As he saw himself there he found he was thinking about his ancestors and the genes that had made his body, and why. Look at it, he thought, those genes formed me with a function in mind and it probably wasn’t reading dusty books. It was an unavoidable conclusion, although it was not a comfortable one: His body was designed for action. He would have been some sort of hunter or warrior in any other culture in the world. No doubt this body is a direct throwback to some swordsman or another who lived a thousand years ago, he thought. 

			He held up his smooth uncalloused hands and examined them. Suddenly they made him feel ashamed. It seemed decadent somehow, all this softness that surrounded him. His body looked like it was made for days of hard riding, sleeping rough, fighting before breakfast. He knew it would hone easily if he bothered to work out, but what for? He didn’t care about having a gym six-pack for the sake of vanity. He just felt in his guts that his flesh was being mocked by his plush bath-sheet and moisturising shower-gel.

			Standing in his bathrobe Christopher stood before his closet and took out a pair of black trousers and a simple long sleeve white button-up shirt. He laid them out on his bed and grabbed some shoe polish from a draw to polish his boots that hadn’t seen a polish for longer than he could remember. Without looking in his mirror he absently ran a comb through his hair then messed it up again with his hands because it was already annoying him. Much to his mother’s inevitable disappointment he was not wearing the more fancy clothes she kept buying him. Christopher’s jeans and his Doc Martins were his favourite items of clothing. Christopher surprised himself by not feeling the slightest touch of nervousness about meeting this woman. He went out so seldom he had expected to become agoraphobic. 

			Millicent sat in her room brushing out her long straight hair. To her own critical eyes her face in the mirror was pale and pinched. She hated the fact that this woman was coming to the house. Other women are always so critical, she thought. It seemed like all Christopher had to do was work himself up into a state of dejection and he would be considered some kind of brooding genius. Their family was no doubt too dull and uninspiring to lift Christopher from his profound despair. I’ve read Hamlet too, she thought, and this girl is Mum’s ‘Rosencrantz and Guildenstern’, summoned to lift Hamlet out of his melancholy. Personally I always thought Hamlet was a whiner. She brushed at her hair viciously. Millicent could just imagine the sort of pretentious intellectual this woman would be. She would probably take one look at Millicent and write her off like her brother had. ‘Millicent has absolutely no imagination’ she heard Christopher’s voice say rather loudly, during his fight with their father. Just because I have an ounce of common sense... Everyone likes me best do they? Then why is everyone dancing attendance on your every whim? People only like me best because I serve their purposes. I’m convenient and I don’t have messy emotions, certainly not in front of anyone anyway. 

			She sighed to herself, realising that whether someone had sympathy for her or for Christopher would probably simply depend on whom they had most in common with. It seemed to her that the fact she could step outside her emotions to realise this gave her some elevated dignity in the situation. She stood up and slid into her slip-on shoes. The woman before her in the mirror wore a pastel print dress that came to the knee and had some darts around the waist with no sleeves. Her hair had been brushed back into a tie back and she self-consciously covered her pale but inoffensive arms with a cardigan. This was West Kennet, not Bristol or London, she reasoned, she didn’t need to get dressed up. She hugged herself in the mirror. She scowled at her reflection. It seemed to reproach her, trap her with in its wooden frame. Stepping out of its clutches she sprayed on a little of her violet-scented perfume. 

			The whole family was sitting in the front room when Christopher came downstairs. Millicent both hated and admired the easy grace and good looks he had at his disposal when he bothered to use them. She had slipped into the room with only a smile from her mum. Christopher came bounding down the couple of stairs into the sunken sitting room having put on only a white shirt and black trousers but managing to make it look like most men did only in suits.

			“Hi everyone,” he said, his smile lighting up both the room and their mother’s face. Even their father was smiling contentedly. “What’s everyone drinking?” he asked, extricating his mother’s Scotch from her hand to top it up while he was at the cellaret. 

			“You’re looking lovely tonight, Millicent,” he said, placing an unasked for glass of wine in her hand.

			“Thanks,” she said without enthusiasm. Her sourness caught their mother’s disapproving eye. Millicent was convinced he was being brutally sarcastic.

			“What?” he asked gently, sitting down beside her, “I mean it. Let’s not be angry with each other, Milly,” he smiled at her, “I know I’ve been an introverted git lately but that’s all going to change.” He patted her knee in a conciliatory way and got up. “Can I put some music on Dad, if it’s quiet?”

			“Sure son,” he agreed. Christopher opened his laptop and started creating a play list for the evening. Their father was chatting to their mother about something that was going on at work. Millicent chided herself on her uncommunicativeness. You get angry when you’re in everyone’s shadow she told herself, but you’re sitting in it on purpose by sulking all the time. It seemed hopeless as she watched Christopher joke with his parents, sip his Scotch, and effortlessly move to the music a little without apparent self-consciousness in between nibbling on finger food from the coffee table. It seemed impossible that she could ever be like that. What she envied had something to do with Christopher’s masculine energy. She wasn’t sure if there was a feminine equivalent to that or what it would look like. So she resigned herself to defer to Christopher, help Christopher, serve his light and protect it from damping out again, in lieu of discovering whether she had one herself.

			When the doorbell rang Christopher had been talking to Millicent about the university course that he planned to accept. He didn’t pause immediately. The idea of studying what he really loved had filled him with a new excitement.

			“I’ll get that,” said his mother. Jane was glowing with excitement due to the realisation of her carefully orchestrated plan, and also a little with Scotch. She was dressed smartly in a black slim and with dust of blush on her cheeks she looked very young and pretty. Too young to have Millicent as a daughter, Christopher thought, Milly looks a bit like Mum’s older sister at times. He felt unkind for the thought, but it was, nonetheless, true.  His mother clicked her pair of spaghetti strap high-heels to the door and opened it.

			“Hello, dear, do come in.” Jane ushered in a young woman a little taller than herself with long dark that fell around her exposed shoulders in glossy curls. Her lips had that impossible sheen-lipstick that advertising promises will not even be smudged by kissing. He noticed her exposed skin, the sense of fashionable and sexual display that she gave off, and the way she moved in her platform heels. Despite her appearance there was a sadness in this girl’s eyes that Christopher found quite explicit, and it drew him to her as like attracts like.

			“Put your eyes back in your head, Christopher,” Millicent snapped. 

			Christopher smiled almost wistfully.

			“I guess she’s just not what I expected from an archaeologist.” 

			The young woman put down the small bag she’d been carrying as she looked around herself.

			“Hi Jane, it’s great to see you again!” She leaned over and kissed both of his mother’s cheeks, “I love your place!” she enthused as Jane showed her into the sitting room, “its so quaint with all those hedges leading up to your cute little street. Hi!” she said, spotting everyone else and greeting them like she already knew them. “Everyone, this is Sophia Kallis, she’s doing her… What was it? A Masters in Osteology and Funerary Archaeology? Did I get it right love? Sophia’s at your future university Christopher! Sophia, this is my husband Rodney.” 

			Rodney got to his feet and held out his hand.

			“Pleased to meet you, Sophia,” he said smiling as she shook his hand warmly, “can I get you a drink?”

			“Oh yes please, that would be smashing.”
“What would you like?”

			“A dry red if you have one open, but don’t open anything especially, I drink everything.” 

			Rodney laughed.

			“My daughter drinks dry reds so we have one right here.” He went over to the cellaret and poured her a drink. “This is my son Christopher,” Jane continued after Rodney had given her a glass of wine. Christopher got up and held out his hand.

			“Hi,” he said. 

			“Hello, Christopher. It’s lovely to meet you at last. Your mother was telling me you’re going to accept an offer to study Arts at the university this year. Good for you,” she said, shaking his hand energetically. Sophia’s behaviour was exuberant and extraverted but still when she looked at Christopher he sensed the same sadness.

			“And this is my daughter Millicent. She works in a solicitor’s office.”

			“That must come in handy having someone who knows the law around,” she said, shaking Millicent’s somewhat limp hand so vigorously that its limpness was visible.

			“I don’t know that much about the law. I just shuffle papers for people who do and make appointments. It’s hardly exciting here in little Wiltshire anyway,” she replied coolly.

			“Oh,” said Sophia, seemingly put off for only a moment before smiling again, “so tell me a bit about what the local area is like. It’s obviously fascinating historically, for my purposes, but what’s it like to live in? I mean, with young people?” she said, looking at Millicent and Christopher, “there wouldn’t be a lot of night life here...”

			“My brother and I don’t really get into night life,” Millicent replied.

			“But I’d like too,” Christopher interjected, “I’m actually only just old enough for nightclubs this year. I haven’t had a chance yet.” He sipped his Scotch.

			“Oh, wow, I took you for older! But I should have realised with you about to go to university. You should come out with my friends and I some time. Would you mind that, Mrs Penrose? Me taking your son into Salisbury one night?”

			“Call me Jane,” she insisted, smiling graciously, “not at all. Christopher’s eighteen, he’s a man now, it’s up to him where he goes.”

			“You must be so proud of them both Jane,” Sophia said, familiarly patting Jane’s knee.

			“Very much,” Jane replied beaming. “They’ve really been my sole contribution to this world. I just have to go and check the dinner. Rodney could you go and get some wine out of the cellar for me? You kids stay in here, help yourself to drinks and get acquainted.” 

			As though at some mutually agreed upon cue the two parents exited the room, leaving Sophia alone with Christopher and Millicent.

			“Can I top up your wine?” Christopher asked.

			“Thanks ever so much, that’s plenty. Cheers.”

			

			“So,” Christopher said, seating himself across from Sophia, “what era is this dig you’re working on?” 

			Sophia smiled. She folded her legs and leaned back in her chair, draping one arm over the back of the lounge while she casually dangled her wine glass in that hand.

			“It’s a pre-Roman burial site but its occupation was continuous until up to the Roman invasion. Afterwards it was abandoned and a Roman villa was built nearby and farming occurred over the top of it. It’s a really valuable find, very rich in ritual deposits. Most exciting for me is that there’s been two fully articulated skeletons.”

			“What sorts of ritual deposits were with them?” Christopher asked. He had to admit he had little idea at what rate objects deteriorated in British soil. 

			Millicent sipped her wine in chilly silence.

			“We found some weapons mainly, and the female skeleton had some clear stones and shells and piece of animal bone in what was probably a pouch worn at the neck. We think it might be a hasty burial, a war cemetery as such. I’m taking a module in Biomolecular Archaeology this year so I’ll get to observe as they attempt to extract DNA from the adult male’s jaw.” Christopher was leaning forward listening intently and nodding.

			“And what sort of things will you be able to know about them from it?” he asked.

			“Oh everything! Well practically, if you take it from the osteology perspective and the genetic we will know about: childhood diseases, age, social class, facial appearance, if he has living descendents, if his diet was poor or good.”

			“Does that sort of personal information then get taken up by historians and written about?”

			“Oh yeah, when the historians catch up! They’ve got their theories that are slow to change in the face of all cutting edge evidence. The future of the past is in the lab if you ask me. Historians will tell you that we need them to tell us what it all means,” she laughed, as though she found this very obviously amusing.

			“And how does this help us?” Millicent blurted, and then paused colour rising in her cheeks. “I mean… I just meant… How do these kinds of discoveries affect our lives, our society?” Sophia smiled knowingly and nodded.

			“Ah huh. I know exactly where you’re going. What I always say is this: as a science we’re not exactly out there curing cancer, we’re just trying to understand things, to keep records. I think it’s a natural human activity. Everybody hopes that they will be remembered when they are dead. And in some ways I think the long dead have their own legacy that we don’t always appreciate. When we recognise where we have come from, I think that helps us to appreciate what we have now.” Millicent didn’t reply, but Christopher was obviously fascinated.

			“What do you mean by that: ‘appreciate what we have now’?” he asked rapidly.

			“Well, darling, just look around you! Look at how we live now. The accumulated knowledge of these past ages has allowed us to lift ourselves out of the mud, blood and cold and into civilisation.” 

			Christopher’s eyebrow twitched quizzically and he half smiled.

			“What is so wonderful about how we live now?” 

			Sophia looked incredulously at him.

			“Do you know how tough life was for a man in those days?”

			“Not as well as you do, I’m sure. But…”

			“At your age you would have been fighting for years, if you weren’t dead already. You’re think about things like going to university, back then you’d need to worry about who was coming to kill your family and steal your cows! The compound fractures on some bones I’ve seen, Christopher! Life was nasty, brutish and short. My adult male that I’m working on at the moment, our DNA candidate, he wasn’t much older than you. His teeth are in perfect condition, but his body is hacked with a sword so brutally it nearly severed his spinal column. He may have not even died immediately, and there was no morphine in those days. That sort of thing is unimaginable to most men today.” 

			Almost as though to give her the last word when Christopher was burning with disagreement her mobile phone went off. 

			“Sorry about that,” she said, taking out a phone, “but I better take this.” She got up and walked out of the room and up the stairs. “Hello?” they heard her say.

			“Do you like her?” Millicent asked quietly.

			“I think she’s fascinating,” Christopher replied.

			“And totally out of your league baby brother,” she said, going over to refill her wine glass. After a moment Sophia appeared.

			“Your mother says dinner is nearly ready.” She turned and walked back towards the dining room. Despite himself Christopher couldn’t help noticing the slight sway of her slim hips under the short skirt. He got up promptly to follow.

			
			When they all filed into the dining room Jane had a roast beef joint on the table, surrounded by steaming vegetables and Rodney was pouring wine. There was a bustle of seating in which Christopher found himself placed next to Sophia. It wasn’t so much that his parents were pushing Sophia and he together that embarrassed Christopher, but how transparently obvious he felt they were. After Sophia had commented on how lovely the food looked and everyone had begun to eat, Rodney began conversation.

			“So, what was it that got you interested in history Sophia?” Christopher stared openly at the warm, open smile on his father’s face. My God, he thought, she has charmed Dad so much he’s actually saying the word ‘history’ like it’s something quite respectable.

			“I wasn’t actually. History wasn’t my first love. I wanted to get into forensics. I had the marks for it, but I can’t stand cadavers. It sounds stupid because I work with dead people all the time now. But the ones I get are nice and desiccated. I’m not good with decomposition. Actually I got involved with archaeology because I love solving mysteries and puzzles. I’ve always liked piecing things together, puzzles, codes, who-done-its. I guess history is just another puzzle for me.”

			“The lure of the unknown,” Christopher commented.

			“More like the lure of the finding out.” Sophia laughed. Christopher acknowledged the difference in those two things to himself in a quiet way, but he didn’t let it dampen his enthusiasm. 

			“Some people like getting out there in the mud and digging. I just put up with that to get to the bit I love. The bit that thrills me is the careful extraction of the precious clues from the soil and then meticulously bagging and labelling it.”

			After dinner Jane served port and after dinner mints. Christopher was quickly becoming light-headed with the alcohol and felt desperate to secure a repeat visit before Sophia left. He had already noticed her politely refuse another drink.

			“I can’t drink for the next couple of hours before I drive.” 

			Christopher had recently got his driver’s license and wished he could offer to drive her home, but if she was over the legal limit then he most certainly was.

			“Us oldies are going to go to bed now, but you kids carry on in the front room.  Help yourselves to drinks. And Sophia,” their father said, laying a paternal hand on her shoulder, “you must come again when you can stay the night and don’t have to worry about driving. Do you like walking? We’ve got some great treks around here.” She smiled and said she’d love to, though Christopher seriously doubted she was telling the truth. Jane came over and kissed them all goodnight. As their parents retreated Christopher’s father winked to him over Sophia’s shoulder. Christopher cringed inwardly. It was nice to see his father in such good spirits but did they have to be so insufferable?

			Christopher and Sophia adjourned to the sitting room with a grumpy Millicent in tow. Christopher picked up his laptop and changed the playlist. While he did he detected Sophia looking at him oddly. 

			“What?” he asked, smiling. “You’re looking at me oddly.”

			“You’re a strange young man, Christopher.”

			“What’s so strange?” Sophia flopped onto the couch and somehow made it look elegant and languid.

			“Let me put it this way: What are your interests, what do you like to do?” 

			Christopher thought about it for a moment as he found himself a seat.

			“Poetry is probably my main interest. Other than that I like history, art, music, walking. I used to play water polo when I was younger.  I like driving my car. And I like… well I want… I don’t have… conversation. Real ones.” 

			Sophia nodded like this had somehow confirmed her worst suspicions.

			“See, the water-polo thing, that’s a bit nerdy but almost normal. Driving your car, that passes,” she said, leaning forward as though confiding something. Christopher’s eyes were involuntarily drawn down her cleavage. Well there you are, he thought ironically, there is something else ‘normal’ you’ve just discovered you like. Mum and Dad will be stoked.

			“The rest though,” continued Sophia, “is like something out of a nineteenth century novel. Back before we got electronic entertainment. Freaky freaky freak freak. Nice. But freaky.”

			“Oh. That would be the ‘Waldorf Factor’ as we call it. I went to a Steiner school. If you know what that means it will explain a lot for you.”

			“Aren’t they the ones where the kids don’t learn to read for ages and paint lots of watercolours?”

			Christopher laughed.

			“These are probably two things they are known for yes. But there’s more to it than that. Some people describe it as an ‘arts education’ others as ‘holistic.’ My Dad was not that into the idea but Mum had read all these articles about the performance of Waldorf kids, and Dad agreed to send me there until I finished year eight. After that they sent me on to Bishops for the ‘status’ part.”

			“Oh they’re the no TV till you reach a certain age people as well, aren’t they? I guess this kinda makes sense.”

			“Yep, that’s the ones. I didn’t keep a life-long love for finger-knitting but I did hold onto the creative side of things.”

			“Nobody really does things like that! You totally blow my mind.” 

			Christopher smiled.

			“That reminds me of Hedda’s husband in Hedda Gabbla when she shoots herself as an artistic gesture. He says ‘but people just don’t do that sort of thing!’” Christopher found the comparison humorous but he realised quickly it probably hadn’t done much to help his case.

			“Yeah. See, I’m an above averagely educated person, Christopher. I have a Bachelor’s Degree with Honours. I’m doing well in my Master’s program. I like to think I’m bright. So I vaguely know that Hedda Gabbla is a play. Did Checkov write it? I really don’t know.” 

			“Ibsen,” Christopher mumbled under his breath.  

			“See with most people, they throw things like that into their conversation to try and show how smart they are.” Christopher looked taken aback and Sophia added, “and I can see you’re not like that. That’s the weird-arse part.” She took a small swill from her port and laughed. “And I don’t know, I really don’t know whether that is really uncool or really, really romantic. I dunno.” She took another drink and slowly blinked her dark dreamy eyes, “Shit,” she said getting up as though some kind of spell had suddenly broken, “I can’t believe you’re only eighteen!” Walking over to where Millicent was standing like a guard by the lounge door Sophia said, “Where is the bathroom from here, hon?” Millicent pointed it out. As soon as Sophia was out of sight Millicent turned to Christopher.

			“I’m going to bed,” she declared.

			“Okay Milly, good night.” Millicent rolled her eyes.

			“That’d be right, you’re just dying to get rid of me aren’t you?” Christopher frowned in confusion and shook his head slowly.

			“I only
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