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To Goenkaji



In this country is a snake which devours its own Self. It prepares by not eating for two years. Once it has fasted to such an extent that it is too weak to hunt, its appetite–by an act of Divine Cruelty or perhaps Retribution–returns. So feeble is it at this point that it can only satisfy the voracious cravings of its stomach by ingesting its own flesh. It begins with its tail. The first mouthful immediately makes it feel better. Its health and vitality improve. How nice is this tail, it thinks–so I surmise–and takes another bite. In this way, it advances along itself. However, the more it eats, the less beneficial the process. This is true, in particular, when the snake reaches its stomach. In consuming this, it consumes both the source of its cravings and the means to satisfy them. Whereupon, or shortly afterwards, it dies. Travellers coming across such a creature in its final hours may wish to breathe in the vapours which it emits. These are said to be extremely beneficial to human health.

From ‘Travels in Unknown Kingdoms’, Francis Smythe, (London, Robinson and Sons, 1903; first published 1830.)





Northern Europe, Mid-21st Century





Polotti

After the world turned sour, polotti came into being as the poor man’s pool. It is a strange game. The polotti table has no upholstered cushions and no baize to cover it. It is just wood: table top, three-inch sides. And, like all things natural, it’s unpredictable. Balls never roll precisely as the novice – even as the hustler – expects. Instead they drift and slide and come off the sides each time different by fractions.

This is so even for the table into which Jimmy Sands has worked years of daily beeswax, rubbed it, sniffed it, smoothed it, placed his cheek on it in the only act of love this bone-hearted curmudgeon has ever been known to exhibit. (This lasts until they find Jimmy hanging from a beam, after which his table never has the same care again. This is still a long way off.)

Now the burnished wood gleams even under the dim bulb overhead, and Stephen is bent over it as if in prayer. He sniffs its beeswax through the hall’s prevailing odours – the acridity of ersatz tobacco, the vaporised sweat of the drinkers – and, lacking any other god, gives thanks to Jimmy. ‘Thank you, O Jimmy,’ he silently intones, ‘for this table which you have given us.’ This is all part of Stephen’s act, part of his hustle.

Stephen turns his head sideways, taking in his audience: drinkers, mostly, and those placing bets. Close to him, neither drinking nor betting, are his friends, Rokas and Suzanna. They give him eye-smiles, silent whispers of encouragement. Friends: such a thin word, Stephen thinks, no meat on it at all – but what other word is there? Not quite lovers, not yet. He straightens. He is playing a man who was in the hall when they entered. The man watched him on the table missing shots and said, ‘How about it? 50 eurars a game?’

Rokas is lounging on a chair placed out of cue distance. His legs protrude forward and his back and arms so overwhelm the sticks beneath him that he looks as if he has lost the support of invisible wires, like a pantomime giant abandoned from above by a puppeteer with aching arms.

Don’t think, just because Rokas is lounging, he isn’t paying attention. He is paying attention, all right. When Stephen is on, no-one looks away, not even Rokas, who knows nothing about polotti. And Stephen is on this night. He often is when he’s hustling: the need to dangle on the brink of losing spices his blood and daubs a sheen of channelled calm on his forehead, around his mouth and, most of all, about his eyes. To those, like Rokas and Suzanna, who know him, it is this not-quite-angelic aura which is the giveaway, the sign that he’ll pull it off, that the moment when it all comes apart in his hands is not now, not yet.

Suzanna sits next to Rokas. She is not a watcher of games, doesn’t enjoy their twists and turns and tortures, and doesn’t watch polotti. At this time – it is before the game has been cleaned up – not many women do. She is here on a whim. ‘Why don’t I join you?’ she’d said to Stephen and Rokas, linking arms with them as they’d set off that evening.

She knows she is a burden to them, someone who has to be both protected and pleased. This knowledge laps at her pleasure in being here and stiffens her. And because she does not yet feel comfortable where she is, she does not look around at the drinkers and the gamblers and smile at them as she would have done were she elsewhere. Instead, she keeps herself apart, sitting on her straight-backed wooden chair as if she is sitting on an island with an empty sea all around and not a fish in it – and, if there had been, it wouldn’t have dared to flap onto the beach and say hello.

This stiffness is not in her nature. It makes her uncomfortable and she wants to be rid of it. So she lets herself observe the masculine coarseness of the place, its smells and its smoke and the sounds of men around her in all their swagger and bravado. So she sees, for what it is, the harsh and jagged undertow of the hall. And, gradually, by seeing it, she softens and is herself again.

Stephen circles the table. He adds to the polish of its burnished wood with the heel of his hand, joining his molecules to it and taking some back into himself. In this way, Stephen absorbs the table and its secrets. Often, when he’s hustling, he can do this – it’s his special skill – but polotti is a special case; it doesn’t mean all other secrets open up to him.

Stephen has clichés to follow; he is a hustler and the dictums of the hustler’s script have been rehashed time and again since hustling began. Therefore, as the script prescribes, he takes the man slowly, while the watchers, drinks in hand, and their hangers-on, move close and the side-bets ratchet up. The man can play all right and he doesn’t think he’s come to lose, so there is in the game that necessary fraction of uncertainty which is beyond Stephen’s ability to control. Both men sense it, and this is felt also by those who have money on one man or the other. And the eurars stack.

Stephen, leaning over the abyss which he himself has created, needs thirty off the last shot of the last game to steal it. He will let the struck ball linger on the burnished wood and make it off three corners. Forty. Maximum. He will turn to the crowd and hold his arms aloft. Who doubts me now?

Who doubts me now? Stephen knows who doubts him. He always knows. He feels the doubt in his gut; he feels it in his mind. He draws back the cue and finds the secrets of the table drained away and nothing left but froth. Stephen stops. He can’t play the shot.

He puts down the cue, turns to the man and says, ‘Look, my friend, I don’t want to take your money. Let’s call it quits. Cancel all bets between us. An honourable draw. What do you say?’

The man hoots his derision. The crowd cat-calls. Rokas and Suzanna swap questions across the eye-waves.

‘Okay, if that’s how you want it,’ says Stephen to the man and to the crowd. ‘Okay, so this is it then,’ he says to himself. He picks up his cue, prays to some greater god than Jimmy, and makes the shot. ‘Ha!’

Luck? Magic? Is there really something deep within, some beneficent genie come up to save him? Not even Stephen knows.

The crowd cheers. Rokas and Suzanna sit silent, not entirely sure what they have seen. They look for explanation in the other’s eyes but find only what is in their own: a sort of wonder, a sort of disbelief. And fear: fear is in there somewhere too, fear for their friend and of the abyss over which he lingers.

After the last ball has disappeared into the only remaining pocket, Stephen laughs, peels off a ten eurar note from his winnings and gives it back to the man as if it’s charity. When Stephen is on, it doesn’t make him nice.

The man doesn’t like it. He bridles. He hasn’t come to the hall to be humiliated. Not him. And how did he end up losing anyway? Was there cheating? There must have been; that last shot was impossible. He’s been diddled, he’s been done, and he aches to get his own back – aches to replace the injustice that curdles his guts with a greater distraction: with his fists on Stephen’s face. This ache is about to overwhelm him when Rokas, noticing the man’s internal monologue, his rising colour, climbs out of his chair. Like some awakened force of order, Rokas assumes the man’s cue, assumes it in a way that has finality creamed into its every lacquered pore: that’s it, game over, I’ll play now.

The man, and all of those watching, are suddenly aware of what had escaped them when he was lounging in his chair: that Rokas is a cut above them all. He is taller than the tallest of them, his feet are flatter than any of theirs, his eyes more benign. The man in the shadow of the giant steps back – an involuntary movement, what else can he do? – and mustering what dignity he can, slinks away.

Suzanna smiles. As if Rokas would strike anyone! She joins the two men by the table and stands between them. ‘You’ll get yourself hurt one of these days,’ she says to Stephen. ‘There’ll be a back alley some time, and they’ll get you then.’

‘You think I can’t look after myself?’ asks Stephen, putting on his most harmless smile, his baby smile which sits on his wide-boned stubbled face like innocence on the face of a dictator.

‘You didn’t have to rub his nose in it, that’s all. Being nice costs nothing.’

‘Oh, is that so? Well, maybe it does, and maybe it doesn’t.’ Turning to Rokas he says, ‘Let’s play. I’m in the mood. A eurar to make it interesting.’

Rokas dips into his pocket, pulls out a coin and hands it over. ‘Here. For when you win.’ He picks up a ball, rolls it over the polished wood and watches it wander down the table. It hits the board on the right and slides off. ‘I’m not even sure I know the rules.’

‘Two players, one cue ball, 10 balls, 10 pockets, one ball per pocket, more sides you touch, more points, fewer the pockets remaining, higher the score. You keep playing until all the balls are gone. Pot the cue ball and the game is over, just as you’d expect. Simple. You start.’

‘Why don’t I play, too?’ asks Suzanna. Playfully, she engages Stephen with her eyes. Tilting her head a fraction, she smiles enquiringly. And in her smile and also in her eyes, are other questions half-articulated and half-understood: by him, by her.

Stephen looks around. The drinkers have gone back to their drinking. Jimmy Sands is watching from the bar, disgruntled. ‘I suppose you could,’ Stephen says. ‘Do you know how?’

Suzanna steps closer. ‘Show me,’ she says. She looks up at him, amused.

‘Here,’ says Stephen. ‘Rest the cue on your thumb and forefinger…like so.’ Trespassing cautiously on what he wishes was his, and with Rokas looking on, Stephen takes her hand and forms it. He passes her his cue. ‘Now, hold it loosely in your other hand and let it run forward. Got it?’

‘Yes, I think so,’ says Suzanna. She places a ball in front of her, top-spins it twice around the table and drops it in the bottom pocket. She laughs. ‘My stepfather taught me. He had a farm, three sons and a table.’

‘And there was me about to give you odds,’ says Stephen.

‘My turn,’ says Rokas. He picks up the cue, tosses it like trivia from hand to hand, crouches over it so that it disappears somewhere beneath him and then stands up. ‘You two play. I’ll watch.’

The opening game goes unnoticed. During the second, some of the drinkers, out of curiosity, wander over. During the third, they place their bets. Rokas holds the money because, although no one in the place has seen him before, they don’t think he looks like a runner. Rokas writes it all down on squared paper he finds behind the bar: names, amounts, who against whom. ‘One at a time. Slow down,’ he says.

They want Suzanna to win, of course. They’ve seen Stephen play and know she doesn’t have a prayer – but who doesn’t cheer for the three-legged dog, the little guy, the no-hope hopeful who hangs in there though he’s taking a pounding? So those who can’t bring themselves to bet against, or who’ve got long odds, root for her. The rest keep silent, made mute by the money they stand to gain.

Ten black balls, one white cue ball. Wide pockets and any pocket will do: but room in each for only one ball. First pocket, one point, second two…More sides, the higher the multiplier, up to four.

Suzanna is a clean striker of the ball, familiar with the spins and how to move the odds in her favour. But the opening exchanges go against her. She doesn’t know the table and Stephen is fresh from it. It doesn’t faze her. She plays the easy balls. She listens to the wood, opens herself to its resistances and its surrenders, lets its whisperings lodge…because Suzanna knows what years of playing against her step-brothers has taught her and what few there have the wit to imagine: that polotti is a woman’s game, that what it demands is patience not presumption, give not take, intuition not certainty, respect not power. The game can’t be controlled; it is too close to the garrulous edge of chance for that.

And Suzanna has one other thing going for her. Stephen isn’t on any more. How can he be on as he was before? Everything has changed. He isn’t hustling now; so now he can’t ride the moment, can’t let himself be pulled along by polotti’s wild horses. And what’s he left with? Her. She’s what he feels: feels her in the rustle of her shirt as she moves within it, in her smell, in the wood itself. She is all about him – but not as opponent: as a different kind of presence for which polotti is a sideshow. Somewhere within him he suspects that he will win nothing if he tries to win, perhaps even if he wants to win. But, also, out of habit and of pride, he doesn’t want to lose, can’t let himself lose – and so is caught, pulled in opposite directions by forces he can neither put into words nor reconcile as they roil his stomach. Therefore he plays stiff polotti, polotti of the conscious mind, average, ordinary, inadequate and Suzanna starts to catch him.

The crowd love it. Even those with money on Stephen start to cheer, as if in that moment and against all sense they are able to shrug off their scummy self-interest and back…what?…the impossible?…the uplifting?…love?…life? Who knows what, but every time Suzanna bends over the table, coyly tugs at the edge of her skirt, whispers her blandishments to the ball as it rolls, their cheers rise louder.

By the fourth game, Suzanna is 50 points behind – but she is beginning to make the angles, get the multipliers. In game six, she makes pock 8 off three sides, 32 points, and pocks 9 and 10 off two – 89 in three balls. She looks across at Stephen and sees he is feeling it, sees the cross-tug of emotions on him, sees him fighting the twist but not knowing how to shrug it off. Should I miss a few, she thinks. She plays with the thought and lets it pass on by. No. Let him work it out for himself.

After that 89 in three balls, it’s over. Mopping up remains, but she knows, he knows, the watchers know: it is done. When she pots the last ball to finish it, a straight shot into pock 10, nothing fancy, Stephen says, ‘You played well.’ But he doesn’t go over and kiss her as on another day he might have done.

Instead, he goes to the bar and orders the beer which everybody knows Jimmy brews himself. The drinkers make a space for him and he sits there in silence, mouthing his beer and his confusion in equal draughts. Suzanna and Rokas stay by the table and don’t say much either, quiet as people are after they’ve seen something out of the ordinary and don’t quite know what to make of it.

After a while, Rokas says, ‘Well, we could play, you and I, though I won’t give you much of a game.’

Suzanna spots the black balls and hands him the cue. ‘You never know,’ she says.

Rokas takes aim. He drives the cue forward but tugs it on the down-stroke so that it hits the cue-ball with a slicing action left side. The ball slews across the wooden surface and finds its way, unimpeded, into a side pocket. ‘Oh. That’s your game, isn’t it?’ he says.

‘Try again. Let the cue flow.’

Rokas tries again, strikes the ball dead centre and sends it up and down the table at crazy speed. Suzanna reaches across and catches it. ‘Try again.’

Suzanna watches him hitting balls, watches him getting the feel of what works and what doesn’t, how the ball rolls over the wood. Occasionally she makes suggestions, but mainly she is content to sink into her own thoughts.

She looks across at Stephen by the bar, at the stiffness in his bearing, how ill at ease he is, how gawky almost, and she regrets what happened when they played. She would like to reach out to him and pass her hand over the stubble on his cheek and the hairs on the back of his neck, just so she can take the stiffness out of him – though she knows he wouldn’t allow it. More than anything what she wants is for Stephen to be again as he was when potting that last ball against the man: beyond effort, beyond desire, both vulnerable and invincible all at once. That was the best of him, she thinks, the impossible best. Should I have let him win, she wonders. He’d have been happier if I had. Would I?

Beside her, Rokas continues to hit balls. He is immersed in what he is doing, aware of nothing else around him but the small details of technique, rhythm, cue speed, angles and all the game’s other unpredictable intricacies. Suzanna watches him as he hits one ball after another up the table, to the side pockets, up the table again, hard, soft, side-spin left, side-spin right – and she feels that his concentration excludes her, is perhaps intended to exclude her.

‘What are you thinking about?’ she asks.

He looks up. ‘Thinking about? Not much. Why? What should I be thinking about?’ … as if she might have a nugget of polotti truth to pass on.

‘Oh, nothing, you’re doing fine.’ She smiles at him, a smile which allows him to carry on, sanctions his own exclusive world. She thinks, Rokas does what he does because he is Rokas and Stephen does what he does because he is Stephen. When you boil it right down, how little my life changes theirs. And then an extra clause tacks itself on: or theirs mine.

This she hates. She dismisses it with a wave of her hand, rejects it utterly – and, from nothing but an empty ache within her, conjures her own dead son. He’d be 14 now, she thinks, old enough to play polotti. He could be standing here, right next to me, taller than me, I expect – but I don’t suppose he’d want to play with his mother.

Stephen comes over. ‘I’m going,’ he says.

‘Wait up,’ replies Rokas, ‘we’ll all go.’ He puts down his cue. ‘I’m getting better, by the way. Next time, I’ll be ready.’

They leave, all three together as they came, except that the evening at the polotti hall with its small victories and defeats has wearied them, and Stephen especially.

The night is clear, the stars bright and their thick coats too thin to keep out the cold. The cold bites through them and down to their teeth. Suzanna links arms with the two men and they walk like that for a while, but it is a mechanical sort of a walking with no rhythm in it and no harmony and, after a while, Stephen stops to untie and tie again the lace of his boot. When he straightens, he doesn’t take her arm. He walks separate then and so do they.

They pass the town’s only jazz club and read the sign outside: Coming soon, One Week Only, Corny Kelleher, the Best in the West! The words slither snakelike from top to bottom, surrounding in their coils the image of Cornet Corny himself, the black Irishman, lazing, one arm on Week, one toe on West.

On Prior Street, daubs of dull light attach to the rooms above where the street-watchers by their windows look down or move about like shadows. Stephen, glancing up, sees a man and a girl in a yellow dress, standing. The man smiles as they walk beneath and pulls the girl into his side. Stephen turns away, not wanting to be reminded of what he does not have.

The neon of the boarding house for the down-and-outs holds out against the dark, half its letters disappeared. B….IN., it reads. On the corner, through the iron surrounds of the police station, a dim blue. Here and there, a footstep in the gloom, a shout from a street over, intimation of life among the shadows, but the palpable crowds are gone. They are alone.

Silence in the pavement air, disturbed only by their footsteps: Rokas’ flat carthorse feet plodding as if he was ploughing up Prior Street, Suzanna’s trippity-trap on her half heels and Stephen, half on the pavement and half off it, peg-leg-Joe limping alongside.

Stephen moves into the road, giving the pavement over to the two of them.

They pass a few lightless shops: a baker’s which will be starting the morning’s bread soon enough and a second-hand shop: clothes and books, life’s basics. Suzanna stops and peers into the window, seeing if there is anything she can make out. The darkness defeats her.

They turn in silence into Hetherington’s Pike, a winding lane which connects Prior Street to Stanley Street where the trams run down to the station and a stop or two further on.

No-one speaks. No one has words to say. Silence wraps itself around them like skin. Silence patrols their borders and none of them can break out, none can find words which might allow them to come together at a place less lonely. To move out of silence into speech seems like a betrayal of what is real for the sake of nothing more substantial than the tawdry analgesic of chatter.

Yet this silence numbs them, and Suzanna most of all. It is too lonely, its distances too great.

They are between one bend and another of this winding lane when five men come out of a fold in the wall and stand in front of them. They are edgy, hungry pack animals, cowled and threadbare. Rokas puts his arm around Suzanna and brings her close. Stephen moves in to her other side. She is what they will fight for if it comes to it.

One of them, older than the rest, advances, his hand outstretched, rubbing a thumb and forefinger together. ‘It be your folding people we is wantin bros, your freddly eurar bills, then we be outta here. No problemo.’

Rokas towers over them all. ‘How much are you boys hoping for?’ he asks.

‘Everyting. Every little ting.’

‘Everything! Now, that’s a lot,’ says Rokas amiably. ‘Everything’s the sort of amount that can get you into trouble. Why not just ask for as much as you need and then we’ll give it to you and we can all be on our way?’

The man sighs. ‘Everyting, big fella, everyting…please. You observe how I say please, being as being polite is polite. It be like dis, see, what we don’t use right now, we put by for later, I’m speakin here o, you know, stocks, investments, dat sort o ting, mebbe a little penthouse on Prior Street, you get me. Me and ma bros here, we is collectors sure, but also in-vest-ors. So deposits please, and I’m tinking particularly here o’ – he turns to survey Stephen – ‘you. We hear polotti been kind dis evening.’

Stephen says, ‘It’s true, I did make a little money tonight. Worked hard for it, though.’

‘We also brother. We is workin hard. Don’t you tink dis is work?’ The man pulls out a jackknife, the tool of his trade, moves it from hand to hand.

Stephen shakes his head, tuts his teeth. ‘Producing a thing like that before you’ve got a feeling how the balls are rolling! Risky. Very risky.’ He pauses, as if contemplating. ‘I tell you what, though,’ he says in the manner of a man with his arm around another’s shoulders, ‘I’ll go easy on you: 100 eurars, risk free, cash in hand, that’s what I’ll give you just to say goodbye, au revoir, and no hard feelings. How about it?’

‘Take it,’ says Suzanna. ‘Please, it’s generous. It’s the best you can do. Take it. I don’t want to see you hurt.’

‘You crazy!’ says the man. ‘We aint discussin! I is workin here, not playin aroun wiv you all. So, game time is over, my bruvs, everyting you have.’ The four others step closer to their leader jerking upward knives of their own and grinning as if by way of punctuation.

‘You sure we can’t persuade you?’ says Stephen. ‘You really want to go ahead with this?’

‘Shut it right,’ the leader answers, turning from Stephen to Rokas and back again. ‘Give us your loolah and we is on our way toot sweet or even faster.’

Stephen shrugs and head-butts the man on the bridge of his nose. As he staggers back, Stephen takes from his coat a sock with a polotti ball inside and smashes it against the man’s knee. He collapses instantly. Rokas roars, a roar from deep within himself, and his roar bounces off the walls of that narrow and winding lane and the four men turn on their tails and fly like chickens foxed in a hen coop for the next bend in Hetherington’s Pike.

Stephen’s first kick is instinct. His second is out of anger. His third comes from deep, and has in it everything within him that is unresolved. He feels the crack of the man’s rib run through his toes.

‘Get up,’ he commands.

The man struggles to his feet and, wrapping his arms around himself as if to hold the air inside, limps away. Stephen follows and, when the man turns to face whatever else is coming, Stephen reaches into his pocket and, out of pity for the man, but most of all out of pity for himself, gives him 800 eurars, all that he has.

‘These are hard times,’ he says.

Stephen watches the man in his pain and pride straighten and turn and somehow get his broken bones away, clear of Stephen and the Pike, so that somewhere else he can scratch out another day and perhaps another after that.

For several moments, Stephen appears to follow his flight – but the world about him has vanished, driven out by memories of a life not so very different except that he had a uniform then, the red and blue of the Porphryian Academy, and crazy Barney beside him to take the knocks. He is dizzy with the recognition of it: himself then, himself now, those poor men, the awful circularity. He throws himself to the ground, curls up like the about-to-be-born and sobs.

His pain vapourises, rises up and is breathed in by Suzanna and Rokas who, out of love, make his pain their own, embody it as they cannot help but do with their own scarred mementos, until they too have to come to ground. They kneel beside Stephen and cover his body with their own, Suzanna on one side and Rokas, on his knees, from the other – so that anybody, regarding them, as I do, from some ethereal elevation beyond, might wonder what this mound was in the middle of Hetherington’s Pike and think perhaps of a tent pegged out as shelter for the lost.





Friends

Rokas and Stephen sit at a corner table of a bar. Is this before or after the game of polotti, the winning and the losing, the kick and the crack of ribs and the lying down in the lane, all three of them tented out? It is before. Time is tricky1.

The bar is downtown, off a winding alley between main streets and not much frequented except by men who spend most of their days inside it. The bar is where they first met soon after Stephen arrived in town. They still like to drink in this bar even though they both now work for Porphyrian and have the money to drink elsewhere.

An amiable silence is between them, the sort of silence there often is between friends who forgive sufficient of each other’s sins to dispense with the need to cover them over. Stephen has his elbows on the table and is scratching his hair. He is scratching to get at the headache beneath, a layer of dull pain that lies just below the skin and bone at the top of his head. He looks up and sees Rokas watching. Steady eyes meet squint.

‘Bad night?’ asks Rokas.

Stephen tries to remember, shakes his head non-committally.

‘Does she have a name?’

Stephen scratches again. A vision of Suzanna comes into his head. He discards it as best he can. ‘Angie,’ he says.

‘And?’

‘Crazy. Drinks like a Slav. I’m getting too old for this.’ Stephen picks up his beer and downs most of it. Wipes his lips with his sleeve.

Rokas laughs. ‘Angie. Details please.’

Stephen’s head hurts too much to reply. After a while he says, ‘Give me a moment, and I’ll see if I can come up with something.’ Then he says, ‘Worth it, mind you.’

‘The hangover? Angie?’

‘Yes, Angie.’

‘What did you talk about?’

‘Hmm, good question, what did we talk about?…We talked about Porphyrian.’

‘Ah, him.’

‘She says it isn’t crime which defines society: crime is the same everywhere. What defines society is punishment: who metes it out, how much, in what form. She says we are all defined by Porphyrian.’

‘Did you tell her you worked for him, what you do for him?’

‘Did I? Maybe. No, I don’t think so. I will though. Definitely. Without a doubt.’ Stephen manages a smile. ‘Another beer?’

‘I’ll get them.’ Rokas signals. The barman comes. Rokas raises two fingers, moves them gently sideways between Stephen and himself. ‘So you’ll be seeing her again?’

‘Yes.’ Stephen is silent, remembering. ‘You know, Rokas, I think she could be the one.’

‘That’s great. I’m pleased for you.’ When the beer comes, Rokas lifts his glass. ‘To you, Stephen, much happiness.’

‘One step at a time…mustn’t get ahead of myself.’

‘We should all do something together, me and Suzanna, you and Angie. I’d like to meet her.’

* * *

The best café in the town has a high, ornate ceiling with fractured angels puffing wind or kisses out of corners, and warrens of old bullet holes.

Stephen arrives early with Angie. She is a Nordic type with skin the colour of white wave-tips on the break. She knows he hopes she’ll make a good impression on his friends. ‘I will be a good girl,’ she promises. ‘Best behaviour only.’ She sits with her back ruler-straight. Her legs are crossed, her hands folded on the hem of her skirt, her lips a pretend-prim.

Playfully, Stephen kicks the underside of her seat. ‘Okay, okay, just be yourself then,’ he says and they’re both laughing as Suzanna and Rokas join them.

There are smiles all round. Introductions. Stephen says, ‘The manager is Austrian, or his parents were, or his grandparents. Something like that.’ He turns his head across the empty tables in search of Georg, who is upon him before he turns back. ‘We’ve come for the cake,’ he says.

‘Ya,’ says fat, laughing Georg, for whom cake is a totem of his beneficent ancestry, ‘cake is vot keeps me young.’ He pats his embonpoint with satisfaction and smiles, his eyes shining behind the rising hills of his cheeks. ‘I bring you cake and my good tea, ya?’

‘Ya,’ they all say in unison, also smiling.

And once they’ve eaten and wiped their mouths with almost-pink paper napkins, Angie takes it upon herself to hold court. She picks out subjects from the air, holds them up like a magician with his props, and flashes them before her audience, now you see them, now you don’t: books, gossip, guns, Porphyrian’s Spring Clean2, still much debated. Sometimes she behaves like a professor, sometimes like a lost child.

‘How long have you all been friends?’ asks Angie, drawing breath.

‘Well, Rokas and I are almost brother and sister. Almost. Not quite, thankfully.’ Suzanna laughs. ‘Stephen and Rokas met when Stephen first came to town, that’s a few years ago now. And I met Stephen not long ago, in a bar, though Stephen likes to say he’s met me before. He says this because he’s a bit mad, but I’m sure I don’t need to tell you that.’

Both women look fondly at Stephen. He thinks, how similar they are, they could be sisters. He turns from one to the other and decides they aren’t similar at all. A different look altogether. And he knows which of the two draws him in, no contest, which holds his heart. He doesn’t know how, or from what hidden part within him he reaches this understanding, but he knows it’s final. He’s like a man who’s bought himself an impulsive present and wonders if he can take it back. He knows that sooner or later he will.

Angie catches the understanding on his face. She takes it into herself and retreats, the show over.

The three friends exchange commonplaces among themselves until Suzanna, tiring of this, angles her chair away so that she can be alone with Angie. The two women talk quietly. Presently, Suzanna asks her about her family. ‘I was brought up by my father,’ Angie says. ‘I had a child when I was eighteen by a man who I never saw after our first night.’

‘Where is your child now? Is someone looking after him?’

‘Oh, no, he’s dead.’

‘I’m so sorry,’ says Suzanna. ‘Forgive me, please, I had no idea.’ She stretches out and places her hand on Angie’s arm.

‘It’s okay. It’s been a while now. I don’t mind talking about it.’

‘How did he die?’

‘He was walking with his grandfather and they were caught in cross-fire. A shoot-out between arms dealers, or their gangs.’

‘Porphyrian?’

Angie nods, says nothing, doesn’t need to. Acceptance of the inescapable.

Suzanna turns away from it. ‘Do you think you’ll want more children?’ she asks.

‘Oh, I don’t know. We’ll see.’

The women now talk as if behind a high wall, just the two of them, and Suzanna tells Angie of her life on the farm and her own lost son and of her birthmarks and other intimate things.

The men wait, content at their exclusion.

Suzanna interrupts their silence. ‘Do you ever think of having children?’ she asks them.

Stephen says, without hesitation, ‘Yes.’

‘You’ll make a terrible father,’ Angie tells him.

‘Will I? Why? How do you know?’

‘Some men are lovers, some are fathers. You are a lover, my darling, always will be. Nurturing is not in your nature.’

‘And you, Rokas, what do you think about having children?’

Rokas considers the question. He says, ‘Men and women come together and make new bodies. But where do these babies get their souls, do you think? Whose souls do they inherit? Where has mine come from? Where will it go when I die?’

Suzanna turns away. Such evasion, she thinks, such heartless evasion and, if she was at home with him and not in this café, she knows she would cry.

Stephen sees her turning away and understands that his friend will lose her. No touch on the table, he thinks, poor Rokas. And then? Then a familiar image brightens behind his eyes: she and him, together: an image from somewhere deep or from the surface layers of rank opportunism, he doesn’t know which.

Stephen keeps his images to himself.
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