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 PART I

ARRIVAL

 I have been studying how I may compare
This prison where I live unto the world.


 
 Shakespeare, Richard II


 
 
 
 Chapter One

The Connaught

 
 
 “Have you been here before?” he asked.

 
 “Wasn’t it here that we came, the last time?”

 
 “Not possibly. We were last together in … Trier, if my memory serves.”

 
 “Mine, apparently, does not. Coming across you again, everything gets very déjà vu. The chandeliers, the flowers, even that
 waiter with the Hapsburg lip. They’re all exactly the way I remember them.”


 
 “If this is what your déjà vu’s are made of, you’ve had an agreeable past.”

 
 “Small thanks to you, darling.”

 
 He touched her empty glass. “Once more?”

 
 “Didn’t you say you were in a terrible rush? Besides, it wouldn’t show respect for the bisque. Which is already gliding to
 our table.”


 
 The waiter with the Hapsburg lip performed deft rituals with the bisque, while they, with the preliminary skirmish over, made minor modifications in their strategies. The wine steward brought the Solera, its brittle label flaking from the
 glass.


 
 “Yes,” he said. “Then, with the salmon, Coindreu Chateau Grillet.”

 
 “And I’ve seen him before too,” she said. “Did you notice the funny ring he was wearing. No, men never notice how other men dress. It’s delicious.
 If the venison is half so nice, I’ll marry you. Would you like that?”


 
 “I might. I’ve never had a wife.”

 
 “I’d make a very attractive wife for you, I think. You’d never have to feel embarrassed. I speak French, German, Polish, and
 probably something else. As I have my own income, I wouldn’t even be expensive–except at Christmas–though I’d look expensive all the time. Whenever your self-confidence faltered—”


 
 “It doesn’t.”

 
 “—my skilful flattery would bolster you up. And I’m not too much younger. Am I?”


 
 “Not at all.”

 
 “Do you fear I’d be too frivolous? Do you take exception to the coloratura passages? You, if anyone, should realize that my
 serious side is just as serious as yours. Make a serious face. Oh, like that! All those wrinkles–the strength of character they suggest.”


 
 “It’s the supraorbital ridge that does that.”

 
 “It’s so many things.”

 
 “You have good points too.”

 
 “Each complements one of yours. Imagine the two of us walking into the same room. We’re surrounded with whispers, the cynosure
 of all men’s eyes. The waltz swells about us, and you take me in your arms.”


 
 “What are they whispering?”

 
 “That you’re forty years old, and still single.”

 
 “Thirty-eight.”

 
 “C’est la même, darling. We’ll both have little secrets tucked away in dresser drawers, behind our stockings. I would have thought forty
 more likely.”


 
 “You listen too much to the things people whisper.”

 
 “Let’s leave them, then. They mean nothing to us. We’ll go off by ourselves. To the Seychelle Islands? Meshed? The Philippines? They’re said to be quite in now.”


 
 “We won’t listen to what people say. We value our independence too highly.”

 
 “Where shall we go, then? You tell me.”

 
 “To Wales.”

 
 “Oh, not Wales! One must draw a line between independence and ennui.”

 
 “I’ve already signed the papers, love. I am committed.”

 
 “This isn’t pretending, then?”

 
 “I hope not, after all the money I’ve sunk in it.”

 
 “Where in Wales?”

 
 “The Pembroke coast. It has one of the quaintest names on the map.”

 
 “Oh, I know just what it will look like–all the cottages built out of marzipan, and an abbey church from the 14th century,
 the rustics brawling in the pub, fishing boats, sunsets. You’ll live in somebody’s converted toolshed.”


 
 “A gatehouse, actually. I leased it through Chandler & Carr.”

 
 “Who showed you photographs.”

 
 “And a floor plan.”

 
 “Though smallish, it possesses every convenience.”

 
 “A majority, at least.”

 
 “I don’t believe it. It isn’t you. What about your work?”


 
 He paused at this, the first point scored in the game.

 
 “I’ve retired.”

 
 “I don’t believe it. You? Though, of course, if that’s what you’re supposed to say …”


 
 “It’s been my impression that it’s not at all what I was supposed to say. But I do say it, I have done it, I am retired.”

 
 “Why, in God’s name?”

 
 “That’s a secret I’ve tucked away in a dresser drawer, behind my stockings.”

 
 Which tied it, one all.

 
 “And the dresser? Off in the rural, implausible solitudes of Pembroke?”

 
 “Still in London, most likely. I only bought it today. That’s why we met here. I’ve been up and down Bond Street all day,
 furnishing the place.”


 
 “And not because we’re so convenient to Grosvenor Square?”


 
 “I thought that might make it handier for you.”

 
 “They won’t buy it, you know. You can’t just go and tell them you’ve lost interest in the whole thing, for heaven’s sake!”

 
 “On the contrary, Liora–you can.”


 
 “You called me Liora. That was nice of you.”

 
 “It’s your name.”

 
 “It’s not the name on my passport. You are a darling, and you really do believe in integrity and honor and all of that. Yes,
 thank you, just a wee bit more. 1872! And without an expense account?” When the steward had left them, she continued: “Is
 that what you’d call a Masonic ring?”


 
 “I forgot to look.”

 
 “He also uses wax on his mustache. I’ve never kissed a waxed mustache. Remember where you kissed me, in Bergamo?”

 
 “That was where I didn’t kiss you.”

 
 A palpable hit. He moved into the lead.

 
 “But you wanted to. Why are you looking seriously now? Is it about me?”

 
 “Yes.”

 
 “No, it isn’t. You’re having second thoughts about all that furniture. What did you get? Where? How much did they make you
 pay?”


 
 He itemized on his fingers. “Four Chinese Chippendale chairs, at Mallett’s. A mahogany table from J. Cornelius, that copies
 one at the South Kensington. A Sirhaz carpet in the pear design. A Riesener secretaire that’s very much restored. Oh, and
 odds and ends. I forget how much—”


 
 “Fantasy, all of it.”

 
 “I did see them, and I might have wanted them. Actually I just picked out some bare essentials at Liberty’s. Here’s the salmon.”

 
 Bare and essential, the salmon was presented. The Coindreu was open, tasted, and approved. Richebourg ’29 was suggested for
 the impending venison Diane. Their conversation, set against the backdrop of this restaurant, this meal, seemed to lack the
 element of chance. The ordered sequence of dishes dictated not only the wines they drank but also the words they spoke and
 the glances that passed between them. Even their errors were such as only the most expert players could have made.


 
 Her serve.

 
 “What do you intend to do in Wales? Fish? Think? Write your memoirs? Discover some new inner resource, or a hobby?”


 
 “What’s customary for a country gentlemen these days?”

 
 “Alcoholism.”

 
 Which might have tied the score again, if the glance that accompanied it had not, so noticeably, grazed the net. She tried
 again.


 
 “When do you leave?”

 
 “From Paddington, at half past eleven.”

 
 “Tonight?”

 
 He nodded.

 
 “How ridiculous! You asked me here … just to have dinner … and to tell me that you’re leaving town?”

 
 “I thought you’d enjoy eating out, and that you’d want to say goodbye.”

 
 “You don’t give me time to say much else. I’d hoped … Well, you knew what I hoped.”

 
 “You didn’t hope. You took for granted.”

 
 He had moved lengths ahead of her: she was reduced to being forthright.

 
 “Why did you want to see me? You won’t say you love me, and you won’t say you don’t. You sit there and decorate yourself with wrinkles
 and irony. You know, if you can’t trust me, you’ll never be able to trust anyone. You sit there with your enigma dangling in front of you like some fat gold watch chain.
 You’re just inviting someone to grab it my dear.”


 
 She leaned back in her chair, touching the emerald pendant on her throat, while these points were added to her score.

 
 The waiter with the Hapsburg lip replaced the china on the table according to a strict and clandestine geometry. The dinner
 approached its climax.


 
 “Do you think I look Jewish?” she asked.

 
 “You look dark and mysterious. Your face expresses great strength of character.”

 
 “And you won’t postpone your trip just one night?”

 
 “There isn’t a pullman every night. I’m sorry, Liora–I’ve made up my mind.”

 
 “Someone has–that’s certain.”

 
 But the game was clearly his, for all that. She smiled, conceding it, and began to talk about nothing at all.

 
 When they left the restaurant, at ten forty-five, the waiter with the Hapsburg lip, ignoring more pressing demands, cleared
 the cups and Tokaj glasses from the table. He pursed his mouth at the flower vase, from which the dark-haired woman had purloined
 the single rose.


 
 He replaced the linen cloth with one slightly crisper, and on this, beside the new flowers, he put the small wooden plaque
 that indicated, in incised, gilt letters, the number of this table-6.


 

 
 
 
 Chapter Two

A Round Trip to Cheltenham

 
 
 The two identical Hartmann Knocabouts stood, already packed, beneath the false mirror in the foyer, like a demonstration of
 one of the less obvious axioms devised by the Alexandrian geometers. In the reception room the butler, a dumb and slightly
 Oriental dwarf, pressed the button that released the ornamental screen: he entered. The butler handed him his gloves.


 
 “The telephone?” he asked.

 
 In reply the butler removed the receiver from its cradle and offered it, as mute as himself, across the intervening space.
 Dead.


 
 “Very good. The Locust is at the garage, I take it?” The butler nodded. “There’s no particular hurry. When they’ve finished
 you can drive it on to Carmarthen. Wire me from there.”


 
 He turned for a last survey of the room. Depersonalized by dust covers, the furniture could not evoke so much as a flicker of sentimental regret. Like the monolithic pavilions of a defunct World’s Fair, the room seemed already to be impatient
 for its own era of privacy, decay, and picturesque abandonment.


 
 His fingers wriggled into kid gloves. Now there must be some gesture of departure, the closing of curtains, keys in locks.
 The butler stood at the opposite end of the room; he removed, from a pocket of his waistcoat, a key, turned, fitted it into
 the glass door of the bookshelves, turned the key.


 
 “Not,” he said, “the Dickens.”

 
 Obediently the butler reached, on tiptoe, to the fourth shelf and removed a slim sextodecimo volume of frayed morocco. Relocked
 the shelves. Crossed the room, padding on bare parquet, offered the book to its owner.


 
 “Yes, that will do nicely.” He slipped it in the pocket of his raincoat. “Goodbye, then.”

 
 The butler lifted a pudgy white-gloved hand and waved goodbye.

 
 In the foyer he dipped his knees, caught a handle in each hand, and rose with the weight of the suitcases. The steel screen
 purred shut, sealing his past. He kicked open the front door. The taxi was waiting, aglow in the drizzle.


 
 “Paddington,” he said.

 
 “It’s fifteen after eleven, sir. No trains are running now.”

 
 “My train leaves at eleven-thirty.”

 
 The driver shrugged, and lifted the flag of the meter, which ticked off sixpences and fractions of miles along the Brompton
 Road, through Knightsbridge and past the floodlit Corinthian columns of Apsley House, turning left and turning left again
 along the perimeter of Hyde Park, then right into Gloucester Terrace.


 
 The station clock said eleven-thirty.

 
 “Thank you, sir. Thank you very much.”

 
 He walked with his two bags toward Gate 6. A blue-uniformed ticket puncher waved at him, across the intervening space, to
 hurry. But for the two of them, the station looked as deserted as a cathedral in one of those counties tourists never find.
 Liora had carried on about her cathedrals, Salisbury, Winchester, Wells, all through the bombes.


 
 While the man worried the ticket with his punch, he glanced backward, thinking he had seen her. It was only a young American,
 in army surplus, seated on a knapsack, her back propped against the Sherwood green tin of W. H. Smith’s, sleeping or seeming
 to sleep.


 
 The conductor was waiting outside the blue sleeping car to help him with his bags. Before he had been shown to his compartment,
 the train had begun to move.


 
 “I will arrive …?”

 
 The conductor glanced at the destination hand-written on the ticket. “At half past six. The engine is changed once in Bristol
 and again in Swansea.”


 
 He found the bed in his compartment already made, the sheet spread back to receive his body, the pillow plumped. He drew the
 blinds. He removed his raincoat, his gloves.


 
 He began to read:

 
 Escalus.


 
 My Lord.


 
 Of government the properties to unfold …


 
 On the small screen in his own compartment, the conductor watched the swaying man turn the pages of his little book. Often,
 to his distress, he would turn them backward instead of forward, but not so often, after all, that he did not reach the end.
 He then rose, swaying, and began to undress, unknotting, first, the black bow tie, prying off the cufflinks from his cuffs. He shrugged out of the jacket, loosed
 the cummerbund, slipped the suspenders from his shoulders, unbuttoned his fly, stepped out of the trousers.


 
 He hung trousers, jacket, shirt inside the closet of simulated wood, placed tie, cummerbund and cufflinks on the shelf above.
 He lifted the handle of the door to LOCK.


 
 Then he moved for a moment out of range of the closed-circuit camera. The microphone picked up the sound of running water.
 He returned, naked now, to the bed and pulled the upper sheet loose. The conductor, who, though probably no older than this
 man, could no longer think of himself as fit, had time briefly to admire the sturdiness of these limbs, the trimness of the
 torso. Then the light blanked.


 
 “The second camera,” a voice commanded.

 
 The conductor adjusted a knob at the side of the screen. It now showed a man’s head, cradled in his hands, swaying. He stared
 directly at the lens concealed in the ceiling for several minutes. Even when his eyes had closed, his face did not seem to
 relax. It was a quarter past two.


 
 The conductor picked up his copy of News of the World and read the captions beneath each picture. At a quarter to three, a buzzer, at E-flat frequency, brought him to his feet.


 
 The man was now asleep.

 
 The conductor flipped up the switch marked VENT beneath the screen and watched as the mask descended over the man’s face. When the mask was retracted, the facial muscles
 at last showed some degree of relaxation.


 
 He went into the corridor and pulled the EMERGENCY cord. He unlocked the upper half of the door, reached in, turned the handle down to OPEN.


 
 He pulled the slack, naked, fit body out of the bed. Twelve cars ahead the engine whistled. He stood low for a better grip
 beneath the armpits. The floor lurched.


 
 Four men had gathered in the corridor. They watched the conductor pulling the man across the beige Acrilan without offering
 to help. Lights flickered by outside the windows. The train was approaching Cheltenham well ahead of schedule. It came to
 a full stop by the siding of a cable warehouse. While the four men unloaded the limp body on to the boards of the siding,
 the conductor returned to the compartment for the two suitcases, and again for the clothes and the copy of Measure for Measure. There was barely time to place these on the platform before the train was moving again. Spools of heavy cable flicked past
 accelerando. The four men returned, each to his own compartment.


 
 The conductor tidied the mussed bed, plumped the pillow, scoured the sink.

 
 At Cheltenham the engine was switched. By four o’clock the string of cars was rolling back home to Paddington. Lights cut
 long arcs through the incessant drizzle.


 

 
 
 
 Chapter Three

The Village

 
 
 Woke.

 
 Soft Muzak, sore limbs. He flicked flecks of sleep from the corners of his eyes. He was awake now. His shoes confronted him,
 propped on the two identical suitcases. Laces dangled from the eyelets.


 
 He patted his breast pocket. He stood up. The cummerbund, unbuckled, slid down his wrinkled legs. The Muzak glided into Oklahoma.


 
 The entire room–varnished benches, sooty windows, overheated air, the worn, well-swept floorboards, the twin slates for Arrivals
 and Departures, the ticking clock, the thick, inverted L of the stovepipe leading to the stove–was transparently probable.


 
 It was, by this clock, III minutes after IX, a statement that the light slanting through the grimy lattice confirmed. CLOSED hung lopsides before the ticket window grille. Oh, what a beautiful morning!


 
 There was one Arrival, at 6:30 am. There were no Departures.

 
 He went out onto the platform, into the incontrovertible likelihood of sunlight, cirrus clouds, the scent of creosote. A white
 wooden planter, Property of the Village, welcomed him to …? For the entire length of the platform there was no sign to say.
 Well, to the Village then, in its most absolute sense.


 
 He knotted his shoelaces, and in front of the mirror that sold chewing gum he tied a bow knot in his bow tie. His hair was
 not mussed by sleep. The cummerbund went into his raincoat pocket.


 
 He returned to the platform with his suitcases and followed the arrows to TAXIS. A gravel path hedged with rhododendrons curved to the back of the station and debouched on a street of devastating neatness
 and typicality, at once folksy and abstract, like a Quaker chessboard. A Grocer, a Druggist and Meat confronted a Stationer,
 a Cafe and Dry-Cleaning; beyond these emblems of a community, trees and a steeple, admonishing, Italianate, of limestone capped
 with lead; then cirrus, and then blue sky.


 
 The taxi stand was empty.

 
 He carried his suitcases past the Stationer (whose windows celebrated the novels of B. S. Johnson and Georgette Heyer, various
 cookbooks and garden manuals, and Bertrand Russell’s autobiography) and to the Cafe, which received him with a lush gust of
 gaseous grease.


 
 The waitress said, “Ew!”

 
 “Pardon me,” he said, “but could you tell me—”

 
 “We had such a fire!” She giggled, wiping her full red face with a dirty towel.


 
 “—the name of this town?”

 
 “You wouldn’t of believed it. Nobody would!”


 
 “Please.”

 
 “A cup of tea?” She drew tea from the steaming urn, set the cup before him. “There’s milk.” In a stainless steel pitcher.
 “And there’s sugar.” In a glass bowl.


 
 She wiped the towel across the plastic joke that hung above the low entrance to the kitchen: YOU DON’T HAVE TO BE CRAZY TO WORK HERE–BUT IT HELPS! She glanced back to see whether he had noticed, whether he would laugh.


 
 “Could you tell me the name of this town? Please.”


 
 “Village you mean.” Pouting, she gave the plastic another swipe.

 
 “Very well, the name of this village.”

 
 “Because towns are bigger. I don’t care for towns, myself. They’re impersonal. People forget that you’re a human being. And
 we’re all human beings, you know. Do you want toast?”


 
 “No, thank you. If you—”

 
 “Negg?”

 
 “No. I—”

 
 “You don’t look like you’ve had breakfast.”

 
 “I’m afraid I got off the train by mistake. That’s why I asked the name of this village. It does have a name, doesn’t it?”

 
 “You must take me for some kind of simpleton, Mister. I suppose next you’ll want to know what year it is? And then maybe how
 many shillings in a pound?” New billows of grease blossomed from the doorway behind her. “Oh, the hell with it!” she shouted.
 She ran into the kitchen to swat at the burning griddle with her towel.


 
 He left sixpence on the corner, for his tea, and went back outside. A tiny taxi was waiting at the taxi stand. The driver
 waved his plaid cap. “Hi there!”


 
 A short man, blond and ruddy, a Scandinavian in miniature. He took the suitcases and swung them on to his luggage rack.

 
 “Looks like you’ve had quite a night,” he observed. His face suggested, but did not assert, bland strength and muscle contentment.

 
 “Could be.”

 
 The driver opened the back door. His smile metered a precise quantity of bonhomie. “Hop in.”

 
 A cardboard sign was taped to the glass partition between the halves of the taxi. DRIVE CAREFULLY. THE LIFE YOU LEAD MAY BE YOUR OWN.


 
 “What a beautiful morning, eh?” He had taken his place behind the steering wheel, on the left side of the car. “Where to?
 Are you going to pay the penalty?”


 
 “How’s that?”

 
 “For last night, the penalty for last night.” (Wink.) “Or will it be a hair of the dog?”

 
 “Actually, I thought we might drive to the next town.”

 
 “Which?”

 
 “What is the next town?”


 
 “This is just a local service, you know. But I could take you to the beach.”

 
 “Take me to the police.”

 
 “Don’t take offense, mister. Can’t a fellow make a joke?”

 
 “It has nothing to do with you. I simply want to ask them a few questions.”

 
 “You’re the boss.”

 
 They drove, on the right side of the road, past Grocer, Druggist and Meat. There the concrete, encountering green grass, split in two and they took the ONE WAY left, between an ornamental, unpopulated park and coy, numbered cottages of gingerbread and vanilla fudge, wee nightmares
 of inexorable charm.


 
 “Tell me,” he said, in a tone of cautious indifference, “how do you pronounce the name of this town?”


 
 The driver scratched his head. “Well, you know … it isn’t really big enough to be called a town.”


 
 “More of a village, I suppose you’d say.”

 
 The driver, without slowing, turned around. A big, big smile. “You took the words out of my mouth.”

 
 He settled back into the plasticine and gave the streets of the Village the same serious attention one must give to a sore
 tooth. In the park quincunxes of clipped trees alternated with beds of late drooping tulips and fresh poppies. The residences
 that looked across to this allegory of dullness tried to compensate for its civic stolidity with a kind of metronomic whimsy,
 as though in each of these die-stamped witch’s cottages there lived a banker in a party hat. Chance and individual enterprise
 could not, unassisted, have created an atmosphere so uniformly oppressive; this village was the conception, surely, of a single,
 and slightly monstrous, mind, some sinister Disney set loose upon the world of daily life.


 
 The question was–had this vast stage set been inhabited yet? Where were the elves and gnomes and fairies, the village maidens
 and the village youths, the old old women in white linen wimples and bombazeen skirts, the old men sucking the enormous pipes
 on which they had carved their own grotesque and wrinkled effigies? For the little taxi had not passed by another vehicle,
 and the pavements on the left were as empty as the gravel paths on the right. He had seen, at a distance, a single gardener, crawling through
 a tulip bed. There had been, moreover, the waitress, and there was now this taxi driver, but neither of them seemed large
 enough, somehow, for the great godaw-fulness of the Place. They were not much better than toy soldiers four inches tall while
 the set demanded figures at least half life-size.


 
 The park eventually grew bored with itself, at which point a church had grown up in the middle of the road. It almost seemed
 real.


 
 He said, “Stop.” It stopped.

 
 He got out. He walked toward the church. He mounted the first, the second, the third step. There were many, many more and
 then a door.


 
 “Cremona?” he wondered.

 
 No, not Cremona. Somewhere else.

 
 “Bergamo?”

 
 Not Bergamo either. But someplace, certainly.


 
 “Now that is a pretty church.” The miniature taxi driver had come out of his miniature taxi. His approval encompassed church, park, the
 beautiful morning, the universe, without, for all that, coming right out in favor of anything. It was possible, after all,
 that it was not a pretty church. What do taxi drivers know about churches?


 
 “You religious?” he asked.

 
 Was he religious?

 
 “I was thinking,” he said (it was not an answer, but then what answers had he got this morning?) “that I’ve been here before.”


 
 “Lots of people get that feeling. Here.”

 
 “In front of the church?”

 
 “In the Village, generally. It seems to do that. You know what I think it is?”

 
 “What?”

 
 “I think it represents something.” He stroked his small, square chin, savoring the plum of represents. “People come here from other places. Like you. And they see our Village, and they get the feeling that something has always
 been missing from their lives.”


 
 “And the Village represents that, the thing that is missing from their lives?”

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 


Prisoner/images/9780141049403_ThePrisoner_001_IMGX.jpg







Prisoner/styles/page-template.xpgt
 

   

     
       
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
	 
    

     
	 
	 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





Prisoner/images/cover.jpg
THOMAS M. DISCH





