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Аннотация
Wilson Harris's tenth novel, first published in 1972, is set in Edinburgh but, like much of his subsequent work, bridges continents by its imaginative reach.
''Doctor Black Marsden', tramp, shaman, and conjurer, is an ambivalent Merlin-figure representing both the hero's personal (and archetypal) shadow, and the creative, magus-like activity of the author himself.' Michael Gilkes, "Journal of Commonwealth Literature"
'… my many visits to Scotland, and books I have read, have given me the sensation of a tone or inner vibrancy that may be due to the languages (English, Scottish, Gaelic) that are present in the subconscious imagination of sensitive Scots… [These] make for the cross-culturality (not mono-cultural) that came into play in Black Marsden.' Wilson Harris, 2008


Wilson Harris
Black Marsden: A Tabula Rasa Comedy

For
MARGARET

this book which carries a memory or two of places we have visited

If ever thou gavest hosen and shoon,
Every nighte and alle,
Sit thee down and put them on;
And Christe receive thy saule.
If hosen and shoon thou ne’er gave nane,
Every nighte and alle,
The whinnes sall prick thee to the bare bane;
And Christe receive thy saule.
If ever thou gavest meat or drink,
Every nighte and alle,
The fire sall never make thee shrink,
And Christe receive thy saule.
If meat and drink thou gavest nane,
Every nighte and alle,
The fire sall burn thee to the bare bane;
And Christe receive thy saule.
An Ancient Ballad
I have two souls …, the one being all unconscious of what the other performs.
The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a justified Sinner by James Hogg

The frequency in Scottish literature of “theme and variation”, duality, split personality demands an explanation, which at best can only be tentative. Several recurrent traits … may perhaps have gone to produce this phenomenon. One is the intense preoccupation with character, with which is linked a relentless curiosity, an insatiable desire to enter into other people’s minds. (Such a tradition) usually is not satisfied with outward appearances; (it) worries what may be behind the surface. Then there is the subjective impressionism so characteristic of Scots and Gaelic poetry…. The whole thing can be seen from different angles, as a whole series of variations on a single theme. From the beginning, (this) poetry showed a combination of two or more seemingly irreconcilable qualities: of high pathos and everyday realism, of stark tragedy and grim humour, of high seriousness and grotesquerie, of tenderness and sarcasm … effortless transition from mood to mood … frequent change of level … diverse poems and mock elegies…. This emotional and intellectual dualism — the “Caledonian Antisyzygy”—may possibly have been reinforced by the schizophrenic tendencies of a nation which came to use one language to express thought, another to express feeling. It may also have been hardened by the stern intellectual discipline of Calvinism; and, as the impact of the Reformation gradually wore off, people may have become increasingly conscious of the latent emotional and moral dualism implicit in the overt contradiction between the Scottish Sabbath and the Scottish Saturday (or Friday) night. Yet it would be clearly wrong to explain the underlying dualism simply, or even chiefly, in terms of them. At any rate, the problem of a strangely subjective vision of reality is dominant….
The Scottish Tradition in Literature by Kurt Wittig

Am I a thingum mebbe that is kept
Preserved in spirit in a muckle bottle?
Hugh MacDiarmid

So I haunted the City of your dreams….
St-John Perse in Anabasis (translated by T. S. Eliot)
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I came upon him in a corner of the ruined Dunfermline Abbey of Fife like a curious frozen bundle that may have been blown across seas and landscapes to lodge here at my feet. On the journeys I had made through Fife last year I had been aware of the harlequin cloak of the seasons spread far and wide into strange intimacies and dissolving spaces. For example I had looked down upon the sea from another ruined abbey at Culross; I recalled evenings bridled by early lights along the Firth of Forth; all this seemed at times sunken into a transparent film or subaqueous world. The ancient palaces and corridors I visited were an extraordinary and naive cradle of kings woven nevertheless into complex, sometimes implacable legend. This combination of naive and complex features was true of kings whether in pre-Columbian America or pre-Renaissance Scotland or Europe. The idea obsessed me and I found myself at liberty to trace its contours around the globe since winning a fortune from the Football Pools.
A half-frozen spectre of a man it was who appeared now at my feet in a corner of the winter Dunfermline Abbey. His beard was savage and black and icy and consistent with a wildness of nature that literally pierced me as our eyes met. It was an uncanny twist or stab from within myself as if I knew him though I had not seen him before.
I had hardly dwelt properly upon this when the knives in his eyes turned into quills. Something to do with the glinting threads of light that laced the Abbey in the winter afternoon. It was self-surrender, I thought, rather than self-conquest which had been inscribed there upon a living mask. I had read of magicians who slept in ice or snow. It was this aspect of strange immunity to the elements and strange immersion in the elements — half-pathetic and sorrowful, half-ecstatic and joyful — that became now a kind of vivid black humour, deepset and unique as a late dazzle of sun.
I leant forward and addressed him. Smoke rose from my lips. He shuddered a little. “Are you all right?” I said. I felt awkward and unfree. He sensed my embarrassment as well as fascination and grimaced with pain to intimate to me that my inner frame corresponded with his shuddering stiffness as though one disability sparked the other.
“All right,” he replied. “All right.”
We were curiously united within a human mist or ground of shared predicament. He looked doubled-up and spectral; no longer did he glint with knives and quills but his bent back had turned into a harp and I had been metamorphosed into a kind of rib or spring stretched by the deepest pull of fascination towards a condition of marvel.
*
This was the beginning of my curious and ambivalent friendship with Doctor Black Marsden — Clown or Conjurer or Hypnotist Extraordinary. As if that winter afternoon the strangest invisible Gorgon or Muse, ancient as the face of the globe, had turned her head towards us and fascinated us beyond words. I was in process of projecting from within myself upon him — as he simultaneously projected his mysterious frame of associations upon me — an assortment of instruments ranging from a knife to a harp.
It was an uncanny idea (I felt myself stricken to the bone by the disease which I had already characterized to myself as ‘condition of marvel’—my conscription by the fortunes of history into a patron of the arts): uncanny to dream that a Gorgon or Muse, ancient as the face of the globe, had long fascinated us — without our being aware of it — and bound us into conserving and fleshing within ourselves the ritual skeletons of civilizations (walking knives or bent harps).
The Gorgon or Muse, Doctor Marsden said, was the open-ended mystery of beauty — flesh into stone or vice versa.
The Walking Knife, Doctor Marsden said, was both straight and twisted as love or death.
The Walking Harp, Doctor Marsden said, was an essential ruined cage within ourselves/cradle of music/vibrating touchstone….
So he spoke and I listened.
A month or two later with Spring his words began to blossom and take shape. He had accepted my invitation to return with me to my house in Edinburgh (and stay as long as he liked) the afternoon I had stumbled upon him in a corner of the ancient Dunfermline Abbey….
The first to arrive was the beautiful Gorgon of Marsden’s open-ended circus of reality. Marsden had dug her up from some appalling dive in London where her life-blood and talent were draining away. Knife (another poor gifted devil in need of succour) would follow in due course. Then Harp (a bewildered musician rusting in a garret). They all needed shoes and hose and meat and potatoes. Marsden laughed cheerfully. Then became grave. And gentle. “It is no accident we met,” he said. “I am a doctor of the soul and you are a patron of the arts. A rare combination.”
There was a pause and a gust of wind shook the window-panes of the house. Then he introduced the Gorgon who had sailed into my sitting-room and deposited her spring coat. “Filthy,” said Marsden pointing to the coat which seemed quite stunning and fashionable to me. “Now take the dress she is wearing — the more one sees the less one sees. Her name is MORE-AND-LESS.” He laughed again. “You wouldn’t believe what an infinite labour of love it is.” He stroked her dress. “Seamless my boy. Half-an-inch here. Then half of that half again making a quarter. Then half again of that quarter making one-eighth. Then one-sixteenth. Then one-thirty-secondth. Ad infinitum. God knows how old the thing is and why it doesn’t fall to pieces on her back.”
The beautiful Gorgon smiled and said, “You’re such a joker, Mardie. It’s a new outfit as well you know. Bless you for the cash.”
“Don’t bless me,” said Doctor Marsden. “Bless him, your patron and host.” As he spoke he snapped his fingers. I felt a curious thrill or shock strike the back of my neck and unaccountable laughter welled in my throat. Then a hypnotic bulb switched on and off in my skull like variegated lights in a television studio. “It takes lots of divine money to put on a show.” As Doctor Marsden’s hypnotic voice rose and faded the bulb switched on again. I now saw the beautiful Gorgon plain as a fashion plate wired to a guillotine in a glossy magazine studio. A long dress fitted her like a tube. The bulb switched off. I felt now that if I unscrewed the top or head from that revolutionary French fashion plate and looked down into the dark tube or garment she wore at the light of her soul within, I would, in fact, be seized by the open-ended mystery of beauty which revealed and concealed all its intricate parts ad infinitum. So that the woman within was rendered invisible and her charms became a light at the end of the longest tunnel on earth through which one’s senses ran like sand or sea or blood.
Black Marsden was staring at me intently. I felt myself on the verge of collapse — thrilled to bits as the newspapers say. Like someone who was part of a gigantic hourglass or sea of faces around the globe hypnotized to the brink of love or fear, desert or ocean, mimic creation of catastrophe. “You flaked out,” said Marsden enigmatically, “in the middle of a scene. As you were tipped into the tunnel.”
“What do you mean?” I demanded. “What tunnel?”
“Ah,” said Marsden, “the tunnel of civilization. O dark dark dark. They all go into the dark. It’s part of the jargon of the trade. The commerce of love. Gorgon.”
“Where is she?” I cried. “Where has she gone?”
“I sent her off on another shopping spree,” said Marsden briskly. “But she’ll be back never fear. She’s our skylight to eternity.” He gave his croaking laugh.
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Mrs. Glenwearie was my housekeeper. If I were to sum up her solid attributes (wholly opposite to the Gorgon fashion plate Doctor Marsden had dug up from the dive in London) seven words would suffice — a woman with a heart of gold. She was nearly sixty and in excellent health. She kept my large house scrupulously clean. I possessed three floors. The ground floor comprised a spacious sitting-room, a good-sized dining-room, a study, a rather large kitchen, bedroom and lavatory; the second floor was divided into four good-sized bedrooms and a large bathroom; the third floor made available a small sitting-room, bedroom and bath — Mrs. Glenwearie’s quarters.
Face to face with Mrs. Glenwearie one morning I was fascinated once more by an inventory of virtues, household virtues, hearth and home (all that money could buy). I was the luckiest of men I reasoned to get someone like her for forty pounds a month. Not only was I abnormally lucky in winning a considerable fortune from the Pools which gave me the key, as it were, to placate heaven and hell (by feeding many a poor angel and devil) but for a man without a family I possessed in Mrs. Glenwearie the nearest whole-hearted substitute nature could provide.
As I basked now in the glow of her temperament it seemed Marsden did not exist at all until Mrs. Glenwearie herself asked after him. The fact was she had seen him the evening he arrived like an ancient ghost from the Abbey. When I brought him to the house I thought I might keep him out of her sight. Or if she did see him make her think he was nothing but a fly-by-night beggar. But she had seen him again the very next morning large as life. Then, with the arrival of the Gorgon Spring she had been conscious of peculiar burgeonings in my part of the house.
Mrs. Glenwearie addressed me as “Mr. Goodrich”, “Mr. Goodrich dear” or “sir” as the fancy took her. (My name is Clive Goodrich.) She preserved a kind of sunny-faced acceptance of her “place” (as employee to employer) which, however, never blighted our relationship. (I am sure I had become not only her privileged ornament but a kind of adopted sou as well.) Nor did it lessen the shrewd labyrinth of conversation always at the edge of her tongue. I was greatly fascinated by this. A healthy fascination I supposed when I recalled another compulsion in my blood towards the Gorgon clothes horse of French fashion whose bars or open-ended frame Marsden had christened “skylight to eternity”.
“Oh Mr. Goodrich dear,” said Mrs. Glenwearie, “that woman is a flighty-looking one. Sailing about your house as if she owned it. She must have spent a pretty penny on her clothes. A bonnie Spring coat draped over her arm. And her dress fit for a Queen. A royal treat she is I’m sure.”
“But flighty-looking you think, Mrs. Glenwearie?”
“Aye, true enough. Flighty-looking she is,” said Mrs. Glenwearie. (Did she think “tart”, I wondered.) It was left to me to fit together royal treat and flighty-looking and to wonder, in fact, how entangled was the moral with the aesthetic judgement. Did moral fascinations breed dangerous Queens or dangerous Queens moral fascinations?
“Did he take many pictures of her, Mr. Goodrich?”
“Did who take many pictures of whom, Mrs. Glenwearie?”
“That Doctor Marsden. I saw him take his flash-bulb camera from his room to the sitting-room. There came a flash through the half-open door and a minute or two later I saw another flash on the window to the street as I was on my way to the butcher’s up the road.”
“I didn’t see anything. I hate flash-bulb cameras,” I said suddenly as if Mrs. Glenwearie had touched a deeply embedded nerve-end of sensation (or the crippling of sensation) to which I rarely confessed within the chopping and changing lights of space. “It’s an allergy of sorts I suppose. Space allergy. Though I must confess I absolutely love the open sea and the sky. Storms, however, can do peculiar things to me. Makes me feel sometimes I’m in a faint tunnel with frozen lightning at the far end. It’s too ridiculous for words.” I was given to this kind of rambling absurd improvisation or confession to my housekeeper.
“It isn’t ridiculous at all, Mr. Goodrich dear. My late husband was a sufferer. He would glare at me and threaten to sneeze his head off if I dusted a carpet under his nose. You need to take greater care of yourself, sir. Sometimes I think you take too much on yourself, I do indeed. The oddsbodies you bring into the house at times. It fair unsettles you.”
“Abnormal luck calls for abnormal insurance, Mrs. Glenwearie. It’s better to pay than perish.”
“I confess I don’t understand a word of that, Mr. Goodrich. But, och, it’s not for me to say. I suppose you know your own business best.”

3

I lay in bed that night and turned over in my mind my conversation with Mrs. Glenwearie. She said she had seen Doctor Marsden take his flash-bulb camera into the sitting-room. I had no recollection of this. Mrs. Glenwearie had seen it. She said categorically she had seen it. Actually set eyes on it. I repeated the words like dogma. Dogmatic circumstantial evidence. A secret doubt began to sprout in my mind.
With a snap of the fingers, so to speak, judges had sent innocent men to the gallows on dogmatic circumstantial evidence. A strange light now shone down the longest tunnel on earth in my mind as I put the pieces together and recalled how Marsden had snapped his fingers at me and the curious hypnotic sensation which enveloped me then like a blow falling on the back of my neck.
One sees and still does not see, feels and still does not feel. I should have questioned Mrs. Glenwearie more closely. Did she know or recall the exact time she had seen Marsden with his camera? She had intimated in our conversation that it was around the time she set out for the butcher’s. Now as a rule this happened in the mornings. But I had known her on occasions to go in the afternoons.
Half-waking, half-sleeping questions robed in abstract concreteness or concrete abstractness (it was difficult to tell which) began to plague my mind. Who or what was this camera? Was it Marsden himself she had seen straddling the corridor? Had he made himself invisible within mental items of furniture she took for granted? (A newspaper column I had read some time back floated into consciousness; a “white” woman made herself invisible by playing “black” in an American economic theatre: real life rather than fiction. And then the right-handed real world to which she belonged (or with which she still secretly identified) saw her as a left-handed unreal chair to sit upon — or left-handed door to knock upon — mental cross-lateral furniture. In crossing and re-crossing an economic racial or religious or political divide (right to left, left to right) one could draw down upon oneself the implacable biases of cross-lateral reification or malfunction. And the old adage—never let your right hand know what your left hand is doing— became either a revelation of sinister complacency or a distorted cue intimating a sleeping ambidextrous Queen (uniquely gifted, not double-dealing or slippery) in the casket or camera of community. How amazingly involuted and truly impressionistic, truly expressionistic are the sovereign phantoms on the borders of sleep.)
Perhaps therefore my question about Mrs. Glenwearie’s camera — I pursued the theme obsessively — was less absurd than it appeared at first sight. When one is involved in the most serious game of dual responsibility one has played since the dawn of mankind (a prisoner on trial for a nightmare body of wealth he has accumulated) one will summon as witnesses all territories of waking and dreaming life as part and parcel of the exercises of judgement.
Marsden was a superb ritual conjurer. The day I stumbled upon him in the ruined Dunfermline Abbey he had played on me one of his divine cross-lateral jokes (left-hand telepathy) by invoking knives and quills and a harp which seemed to crowd upon him like an angelic and satanic chorus combined. Later I had been told of Walking Knife and Harp as real persons I would soon meet — his right-hand associates.
I opened my eyes suddenly to a jarring noise in the room but looking around saw no one: a faint premonitory rumble seemed to run through my limbs or through the building and then I heard distinctly (or felt absurdly) the drone of a passing aircraft I dreamt belonged to me like a sky-yacht in space.
My house was in a particularly quiet section of Edinburgh and at nights I enjoyed the stillness immensely as if I were in the heart of a charmed countryside. Thus every whisper of wood accentuated the muffled tread of time as though silence were the art of wrestling with invisible presences.
The room was dark. The darkness was accentuated by the fact that I had not drawn the curtains across the window which gleamed now with the light of the moon. I could see in my mind’s eye a clear sky over the city strewn with faint stars around the disc of the moon and as I visualized this I dreamt afresh of late afternoon and early evening walks and the conjunction I felt then of open sky and sea. The open sky delighted me. As much for its dreaming openness as for contrasting weathers and moods in which it steeped me from time to time. It sustained a divine rule or play of elements — hour to hour, day to day — in which the Castle over Princes Street symbolized a human and therefore man-made mist or legendary establishment.
The open sea delighted me. I could hear the cry of the gulls as I descended towards the Firth of Forth….
A rectangle of light at the end of the room or road (was it sea or sky?) insinuated itself into my dreams. Doctor Marsden had come in dressed as a Camera with a collection plate he deposited on the bedroom floor. I was struck by his great dignity and decorum: persona or camera fitted him well. At the same time I could not resist being almost overwhelmed by a sensation of weird and indefatigable humour beneath the black cloth or flesh he wore.
“Call me Camera,” he said familiarly adjusting his wig of cloth. “Cloth of hair.”
His head in the half-dark, half-light of the room was smooth on all sides — eyeless cloth, mouthless cloth, earless cloth, noseless cloth.
“Call me Camera,” he said again jocularly pointing to a rectangle of moon or sea or sky he had now incorporated upon brow and eyes. “It cost a pretty penny this outfit.” He slid along the floor. “Embroidery of stars and haircloth. A pretty penny.” He came still nearer, his voice half-sinister, half-wheedling. “Penny for the Guy,” he said. “Penny for the Guy.”
I proceeded without further prompting to lay out a pound, a dollar note, a franc, a pre-Columbian bone and a shell. Marsden put these on his plate as if they were the relish of his soul. “What a collection,” he said. “The Church like the Poor like Art is always with us. Give well and you give wisely.”
I nodded. “Now,” he continued, “you will clap Knife and you will clap Jennifer Gorgon. A sweet name is Jennifer.” He clapped his hands as he spoke and quoted Robert Burns:
“Here some are thinkin’ on their sins,
An’ some upo’ their claes.”
He clapped his hands again beneath the cloth of his flesh — clapping a hidden church or choir or theatre he carried around in his lusty camera. I saw now as he clapped that Knife, sharp as bone or sin, had stepped forth from him. And that Jennifer too had stepped forth from him naked as a sea-shell.
In the darkened church or bedroom she seemed to absorb much of the radiance from Marsden’s rectangular window or brow and in her desire to absorb this more completely, had pulled her nightdress over her head but been unable to free herself entirely from it, so that her mouth and nose were extinguished in a featureless robe and bundle, and her breasts shone beneath, sagged a little, darkened a little into large bruised eyes and nipples.
I felt cheated by those blind counterfeit eyes of hers (half-falling, half-uplifted from her body) but fascinated and astonished as well that such a shell or woman — so fragile and lovely she seemed now — possessed such sculptured breasts into which were set such huge coins or currency of beauty. Currency of rage. Rage indeed. If those coins were to strike the floor they would ring with fury at the manifest way their owner had been entangled in a spell or net cast by Black Marsden’s ritual camera.
All of a sudden, at the very edge of fascination, Knife slashed the camera, and Marsden stood stark naked. I was engulfed by a feeling of impropriety. But, incredibly, impropriety was erased in the avuncular way he appraised Gorgon like a doctor a patient. Naked doctor. Naked breasts of patient. Then he touched her nipples and my original suspicions returned.
“It’s all right,” he said calmly. “Nothing sexual, believe me. Pennies on dead men’s eyes as far as I am concerned. We live in a penny-wise, pound-foolish age.” He still touched her as he spoke. “We make a fuss about moral pence when millions of mortal lives are cheap.”
“This is outrageous,” I cried stung and ashamed. “There you stand … stark naked … blatantly … naked.”
“Naked propriety,” said Black Marsden. “I am inventing a new style for both pulpit and theatre. She is our divided enchantress. Moral pence in church or bedroom. And a million dirt-cheap in the theatre of the world. We have created an ambiguity. And out of that ambiguity is born the Knife of humanity. Each man kills the thing he loves.”
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Goodrich woke with the dream fresh in his mind. So fresh it seemed to saturate the world outside with a curious precipitation of melancholy. A dispersing melancholy lay on the trees across the garden in the distance. A darker but more intimate pride and spirit suffused the wood of the trees into which the young leaves seemed to retire like fossils of autumn rather than cradled summer.
He sat at a small table near the window, sipped a cup of tea and ate a biscuit from the tray Mrs. Glenwearie had put there. Curious, he thought (as he looked out across the garden into the misty sky) how the passing seasons were saturated by one’s dreams and turn into half-fossil, half-cradle — endless deceiving, revealing subjective/objective fabric or open-ended bias. He wrote in his diary: “Open-ended ironical flesh of nature or fabric of things into axe; open-ended ironical fabric of things or flesh of nature into scythe; open-ended ironical tunnel of mist into a shield for an assassin.”
As the mist upon the trees began to disperse into letters of space which seemed to match or mock his reflections, he suddenly felt a cleavage of mood — a cleavage within the desolating fabric of dreams.
“The memory of Knife was oppressive when I awoke: I remember how he slashed Marsden’s cloth or camera. Now I feel a sense of relief.”
He poured himself another cup of tea, stared into it unseeingly. “Naked bias,” he wrote pulling his dressing-gown more closely around his limbs. “What is freedom without the blackest self-mockery — without intense creativity and care — without seasonal dress and undress and the unravelling of self-portraits and self-deceptions?”
He stared at the naked pages of infinity — so his diary seemed to him sometimes like a hidden blackboard in yesteryear’s snow, paradoxical tabula rasa. Each morning he endeavoured to make some sort of entry. Sometimes it was a record of the previous day’s activities or a reflection on the past night’s dreams which he wrote with a stubborn left hand or impish right. As he sorted out the loose pages now they seemed to him not quite in the order in which he had put them a day or two ago. Perhaps it was his imagination. Or on the other hand — had someone slipped into his room and read his private diaries? He began now to make a new and perverse entry.
Diary entry the morning after I dreamt of Jennifer Gorgon and Black Marsden’sslashed coat.
COMEDY OF FREEDOM. LEFT HAND: Tunnel/garment. Doodles of ink. When my doodling tunnel is blackest I move towards a pinprick of light at the far end which grows brighter until the pinprick becomes a skylight. At the heart of the tunnel, however, everything remains black. I cannot see an inch along the road. I cannot see the feet which bear me as I move or draw my body. I am part and parcel of invisible limbs within my tunnel; I feel myself conscripted into an anti-clockwise or biblical sun at the end of the road; yearn to reach or draw my end. In my end is my beginning. I yearn to make the light captive, stop the sun in its tracks. Anti-clockwise noon. White is beautiful outside the tunnel. Fascination of the Gorgon. RIGHT HAND: You mean Black is beautiful inside the tunnel. Fascination of the Gorgon. When love is switched on inside the tunnel — when love is brightest and fiercest inside the tunnel you see, or think you see, all of its tailored parts — rivet, bolt, seamless metal inside the tunnel. But now you can no longer see the light at the end of the road. Keep right on to the end of the road. LEFT HAND: Doodles of love and freedom inside the tunnel or outside the tunnel have fascinated and seduced mankind since the dawn of time. Keep right on to the end of the road. When freedom glares we need the deepest unravelling vision of imagination not to be stricken or deceived. When freedom glares we need a comic apocalypse: chalk-and-ink into pillars of salt, flesh-and-blood into pillars of establishment. RIGHT HAND: When freedom glares we need to unravel the darkest phantoms of humanity who master us and nudge us along the road towards a spectral caveat or warning of the infinite resources of community to inflict damnation upon itself or appease damnation within itself. LEFT HAND: FEED MY SHEEP. My drugged sheep, my damned sheep, my drop-out sheep. My Jesus-tripping sheep.
Knife arrived later that morning. Goodrich had not really believed he existed as flesh-and-blood until the actual moment he set eyes upon him and the polished sitting-room in Edinburgh, clean as a die, shone with the intensity of a mirror or a glass of living water speckled with stars. Knife’s face was reflected there within a swarm of buzzing flies under a glaring sun. “Why,” said Goodrich, half-hypnotized by constellations of memory, “we have met before. Three years ago wasn’t it? In Kingston, Jamaica.”
Black Marsden gave a drunken chuckle as if to confirm a base pollution on one hand, a magical potency on the other in the elements. He sat in a large red upholstered armchair, his black beard wild. Wild and trim as the fierce liquid at his elbow which looked amber in one light transparent in another.
The mist outside had vanished. A low fire burned under a ridge of coal at the far end of the sitting-room and a pale shaft crossed swords with it. Black Marsden snapped his fingers as if to aid and abet the Goodrich/Knife duel of memory. In his plush armchair he looked every inch the Director of Tabula Rasa Global Theatre. Goodrich half-laughed, half-protested, but sank nevertheless into a hypnotic scene (hang-dog or hanged man tunnel) as he wrestled inwardly with Knife afresh….
He made doodles of butter punctuated by diamonds and flies. The suffocating heat of Kingston sliced him in half. He recalled the day he arrived there on his first round-the-world trip. He recalled being besieged by beggars. A crowd of faces (grown-up faces, children’s faces) pressed upon him. With the left hand of a dreamer in broad daylight he was intent on drawing them upon the pages of infinity in his book. The covers of that book were his own paradoxical frame of mind and body related to seasons and places. Soon it became too oppressive for him to complete the sketches he had begun. They dangled at his fingertips nevertheless — decapitated, armless sketches — blackboard or blackbeard buried in today’s sun or yesteryear’s snow.
He dived into a restaurant and ordered a cold beer. The crowd outside had been overcome and buried for the time being but its sketched reality — its hang-dog or hanged man face — rose up before him within Knife who had followed him into the restaurant and stood by the door like conscience itself ready to steal, ready to kill: features pitted like a beehive into which miraculously the army of flies on the street had crawled and vanished. Knife hesitated at the door, then having made up his mind went straight to Goodrich’s table and laid a folded piece of paper upon it in order to levy a charge for the beggars he had consumed with a stroke of the pen, so to speak: Beehive Knife, Goodrich thought reflecting on his unfinished sketches.
He unfolded the paper, flattened it out and read the following: “Dear patron, I am the father of many children. I cannot find work. Unemployment is higher than it has ever been. I beg. I am ashamed to speak to you and ask for help. Please help me. I will stand here at the door and you can pass something to me as you go out. Don’t say a word, just give me whatever you can.”
He took a dollar from his pocket, folded it into the man’s letter and slipped dollar and letter under a bowl on the table. He raised his glass to his lips. A faint shadow snaked towards him and before he could say “Jack Robinson” the dollar bill and circular letter levitated from the table and vanished with Knife into the street….
*
“You are mistaken,” said Knife. It was the first time he had spoken after what seemed a long pause in the Edinburgh sitting-room. “I have never been to Jamaica.”
“You have never been to Jamaica …” Goodrich began in astonishment.
“Never.” Knife sat back in his chair beside Marsden. It was a similar chair and belonged to a rich suite — divan and armchairs. Goodrich sat on the divan. Black Marsden chuckled and sipped his whisky with a disconcerting wry flicker of a smile on his lips. Goodrich wondered was Marsden drunk? And he was stricken by a certain thought but ashamed of it immediately — the feeling or thought that Marsden would never scruple to slip into his bedroom and read the contents of his private diaries. That morning the pages had seemed to be somewhat out of order as if someone had cleverly ransacked them but slipped up somewhere along the line….
“Why of course … of course …,” he cried to Knife (trying to blot out or stifle his suspicions of Marsden), “the man I saw was black. And yet I could have sworn when I first set eyes on you…. I remember sketching him in my diary as Beehive Knife. His face was all pitted … a graveyard … a beehive. It seems an incongruous comparison. But there it is. That’s how he seemed to me. And I don’t really mean that you look like that. God forbid. You are quite elegant in fact. I must confess I cannot account for the resemblance between him and you….”
“All elegance,” said Black Marsden drunkenly, “is a pit of fashion under big brother devil or big beggar god or big trader devil god. There are affluent actors or beggars in affluent societies to play poor beggars acting out poor societies. What an apotheosis of elegance is involved in such a transformation or translation of techniques. I am sure Knife appreciates with tongue in cheek of course (how else?) the new suit on his back which you have given to him, Goodrich. And the shoes too.”
Knife’s white face remained expressionless. He was tastefully dressed in a lounge suit of greyish or brownish material and in sharp boots of Japanese circulation. “Yes,” said Knife seeing Goodrich’s eyes on his boots. “They came from America to Regent Street, London, but were made in Japan.”
“Apparition of poverty,” said Black Marsden cryptically.
“Poverty?” Goodrich was bewildered. “Aren’t they among the richest societies on earth?”
“Quite so. But we need riches to make Knife play poor beggar elegantly and well. He must achieve a marvellous apotheosis. Bless the rich man for the crumbs from his table! Bless the poor man for the opportunity and role of a lifetime! I want Knife to play poor beggar as if he embodies the storehouse of the devil. Not only crumbs but exceptional blood and talent. Not only crumbs but fantastic masks and costumes. Fabrics from all over the world. We may need to open a few graves. And that costs money. A silken thread of blood here, a wasted bone or button there. A shoe-string of muscle worth a fortune elsewhere. Even a fly or two that may cost a diamond or two. Think of the glue in his eyes.”
“Mardie, Mardie,” said Jennifer coming into the room suddenly. “You know you shouldn’t drink at this time of the day.” She came in with a large tray of sandwiches. “Mrs. Glenwearie is a dear.” She deposited the tray on a table; then with the facility of an expert at bridge flicked plates and napkins towards the men in the room. Each plate had dwarf insignia — a crucifixion, a knight, a king, a queen, jack of spades, diamonds, hearts etc. “There’s chicken and cheese and tomato and cucumber. And ham I think. Yes, delicious.” There was a knock at the door and Mrs. Glenwearie appeared with coffee which Jennifer took from her and deposited on an extra table in the room. Soon they were eating Mrs. Glenwearie’s sandwiches and drinking Mrs. Glenwearie’s coffee.
Jennifer was dressed in another French tunnel. But this one made him realize how wide and shapely her hips were. She had seemed to Goodrich slim even fragile before. He glanced without appearing to look at the upper half of her body and recalled his dream of her breasts into which were set large beautiful coins. She passed him a cup of coffee and their hands touched.
“When you came into the room, Jennifer,” said Black Marsden, “we were discussing Knife’s role as poor beggar in my global production. It’s high time we review the whole matter from as many sides as possible. Goodrich has been a great help. He is a patron of vision….”
I looked bewildered. “Oh yes,” he said, “the way you recognized and identified Knife.”
“Recognized? Identified? Not at all. I made an error.”
“A very evocative error.”
“What do you mean?”
“Mardie likes you, Clive,” said Jennifer, “for your scarecrow eye. He thinks you are one of us.”
“One of you? Scarecrow eye?”
“Yes,” said Marsden, “in raising issues of memory and non-memory….”
“I confess I am out of my depth.”
“How marvellous,” said Jennifer, “to swim — to be out of one’s depth.”
“It’s simple,” said Marsden and his beard bristled at Jennifer and Goodrich. “There are two species of beggar with which Knife must swim into his act. Goodrich has reminded us. First there is the beggar of memory. Here we are in apparently safe waters. Like tying a knot into your beard to remind you of something. If you are a Catholic, for example, you wear the cross as if it’s god’s bank note.”
Jennifer leaned forward and filled Goodrich’s cup again; her fingernail absentmindedly grazed his knuckles. “Oh I am so sorry. How clumsy of me.”
“It’s nothing. Nothing at all.”
Black Marsden laughed. His teeth looked perfect and even. “The beggar of memory resides within an order of solipsis into which we are all securely tied. He represents us and reminds us of ourselves. He is our infallible initiate, our infallible intimate. We are already inside, so to speak, the particular economic dress or religious dress or sexual dress he plays.”
“I see,” said Goodrich rubbing the red line Jennifer’s nail had left in his skin.
“But,” said Black Marsden, “we face a different proposition with the beggar of non-memory who represents our most fallible identity kit, vulnerable correspondences, irrational caveats and relationships. Memory …” he pushed aside his coffee and sandwiches—“is a storehouse of initiations. As such it is enormously useful but it may inculcate a hubris of mind or partiality cloaked in scientific determinisms which need to be shattered if we are to come to our senses about those areas of the human sphinx in which millions are eclipsed (beyond economic memory or ritual for all practical purposes) at starvation point; or vanished (beyond sacramental memory or ritual for all sane purposes) in Hiroshima, for example; or shamed (beyond living memory or ritual for all historical purposes) within other theatres of conquest or violation. Thus written into the hubris of self-determined orders or intelligences are contrasting unknowns or self-corrective intuitives we ignore at our peril….”
“I still do not understand….”
“You do understand,” said Black Marsden fiercely. “You have seen flies vanish into Knife. Slain or consumed at a stroke.”
“Who the devil do you think you are?” thought Goodrich but he said nothing, stung into silence by Marsden’s ecology of spirits — flies vanishing into Knife. And Marsden sensing the mood of the hour drew a veil over his brow like a corrugated hand in a rubber glove. “The poor beggar who has lost his memory represents worlds which have been consumed without rhyme or reason. And the very desert of human consciousness cries out that tabula rasa slate is the theatre of the uninitiate. Blind murder is a species of blind love.”
He dived into his breast-pocket, pulled out a photograph which he passed to Knife. “I want you to study this,” he said.
“Why?” said Knife taken aback, “it’s nothing … nothing … it’s a desert … is it some sort of joke?”
“Study the joke.” Marsden was drunk. “In joking deserts A-Bombs have been tried and explored. The ghost in the Bomb is the soul of the desert. There are human deserts — in our great cities, everywhere — which serve as sociological blackboard to correspond with scientific blackboard or deserts of species. Each desert becomes an invaluable place where peculiar trials are conducted. Thus the function of the desert is written into some of our most sophisticated advances. Without the human desert where would we establish our sociological fetishes? Without the desert of species in which life has become meaningless or extinct where would we research our A-Bomb fetishes?”
“I haven’t a clue,” said Knife and hummed atrociously off-key “The answer my friend is blowing in the wind”.
Black Marsden was laughing soundlessly. It was an astonishing volte-face from the implacably serious role he had been playing. Goodrich was astonished by the merriment of blood which popped out in his cheeks. Red cherries of dark laughter. His face a moment ago, as he spoke of the theatre of the uninitiate, was white as chalk above his bristling blackboard beard. Now it were as if Knife, at a single stroke, had cut a hole in the black forest and a young man’s self-mocking lips shone in an old man’s face.
“I would like to insert a huge cherry into the black-and-white cake of my play,” he said to Knife and Jennifer and Goodrich. “Sort of judgement day cake. How many bites into a monstrously peopled canvas reddened by ageless suns — how many bites into the cherry of the risen soul — will god take? Millions and uncountable millions will stand before him. Will he judge a score of millions at a glance?”
Knife shrugged his shoulders.
“Perhaps”, continued Black Marsden, “he will visualize millions at a glance, millions of wasted lives, his eye tunnelling to unravel biases of life. And so you see my dear Goodrich there is nothing so horrifying after all in your scarecrow eye. It means you do have the seed of judgement day scenario in you … look at me and tell me what you see.”
*
Black Marsden had risen to his feet. He seemed close now to curious exhaustion and leaned upon Knife for support. The amazing incandescent fertility of expression to invoke chalk, red cherries, coal seemed to come from within him and through him.
One saw through him into the most diverse filaments of flesh and imagination (stratospheres as well as atmospheres of spirit) in which one’s dreams were intensely real, intensely active and alive. This was the phenomenon of Marsden’s personality. And yet I found myself bound to resist, in some degree, such an order of fascination. Who was Marsden to snap his fingers, as it were, at me? To dip his fingers and features into every wasting or wasted dye or pigment of existence?
I knew the logic of midnight to noon private confessional diaries, unsung or unheralded doodles and sketches — men of chalk, men of coal, the beggar as king; and my early suspicions returned that Marsden may have stolen into my room and tapped my book of infinity.
But even as the suspicion strengthened I was filled with a different kind of alarm. Who could be so acquainted with my innermost dreams of criminality, of divinity, love of humanity as well as hatred of humanity except a chimera or projection of myself? Who could unravel so intimately, so quickly, at a stroke and a glance the intricate labyrinth of a diary?
Thus I found myself riddled and torn by the possibility that Marsden (whether as doctor, thief or judge), Knife (whether as beggar or assassin), Jennifer (whether as Gorgon or open-ended beauty) were wholly unreal, wholly non-existent. Or wholly related to a terrifying trial of indwelling bias and community, a terrifying scrutiny of indwelling truth so unpredictably fierce and real it could likewise expire in a flash, faint or fade into the innocent floorboards one trod. My head was spinning with a fabric of invisibles — the invisibles one endured in one sense (logical empirical unreality), or in the other sense (illogical immanent reality).
Marsden was speaking—“Excuse me, Goodrich. I find myself suddenly stricken with exhaustion. I am an older man than you think.” He gave his weird smile. “Much older than you think. I am compelled sometimes to rest a little.”
I stepped forward wishing to put my hand on his arm (which Knife had relinquished for a moment), assure myself beyond a shadow of doubt that he was both solid as well as visible. But he kept me at arm’s length. “Knife will see to me, Goodrich. It is kind of you nevertheless.” Knife’s deadpan matter-of-factness was unbroken and as he and Marsden left the room I was filled with the curious sensation of fading blood, of the most beautiful and the fiercest phantoms I desired and yet could not reach. I could not stop myself crying out aloud when they were gone: “They are not real. Not real at all.”
“Very real. Very real,” said Jennifer. “Ask Mrs. Glenwearie. She knows we are real. She has to feed us like children. Do you know, Clive,”—I sensed she was teasing me—“I want a child. I do.” She came right up to me now and I desired to touch her, hold her. But I was afraid my hands would go through space, pass through her body. “How is your hand?” she asked suddenly. “There is a red line on it.”
“It’s nothing,” I said. “Nothing at all.”
“It’s real,” she said. “That thin red line.” And kissed me with lips so pliant and soft I felt the tip of her tongue on mine. She drew back instantly as I sought to put my arms around her.
“You are a cunning one, Clive. Come now, confess. First a kiss to prove me real. Then something more to prove me even more real. Then more and still more. How permissive is reality? Is there an end to the question of proof? Mardie would say it’s the dance of many veils. Do you know, Clive, I am to play Salome in Mardie’s theatre? He wants me to play a thoroughly virtuous Salome.”
“Virtuous? But surely that’s a violation of the part….”
“Quite so,” said Jennifer and she mimicked Marsden. “What is virtue? Virtue is a succession of violations towards the seat of love — towards the possession of head or heart. Virtue is a cruel insistence on a property of reality.”
As she mimicked him I could indeed hear Marsden’s voice speaking through her, schooling her for Salome through his phenomenon of personality.
“Are you his mistress?” I cried. The words came from me before I could stop them. Jennifer looked somewhat surprised. “Mardie would be flattered if he could hear you ask me that. Dearly flattered. He may be a wise old man but he has his weaknesses.” The tone of her voice changed subtly, grew a little fierce and helpless and cold. “Mardie couldn’t give me a child, Clive. And I want a child. I want a child I tell you.” She had become quite childish, even outrageous in her insistence on this, but I sensed an exertion of will on her part pitted against Marsden’s personality.
“Would a child,” I said so softly it was doubtful whether she heard, “turn you into a real woman?”
Jennifer may have been intrigued by the question for she appeared to fade a little — to lose something of a virtuous crescendo of blood in resisting Marsden’s clutches — his brainchild, his spirit-child in her. It was ironic that she appeared to fade when she should have blossomed in her own right. He (Marsden) was a phenomenal lover, I began dimly to sense, few men could dislodge even when they seemed most prosaically and realistically ascendant.
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Goodrich made his way from the Market Cross towards St. Giles, then past the old Parliament where a statue of Charles II trampled the grave of John Knox. Then along the Royal Mile past the house of Knox, past the site of the ancient Flodden Wall inscribed into the roadway. Many years had gone by since he first came this way — long years that stretched back to around 1950—long years before he won his fortune and settled in Edinburgh. Now it was interesting to look back to that first occasion when passing along this ancient roadway a grim spirit seemed to address him from the jumbled houses overhead and from each narrow wynd or close. And flags of suspicion fluttered it seemed to him then in the washing suspended from windows high overhead.
The Royal Mile looked now quite different: almost mild, almost relaxed, almost genial. There were shops with wares and items from many parts of the world. An Indian woman passed him in a saree. Then a group of laughing young women, maxi-skirted, mini-skirted. And yet though exotic layers of Spring and Summer were here, and the threatening garb of Winter had been rubbed out, there remained a strange brooding mixture of presentness and pastness embracing all historical seasons inserted into the place.
He came to the end of the Mile and Holyrood Palace. There was a bath house near the gate associated with Mary, Queen of Scots. Arthur’s Seat — the site of a long extinct volcano he believed — dominated the scene in the background.
The impact the palace made on him was one of private and public spaces so rooted in history he was filled with a sensation of intense apparitions — naked apparitions in search of density and cover. How could one defend privacy at the heart of a crowded court or world or city except within enigmatic patterns of identity — scandal, intrigue — tabula rasa theatre? As though the very ground of besieged personality asserted itself under certain pressures in forms of intrigue and counter-intrigue. It was this assertion perhaps of secret resistances, secret alliances that compensated over-burdens and grew into the heart’s blood of desperate romance.
He recalled now as he stood in the courtyard how on his way to the palace he had idled into a bookshop, opened a book by Flora Grierson on Edinburgh and read:
“Here was a city swarming with life like a bee-hive, wherein class distinctions must emphasize themselves boldly, or completely disappear; where criminals could lie undetected, even outside the sanctuary provided by the Abbey, and men like Deacon Brodie carry on for years their double lives of respectability and crime without fear of discovery. Here every type of person lived cheek by jowl, using the same dark staircase for every kind of illicit purpose, coming and going by the same front door. Private houses had grown so rare that Mackenzie, looking back on his earlier years from the greater seclusion of the nineteenth century, felt justified in giving them a paragraph to themselves.”
He flipped the pages and came to:
“Twisted and tangled was medieval Edinburgh: modern Edinburgh should be straight and tidy. The old town had adapted itself to its site: the new town conquered or ignored its site, forcing it to accept the laws of town-planning. And just as the old city derives much of its charm from its peculiar fitness to the landscape out of which it seems to have sprung, so the new gains in beauty from its sheer contradiction to the place on which it is imposed. But for that resolute disregard of all natural advantages and disadvantages, we would not have today those straight steep streets that rise from the valley of Princes Street, as it were, sheer into the sky, then fall again headlong into Leith and the Firth of Forth. The new town of Edinburgh is an exquisite paradox that satisfies because of its rational unreason.”
As he turned all this over in his mind the palace before him — framed in lines of steel by workmen repairing the façade — seemed to symbolize that bee-hive of the old and new: it was the reality and unreality of both commoner and king — a blackboard of premises upon which the goal of long-lost privacy and darkest freedoms of action and initiative were robed by contrary generations until with each fall-out of pattern and design an ancient spectre drew one closer to the enigma of modern times….
Goodrich was already busily sketching and writing his impressions upon the invisible book he hoarded within covers of body and mind. Everything became grist for his mill. “I am a miser of infinity,” he said to himself at last and then listened for the voices of accusing or commiserating phantoms at his elbow — left elbow and right elbow, bar sinister and bar profound.
*
As I made my way back along the Royal Mile I stopped for a moment at the site of the old Tolbooth and the following lines ran through my head:
O waly waly up the bank,
And waly waly down the brae,
And waly waly yon burn-side
Where I and my Love wont to gae.
Now Arthur’s Seat sall be my bed;
The sheets sall ne’er be pressed by me:
Saint Anton’s well sall be my drink
Since my true love has forsaken me.
Marti’mas wind, when wilt thou blaw
And shake the green leaves aff the tree?
O gentle Death, when wilt thou come?
For of my life I am wearie.
A famished sleeve or cowl brushed against mine. I suddenly glanced up (no one was there) and across the street in the way one’s eyes are drawn sometimes to a stranger’s in a kind of blaze or bond or intuitive relationship. But, in fact, there were no eyes I could observe upon mine. Rather Jennifer Gorgon and a young man, hands twined together, were approaching on the opposite pavement — so intent on each other in conversation I was invisible to them.
I felt a stab of jealousy before I could properly suppress it and was astonished by the appearance of the young man which seemed wholly inconsistent with the kind of male companion I would have drawn for her. Her present companion was very pale as if he lived indoors all the time. He wore dark glasses. His hair hung in a kind of half-glossy, half-lifeless fashion upon his neck. Beside Jennifer’s dramatic symmetry, decorous but wide hips, breasts with their inimitable coins to match the severed eyes of John the Baptist — the pale unsunned but sun-guarded dark-glassed young man seemed wholly inadequate and inappropriate.
What a waste, I thought. I wanted to call out to her but stifled my cry and retired into Old Tolbooth Wynd. When I calculated they had gone some distance I resumed my way along the pavement. The phantasmal voice in my sleeve kept murmuring — What a waste. What a waste. What a waste.
It was the word waste which seemed a sigh and then a snarl in cowl or sleeve to invoke a vision of Marsden standing within Jennifer Gorgon. “Set me as a seal upon thine heart … love is strong as death … jealousy is cruel as the grave….” It all flashed up and died away again but it lasted long enough for me to ponder upon Jennifer’s pale young man also standing within that terrifying complex of love. Had he been projected from Black or Fierce Marsden? Had Marsden’s phenomenon of personality — phenomenon of unconsciousness and implacable love — so engulfed Jennifer that when she was away from him (even for a day or an hour) she sickened without knowing it and her glowing maternity-desiring body was intent upon or obsessed by dismembered or anaemic presences like foetuses of soul? Perhaps Black Marsden had implanted in her his cradle or gaol or bed within which or upon which she was ridden by his eunuchs, his longing for fulfilled heirs of spirit which held her captive therefore as current frames or substitutes of his unfulfilled dream (or hers).
I was astonished by the power Marsden possessed — power so real it was too real to be proven since it saturated and therefore voided all instruments of proof. And yet I felt with all my heart and mind there must be a way to wrest her from him.
*
When Goodrich got home (his mind obsessed with Jennifer’s pale rider or ghostly young man) he found a letter on the table in his bedroom. It was from Marsden and ran as follows:
“My dear Goodrich,
You will recall I hope our conversation a fortnight ago on Tabula Rasa. How to create an atmosphere in which piety and decorum rub shoulders with the underground and every erasure of pattern brings a fascination with death — with a murdered past — or brings a measure of concentration upon an intricate reborn labyrinth of resources within which the boundaries of conquest, conquest of public/private space, conquest of problematic being, grow ever more pertinent to the Dark Ages. I mean our Dark Ages — twentieth-century global man.
We discussed you may remember Knife’s part as a poor beggar. And I have also gathered from Jennifer that you know of her part as Salome. Lots of intriguing complications here so be on your guard. I am glad to say the mechanics of my production are shaping up and I have a prospect for rehearsals in the Grass Market. Before that, however, we would need to purchase some preliminary costumes, masks etc. I have calculated that £2,000 would be a help at this stage. A down-payment on a place, material for costumes, and actors’ salaries.
By the way a word about Harp. (His actual name is James Harpe.) He is in Canada at the moment and should be with us quite soon. He is an independent artist — a very rare commodity these days as you know. I love dear old James. He has a private income — small but adequate — and therefore he will stay in a hotel in Edinburgh when he arrives. Mrs. Glenwearie has kindly made some inquiries.
As you know he has the reputation of a musician rusting in a garret. But this doesn’t really meet his case. You will judge for yourself when you meet him.
Yours, M.”
Goodrich opened a drawer and wrote out the desired cheque, sealed it into an envelope and left the room. The house was silent. Mrs. Glenwearie was away for a couple of days. He made his way up to Marsden’s room on the second floor, tapped on the door but received no reply. He slipped the envelope under the door and was possessed by the sensation as he did so that there was someone in the room after all.
He coughed out loud and his voice rang hollowly in the corridor. He was tempted to push the door open and had, in fact, already put his hand upon the knob when he saw his features stretched and torn and eerie and reflected in the old-fashioned brass knob, polished religiously by Mrs. Glenwearie. It looked like an extraordinary spatial doodle: enormous brow, sprite-like face running down into a concertina image — compressed torso and feet which held him now at bay in his own house; and he desisted from pushing the door open at the last moment with a sense of hollow relief, the relief of purgatory. Perhaps abnormal wealth creates a leprechaun self-portraiture. And purgatory creates an anomalous dimension of privacy.
*
He came into the sitting-room a few days later to hear Jennifer saying to Marsden: “Mardie, I think you’re drinking too much. Much too much. Where do you get the money from?” Doctor Marsden swung towards Goodrich. “Ah Goodrich,” he cried. “I’ve missed you the past day or two. That deep diary of yours I imagine.” His eyes glinted. “I was about to give Jennifer and Knife my impressions of the role of John….”
“In the context of virtuous Salome?”
“Why, of course, my dear boy. A knock-up — or is it mock-up? — of the Baptist.”
“Knox the Baptist,” said Knife matter-of-factly.
“Ah,” Marsden warned, “Knox is an immense figure. Each age secretes afresh the most ancient treasures and anomalies of freedom.” He picked up a large volume from the table behind him entitled John Knox by Jasper Ridley. “Do you know”—he glanced at the portrait on the cover—“that this portrait is said to be a portrait of someone called Tyndale which hangs, I believe, at Magdalen College? But in Ridley’s view it is actually a likeness of Knox.”
“What do women’s liberation make of Knox?” asked Knife and he grinned at the ceiling.
“What do women make of John the Baptist? They never cease to love him. In virtue or love lies a certain animus of history — a certain necessity to conceive real dragons….”
“Do you mean,” said Knife, grinning still, “that love of freedom makes a virtue of intolerance?”
“Read the times in which we live side by side with ages past. Freedom is a baptism in rivers of blood.” He flung open the Book of Knox and read:
“Despite his intolerance, his dogmatic adherence to every word of scripture, and the tyranny of his Church Sessions, (he) was a great contributor to the struggle for human freedom…. The personality of Knox, magnificent and terrible, has fascinated and appalled posterity. The aristocratic eighteenth century condemned him; the puritanical and radical nineteenth century admired him….”
Black Marsden stopped abruptly, slammed fast his book, and sipped the tall amber liquid at his elbow (left elbow, bar sinister, Goodrich thought).
“It is vital, Jennifer,” he said drawing close to her, “that you conceive the dragon of freedom as you play Salome. Conceive or visualize likenesses in our own time if these help.” His brow was knitted, corrugated. His cheeks seemed to bulge and sink into the physiognomy of a map — watersheds, rivers and valleys writ small but arresting and dangerous. His beard or forest fell and concealed his throat and extended upwards along his temples in wild but still decorous rings — a combination of savagery and urbanity. He stepped back at this moment and concealed his body behind a large red chair draped with a unique and rich combination of sackcloth and ashes he had bought for Tabula Rasa. He stretched his hands up and sideways as though the map of his features had acquired wings.
He quoted John Knox:
“I find that Athalia, through appetite to reign, murdered the seeds of the kings of Judah. And that Herodias’ daughter, at the desire of a whorish mother, obtained the head of John the Baptist.”
The words issued from him with such startling conviction in this age, though far removed from that age, that he stood like one possessed by a devil or by a saint. His archaic/modern lips, Goodrich felt, were turning red as dark cherries where Knife had slashed into his beard which dripped now (in the theatre of action he evoked) not with blood but with greying winters. It was the strangest climax he rehearsed and Jennifer Gorgon was held by this: schooled, as it were, to a point of resolution. Affected, however, by a hint of anti-climax, of world-weariness perhaps he could not wholly suppress. But whatever reservations she may have had about the riddle of his performance — intense reality or intense unreality, intense vividness or intense vicariousness — she was animated by a virtuous crescendo of blood which addressed her across the ages.
Goodrich glimpsed her with the scarecrow eye which now possessed him: she stood upon the brink of a new and inevitable mainstream rebellion of soul — a new cult of fascination with freedom. Marsden continued, blissfully unaware apparently of the spell he had cast upon all:
“God, for his great mercies’ sake, stir up some Phinehas, Elias or Jehu, that the blood of abominable idolaters may pacify God’s wrath…. Delay not thy vengeance, O Lord, but let the earth swallow them up; and let them go down quick to the hells.”
He stopped now and stepped away from his scarlet and black slate and Goodrich discerned upon the unique and rich material compounded of sackcloth and ashes which draped the chair in the room, intricate scenes stitched in black thread and therefore so reticent in background as to be almost invisible until one’s eyes grew accustomed to the darkroom/backcloth dimensions implicit in the scarecrow. He could see also — as his eyes grew accustomed to the strange reticent fabric of catastrophe — the huge head of John the Baptist woven into the globe. At first, he wondered, would it send a delicious shudder through Salome/Jennifer as though those blind eyes could see emotional tumbling rivers, emotional fires, passions unleashed in volcanoes within which whole populations tumbled?
It was an intensely modern dream enacted from West to East as well as within epic abortions — stateless refugees/planned or engineered castaways.
“Look,” Marsden said, softly pointing to the intimate and intricate scenes draped across my Goodrich sitting-room until everything became an anomaly. “What could be more modern, more consistent with act-of-man slate as well as act-of-god slate? Now, Jennifer,” his tone changed and he gave her a stick of chalk, “don’t be afraid to sketch. It’s rich stuff and everything you do can be erased.”
“Sketch what?” asked Jennifer.
“Why, sketch how he sees you.”
“How he sees me? What do you mean?”
“It’s your triumph, Jennifer. That’s what I mean. The head of John the Baptist is yours. The ball is in your court. Whatever he says, whatever archaic or modern dubbing we put on his lips — whatever fierce dubbing we use — and for that matter it could be selective speeches from contemporary figures in the New York Times or the London Telegraph or Reuter’s despatches — whatever words I dub on those lips, it’s the eyes in the head which count in the end, which speak. How do they see you, Jennifer? You are our resurgent Gorgon, our twentieth-century fascination with freedom. How do those eyes address you? How do they see you, Jennifer? Go on. Sketch….”
Jennifer held the stick of chalk in her hand. A tide of defiance began to rise slowly within her, almost inevitably from the canvas in which Marsden sought to immerse her. Love, hate, love, hate. Now with sudden perversity she drew a square box with a slit running down the middle. Marsden sipped his drink, sensed the rising tide in her. “Is that all, Jennifer?”
“He sees me as a pillarbox,” she said drily. “An old pillarbox — Martian female perhaps — but a pillarbox all the same. I suppose he’s right. I consume everything nowadays.”
“What do you consume?”
Jennifer thought a little, hardened herself against the Master. “The post is free,” she said at last. “Once you lick the right stamp. Anything, everything goes into it. This morning I received a book (from whom I haven’t the slightest notion) entitled”—she paused deliberately—“How to Fuck.” She spoke almost unflinchingly, Goodrich thought, and looked into the eyes of John the Baptist with a strange yet child-like cynicism.
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Harp arrived a few days later. I was the only one in and I ushered him into the sitting-room. He insisted he had had a late breakfast at his hotel and all I could persuade him to have was coffee. He was a chain smoker and with subtle rings, which dissipated themselves into the high ceiling of the room, wreathed himself in evanescent hills and valleys. He could hardly have been more than five feet two inches tall. His legs were short and his arms long. He wore a long white overcoat — semi-military, semi-medical.
His face, however, charmed and delighted me beyond measure. Perhaps the kindest most unpredictable face I had ever seen. A face and head which may have been dug up from some forgotten workshop of the gods where it had lain discarded on the ground or condemned as useless ages ago; so much so that his hair looked white and trodden and there was a kicked look to his chin — a kind of unpolished stubble where the feet of the elements had trod.
He seemed the representation of technical vicissitudes of feeling which sought endlessly to cope with an interminable mopping-up operation across a giant landscape, an enigmatic landscape that was bound to dwarf him in a sense.
He spoke of his environment and of the seasons. One vignette he drew was an evocation of late September. The trees around his house were clothed in a symphony of colour, yellows and reds and scarlets; and long flitting shadows of clouds, light as a feather in the water, mingled with a palette of sun.
He developed his sketches and evoked such an intimate canvas of his backgrounds that we stood there at the edge of an enormous blend of intensely blue water and sky, enormous spectrum of sky and water, until night fell and we struggled down the hill and up again with wood to light a fire in the middle of the earth. To live in a house in the wilderness (cold sky) is like tunnelling a cave into the earth (cold earth) and the ghosts of fires or stars long-dead are rekindled.
“Do you know, Harp,” I said. “Here we are in a house in Edinburgh. And the globe itself seems to be at our fingertips. I have never seen you before. And yet the fact remains that I feel as if we have known each other from the beginning of time. It’s another of Marsden’s phantoms or fascinations.” I nodded with a kind of submission to Marsden’s mirror or globe.
Harp nodded too, his face swept by a backlash of feeling — mopping-up, preserving relationships. “If we probe and reflect and think we may discover we are related, Goodrich.”
“Impossible,” I said. “It’s one thing to evoke a magical commonwealth (all races, all times). It’s another thing to prove it. Tell me. Who is he really? Who is Doctor Marsden?”
Harp’s face was besieged by a sudden passion for self-abandonment — mopping-up as well as preserving and screening intimate relations within the ghostly family of man. I waited.
“My father’s name was Hornby,” Harp volunteered, and appeared to go off at a tangent.
“Hornby,” I said. “That rings a bell. There was a John Hornby. I’ve read about him. George Whalley wrote about him. I quote: ‘the way he died has raised obstacles almost insurmountable to anybody who wishes to discover the true nature of that vivid and desolate man’.”
“End of quote,” said Harp with his mopping-up smile again. “Imagine Hornby’s ghost tapping out fiery morse in the heart of a Canadian wilderness.”
“Was he a legend or was he a man?” I asked. “What do we know of him? I have read that he was quite amiable, even gregarious as a young man but all that changed as he grew older and became addicted to solitariness, courage and endurance. He died on an expedition into the Arctic in the late nineteen twenties.”
Harp looked sad. “My father’s name was also Hornby. Unsung, unmourned who died on the same day, the same year as the other legendary John Hornby.” There was a self-mocking air of gentle tautology in Harp’s voice.
A sudden silence descended like the ticking of a heart in the sun, ticking of a clock in the room, in the snow. And now all at once, in response to Harp’s tangent, I could feel a certain winged shadow of time, a certain winged stage of time settling around me within the commonwealth of man sponsored by ancient Marsden.
I could see upon my inner book, whose pages now seemed to turn backwards, an immense white world in the scarecrow literature and workshop of the gods, a world of falling snow, landscape upon riverscape of snow, treacherous works and poems of ice: a single false step out there in that creation of a wilderness was hell.
I felt I had been transported there into the intimate wildernesses Harp painted and stood face to face with Hornby himself.
“When it falls like that,” Hornby said, “we’re in for the blackest spell. An almighty freeze-up. Madness to put a foot out of doors. But I am mad. You appreciate that, Goodrich, don’t you? You picked me up in a winter abbey….”
“Not you, Hornby. I picked up Marsden far away from here.”
Hornby grinned. “Marsden and I belong to a family of man incessantly seduced and fascinated by the nature of survival. Half-medical, half-military. There are also poets and magicians and religious guys, my dear Goodrich, in our family who sleep in ice and snow like Pavlov’s metaphysical dogs. Survivor hubris. Do you follow? Let me explain. I had no choice, Goodrich, as time went on (and I found myself despairing of expedition after expedition) but to become a loner. In that way I sought to bridge the distance between two legends — the famous Hornby and the obscure Hornby — the famous Marsden and all his dead mates. My mates were all dead too, you see. It was obscene in a sense to be alive. I would reproach myself—Die Hornby die. And I understood the anguish in a black man’s cry—Burn baby burn. Snow ladysnow.”He glanced at the window now and I felt myself drawn back into his Arctic night as if we were steeped in psychologies written into forecasts of the weather. “Why, it’s easing up a bit, Goodrich,” he said to me. “A bloody miracle. Thank god for that. Let’s imagine, Goodrich,” he went on reminiscing as he waited for the snow to stop, “some namesake of yours stopping you in the street and saying to you — you’re GODRICH, aren’t you? Give all you possess to me. I am the poor. I have had no luck at the Pools. I am the poor. Give baby give. Pour Godrich pour.” He glanced at the window again. “Thank god it’s really easing up outside. A bloody miracle. Sometimes it’s really too much. They make too much snow up there. As I was saying, Goodrich. Fanaticism is glorious on the stage. Let down all the fake wildernesses and catastrophes you like. But I wouldn’t really dream of asking any Godrich (despite anything I may have said to the contrary) to surrender his last deadly farthing of ice…. Why, it’s stopped. It has really stopped snowing at last and I shall venture outside….”
The bastard of the sky drew him out into a glittering world beautiful beyond dreams. A whiteness of earth which seemed so intense it became a porous fabric of infinite darkness reaching into the sky. But, all of a sudden, a hundred yards or two from his cabin he realized he had been tricked and it was snowing again.
“I’ll get back,” he said to me. “There’s nothing to worry about. There it is … the light…. I put it there myself … in the window … in the face of my house. Let’s get there fast.”
He travelled a hundred yards or more and stopped. Where home was, where light in the face was, no light was, no house was.
“Extraordinary business,” Hornby said to the sky. “Where has it gone?”
“You tricked yourself,” the bastard of the sky replied. “You thought you saw a light….”
“I tell you it was here,” Hornby insisted.
“Re-trace your steps, Hornby. Come this way.”
Hornby agreed at last. “Now,” said Bastard Sky, “there it is.”
“Thank god,” said Hornby.
He began to make his way towards the light, his eyes glued upon it this time. But slipped. A patch of ice cracked under the snow. He was in, knee-deep.
If Sky had let him down, now it was Creek (Hornby Creek on the map) and he was aware of the great danger in which he stood. The freezing subterranean ice-cap of water had come over the top of his boot and there were two options open to him. He could try and gain the safety of his house though to all appearances with his eye unstuck, unglued from the light, it had vanished again into the sky. Or he could light a fire in the open without delay and endeavour to thaw his foot out, dry his boot out.
He was filled all at once with a sense of the callouses of infinity (the kiss of gloved hand upon booted foot), numb climax, freezing danger rolled into one enduring fabric as though Sky and Creek in deceiving him as reflections of many a dead mate or vanished expedition were ensnaring him into a revelation of the workshop of the gods….
He stood upon the very rim of ghostland — one collective foot already in the grave, one legendary cabin already in the sky. Thus as he began to ascend and descend Sky and Creek he became aware that there were two Hornbys projected from him into the cosmos. One was a man drawn out of the hat of millions, so steeped in extremity and danger beyond humanity’s lot as to become a private body in the stars, quintessential solitariness, Arctic legend of soul. The other was a man standing in the boot of millions so benumbed by humanity’s lot as to die unsung, unheralded, Arctic function of non-memory, non-soul.
Had he as private of space who had conquered the stars achieved his goal, or as the world’s forgotten boot computerized an infinite desolation and an infinite stairway into the ambiguous family of man? …
Harp ceased his vivid and enormous and unfinished recital of the discovery of a new world. He had evoked such an unfathomable and rich correspondence between us that I felt strangely lost, strangely bewildered and yet face to face with him across a fire on the other side of the globe. “I hope,” I said, and pleaded with him across that living fire which drew us together, “you will not burn your father’s papers into a stoical wilderness.”
Harp looked at me and I sensed the correspondence with Marsden’s sackcloth map which had been draped across a chair.
“There,” I said, stabbing the map with a finger, “is Marsden Creek. Marsden’s legacy is everywhere.”
“Ah,” said Harp laughing a little, “have you not answered your own question? …”
*
“Mr. Goodrich, sir, Mr. Goodrich,” said Mrs. Glenwearie shaking Goodrich gently. Goodrich woke but for a moment or two could not tell where he was. Mrs. Glenwearie looked distressed. “Sorry to disturb you, Mr. Goodrich dear, but you were crying out….”
“I thought … where is he?”
“Where is who?”
Goodrich passed a drowsy hand over his eyes. “Perhaps he doesn’t exist. Perhaps I only dreamt….”
Mrs. Glenwearie moved to a window and opened it wide to let some air in upon the lingering odour of tobacco. “Now, sir, I’ll get you a nice high tea in a little while, as soon as I’ve straightened the room a bit.” She tilted Harp’s cigarette ash into a tray.
“He was here,” said Goodrich.
“Mr. Goodrich dear,” said Mrs. Glenwearie gently. “I don’t understand half of the things you say. If it’s the wee gentleman in the long coat he left shortly after I got back from the butcher’s. I was very late today. And then you fell asleep for a bit.”
Goodrich laughed and tried to make a joke of things. “I need an early night,” he said, “after this afternoon’s session.”
“Doctor Marsden said not to leave supper this evening. What are your plans, sir?”
“Nothing for me, thank you, Mrs. Glenwearie. I do hope my visitors aren’t proving too much of a bother.”
“Oh no, Mr. Goodrich, don’t you worry over a thing. I manage very well. Mr. Knife is quite kind, you know. Sometimes he insists on washing up the dishes. And he’s a one for stories. He told me Doctor Marsden’s play may be in the Festival this year. I said I would go if it was.”
“Did he indeed?” said Goodrich. “I hope it may be.” He mimicked Marsden: “Plays cost a pretty penny.”
“I know,” said Mrs. Glenwearie. “Och, I remember as a young girl I did a bit of acting myself.” She looked both pleased and embarrassed.
“You’ve never told me that, Mrs. Glenwearie,” Goodrich said.
“Ah well, it wasn’t all that much. I was once Grace Darling and then again I was Haile Selassie in a church play.”
“Haile Selassie?” Goodrich was astounded. He stared at Mrs. Glenwearie, trying vainly to imagine the transformation.
“It was a long while back,” she told him. “And then I remember my mother being very proud when I was chosen to read Tam O’Shanter at a Burns Supper.”
Goodrich was fascinated. “Can you remember any of it now, Mrs. Glenwearie?” he asked.
“The whole lot,” said Mrs. Glenwearie astonishingly. “My favourite bit was:
‘She ventur’d forward on the light;
And vow! Tam saw an unco sight!
Warlocks and witches in a dance;
Nae cotillion, brent new frae France,
But hornpipes, jigs, strathspeys and reels,
Put life and mettle in their heels.
A winnock-bunker in the east,
There sat auld Nick, in shape o’ beast;
A towzie tyke, black, grim, and large,
To gie them music was his charge:
He screw’d the pipes and gart them skirl,
Till roof and rafters a’ did dirl. — ’”
She stopped, ash-tray in hand, her cheeks slightly reddened, and exclaimed apologetically, “I was quite swept away there, Mr. Goodrich. You’ll have to forgive me.”
“Not a bit of it,” said Goodrich. “I enjoyed it.”
“It’s kind of you to say so, sir,” she told him. “But I’m afraid my style is not what it was.” She paused. “It’s all this talk of plays from Doctor Marsden and the others brought it back to my mind.”
Goodrich was secretly moved. It seemed to him that Marsden’s presence had fired in some degree everyone with whom he had come in contact. He was suddenly curious to know his housekeeper’s real feeling about Marsden.
“What do you make of Doctor Marsden?” he asked softly. “Do you like him, Mrs. Glenwearie?”
Mrs. Glenwearie looked away from him and out through one of the windows. “It’s not for me to say, sir,” she said. “But since you’ve asked me I would say he’s a very unusual gentleman. My dear mother would have called him a kind of hutherer.”
Goodrich was baffled. “What is a hutherer?” he asked.
“It’s just,” said Mrs. Glenwearie, “och I don’t rightly know how to explain it. Just a hutherer, that’s all.” She was silent for a moment then became very brisk. “Mr. Goodrich, dear, I’m forgetting your tea. I’ll go and get it.” The subject was obviously closed.
Goodrich felt somewhat lost. He felt he should say something in a different vein. “How is your niece?” he asked. “I trust she’s better now.”
“Poor lass,” she said. “She’s a bit better this summer but it’s been a great worry for my sister and her husband. In fact my sister’s ailing herself.”
“If there’s anything I can do, Mrs. Glenwearie, any financial help or anything of that sort, please don’t hesitate to ask.”
“Thank you, Mr. Goodrich. It’s very kind of you,” said Mrs. Glenwearie and bustled from the room, taking with her Grace Darling, Haile Selassie and Tam O’Shanter.
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The incongruous triggers of the day — comic and serious — evoked an involuted spectre in Goodrich’s mind and he dreamt that night he stood at a wall overlooking a wide and deep terrain. The light was uncertain. It may have been close to nightfall or it may have been the approaches of dawn. He had come there to meet someone he had known in some buried or vague connection a long time ago. Someone who had been blind, a blind woman he surmised. He himself at this moment could not see her because of the peculiar light in which he was steeped. But he felt all of a sudden that their positions were reversed and the blind woman could see him; something had happened to her across the years since they had last met in an underground of lives. As the feeling entered his mind she arrived and spoke to him. He could not make out entirely what she was saying but her voice rang in his ears with a new and remarkable tenderness which warned him he must keep a secret. That was all he could make out from her words. What secret? he asked but she had already vanished. It was a deeply puzzling dream, and yet it left him with an extraordinary revitalized sensation, a validation of identity.
As though a mysterious cycle of contrasting spaces peculiar to time had come full circle at last. He was now seen for whom and what he was in space. Seen by some intimate blind spectre or caveat of history whose judgement was no longer blind. Seen through — or in spite of — himself.
Goodrich made a note in his diary about his dream:
“I had a strong sense of space in my dream. How should I put it? Let me put it perhaps in this way. Space is a symbol or apparition of self-conscious properties and of human and cosmic desert. At certain times in one’s life the human or cosmic desert personalizes itself! The question is — what does this personalization mean? I would hazard a guess that it is a way of bringing to one’s attention the hubris of self-consciousness, the hubris embodied in a ‘technology’ of space. In a sense, therefore, the personalization of the human or cosmic desert in one’s dreams is a kind of ironic acquittal from the charge of hubris. I say acquittal in that a motif appears and asserts itself in the dream to define and redefine the nature of community beyond conformity to a status of hubris. Acquittal, therefore, from hubris is nothing more than the revitalized life of the imagination to re-assess blocked perspectives and to begin to digest as well as liberate contrasting figures….”
That morning he joined Marsden in the sitting-room filled with a most curious and uncanny tide of energy. Something had validated him. It seemed an irrational conviction and yet it persisted: a sensation of grotesque yet deeply significant transfigured relationships, forgotten relationships which possessed ironic powers to return and acquit him not only of hubris but of forgetfulness: despised or forgotten vocations within the muse of history.
It was stimulating and sobering. Indeed the very stimulation was a caution. In describing or gloating upon his dream, had he not partially betrayed it and succumbed to an order of self-congratulation or inflation?
As he confronted Marsden the question assailed him: Marsden’s phenomenal expression of world-weary conductor, an indefinable shroud or pallor (so it seemed to Goodrich in the wake of his own stimulation or tide of energies). For in the shroud Marsden appeared to wear this morning Goodrich sensed a paradoxical feud as well as debt to nameless and intimate resources planted in his dream. Over the past months he had given clothing, food, money to Marsden but it was Marsden who symbolized the Bank from which he had drawn rather than the beneficiary to whom he had given. He was indebted to Marsden as the most signal contradiction in his life — a shared community of goods and dreams. An enigmatic historical bank and beneficiary within whom the very act of giving became a receiving, a dangerous hypnotic legacy at times as well as a revitalized caveat of originality and community.
“Is this true?” asked Goodrich.
“What?” said Marsden. “Is what true?”
“Oh forgive me — it’s nothing at all — I was thinking aloud.”
Marsden laughed and Goodrich felt sudden anger: anger at the shroud or pallor of history to which he was indebted in forms beyond tabulation or classification. It was one of Marsden’s agents or mistresses — he thought perversely — who had conducted the dream scene by the wall….
“Lazy bitch,” said Marsden.
“I beg your pardon.”
“It’s my turn to ask forgiveness, Goodrich. I too have been thinking aloud. Jennifer should have been down early. She can be a fiend at times….” There was a calculated venom in his voice and Goodrich’s attention was drawn to a nearby table on which lay an African hunting knife in its sheath. “Ah,” said Marsden, “that’s Knife’s knife. The one with which he will kill me.”
“Kill you?”
“In the theatre.”
Lucky Knife, thought Goodrich, and an almost irresistible desire tickled both his hand and his heart. Irresistible desire to unsheath the African hunting knife, lift the shaft to his chest and turn the point towards Marsden. Then stab. What a river of blood would flow down Marsden’s vest, what scarlet bank of fanaticism in sackcloth and ashes. What scarlet river in black-vested camera. What a flag of joy, of release, of revolution, of liberation. What a hand would be his to stab the very bank and beneficiary of loves.
Marsden reached forward and covered Goodrich’s hand with his. “What about a drink, old boy? The bottle on the mantel-shelf is empty. Whisky cheers one up.”
“I felt quite cheerful this morning. I confess I am now depressed.”
“My dear Goodrich….”
“I dreamt …,” he stopped.
“Dreamt? What did you dream?”
“I thought you knew. You seem to know everything.”
“Goodrich! Me know everything?” He laughed. “Tell me your dream.”
Goodrich recounted his dream of Marsden’s blind mistress and the verdict of acquittal….
“Ah — a good dream but good dreams are also dangerous as you know yourself. You need to guard against a tendency to over-compensate….”
“I don’t follow.”
“For example, how do you see me this morning?”
“I see you in relation to my dream — I find myself indebted to you.”
“Ah! quite so. You have given me money, yet you are indebted to me.”
“Schizophrenic, isn’t it?”
“Goodrich! Dear fellow. What a word. But perhaps you are right. We are all schizophrenic in some degree or other. In your dream of acquittal there exists, for example, a mysterious court, a mysterious dawn or a mysterious sunset. Depends on how you relativize or relate the two. But as you can see now that isn’t so easy and you may be overwhelmed by what I call myself over-compensation ritual — over-compensated sunset or over-compensated dawn. You start out in the first place with a feeling of over-stimulation and then you begin to feel cheated, miserable, drained on one hand, or endangered out of all proportion on the other. You are steeped in an over-compensated sunset (the end of an age with its pollution symbols etc.) or over-compensated sunrise (the dawn of an age with its revolutionary overdrafts etc.).” Doctor Marsden was laughing now with the air of an inimitable clown, philosophical and therapeutic masquerade.
“No wonder, Goodrich,” he said, “that you project it all on me: as many project it all on you: in your eyes at this moment I am seen as one acquainted with all your fears, your hopes, your dreams; everything I say appears to anticipate or express your innermost dreams. No wonder I have become the one who taps your telephone, spies on you, reads your diaries, who threatens, in fact, to rob you of a private existence. You may shout on the rooftops about this or that enemy but it’s really a secret power of choice which you fear to lose … or to surrender of your own accord for the good of the state to me or someone like me (you will rationalize it in different ways according to your temperament).”
Knife came into the room at this juncture. There was a toothpick in his mouth and he spoke in muffled rude parody of Marsden’s head of state. “Let there be a grave economic landslide or projection in the wind, and everyone believes a totalitarian monster is born.”
Goodrich failed to see the joke and took him seriously. “Distinctions and choices and sanctuaries exist,” he muttered, “in the civilized world anyway within law and economics and other institutions, the church, the university etc. etc.”
“How right you are,” said Marsden. “The sanctuary is so perfect, each area or discipline so self-sufficient, that over-compensation ritual is the most natural thing in the world. A natural enlargement of one thing at the expense of the other. For some the U.S.A. is an economic sanctuary. For others South Africa is a political sanctuary. For others Cuba a revolutionary sanctuary.”
“The law is a sanctuary,” said Goodrich.
“The body of the law marches on. Yes. I know as head of state. Step by step in some parts of the world it shrinks into the self-conscious enlargement of political institutions which may even claim, mark well, to be bastions of freedom….”
Beehive Knife shrugged. “I give up,” he said laconically. “I give up.”
“Give up!” Marsden appeared to be startled, stroked his beard in Goodrich’s mind and mirror. “Give up to the theatre. What a capitulation that would be.” He growled and laughed. “The play within a play which repudiates the play of bias.”
“Do you mean,” said Beehive Knife matter-of-factly, “that the theatre will now gobble us up, become a modern sanctuary?”
“The ground of the theatre is not a sanctuary since it evokes step by step a curious ironic decapitation of over-compensation ritual. Step by step we are fused into ironical contrasts subsisting on each other. We are fused into ironical self-portraits, furnitures and parts, into our own omniscient obscenity, property or solipsism. We ripen, yes ripen beyond every sanctuary.”
“Into whom or what?” asked Goodrich.
“Into an abnormal head, abnormal state, abnormal clown, abnormal self-trial. Surely that is self-evident.”
Goodrich stared into the mirror in his sitting-room which caught the reflection of the sky outside the window and also the furniture inside the room so that it seemed to rain the very objects around him….
As I stared into the mirror — as into a private page in my innermost book — I was immersed in that still rain of shared toys and objects dispersed into the sound of a passing car, aeroplane, the rattle of a windowpane: the scarecrow rain of the twentieth century. Only yesterday it was, I recalled, I had seen a small boy step from his bicycle into a space suit. Marsden’s head of state I now thought, sketching absurdly, stood upon that boy’s feet and stepped into his space suit (innermost sanctuary in an alien universe) which unrolled itself into his future and mine as far as eye could see. I was possessed by that dual child — the head-of-a-man-on-a-child in Black Marsden’s Space Suit: the sanctuary of a modern Narcissus which transcended all ages….
“Goodrich,” said Marsden. “Have you heard what I have been saying? You seemed lost in that curious mirror of yours. Is it convex or concave, by the way?” Goodrich gave a start. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I was thinking of a child in his space suit with a large head on his shoulders whom I saw on the street corner yesterday. He could have been your son, Marsden.”
“My son. What an idea.”
“There was a resemblance. I recall it distinctly. A childish resemblance of course. And by the way perhaps I should mention that in addition to the space suit he was playing at Hogmanay with a couple of other children. He held a piece of coal in his hands with which he had put a beard on his features. Perhaps he had seen you passing.” Goodrich could not help laughing. “He was playing the dark man you see who crosses the New Year threshold into the Moon.” Goodrich stopped. Marsden’s attention was riveted upon the door where Jennifer stood. She had come into the doorway so silently that no one knew how long she had been there. A pregnant silence descended in which the very raining objects in the mirror seemed suddenly to curve, to tauten like a new wave stilled afresh by the camera, hypnotic camera.
Goodrich was horrified. One half of her face was covered: draped in a towel which came around her head, knotted at the back. One half of her mouth, one eye, the greater part of her head were bandaged as though she had had an accident. Burnt. Disfigured. Irrational conclusion perhaps but so poignant and real it possessed Goodrich with the force of a revelation, intense self-discovery, womb of fascination. Whom or what was it which judged and acquitted one in the final analysis, and whom or what did one see oneself or acquit when one looked at a still or moving figure? Personality, charm, beauty or so many pounds of flesh?
And now those pounds of flesh, legs, body were marching into the room. “The hideousness of all charm, the hideousness of all compulsion,” Goodrich spoke aloud before he could stop himself. Jennifer eyed him with her unbandaged eye.
“Hideous!” she said. “What an unkind thing to say, Clive. Have you never seen a mud pack, a beauty pack? I have done my right half …” she pressed her right cheek …“and now I’m on to my left.” She pressed her left cheek.
A mud pack, thought Goodrich. He was shaken. Why not stone pack or wood pack?
Whom or what did one see or acquit in the sculptured or dismembered presences of history? To what extent was one capable of real choice, real judgement, real perception, the making up of one’s own buried harassed mind about the secret of personality?
Jennifer’s explanation was common-or-garden enough but it highlighted rather than depressed the sensational workshop of the gods — a sense of gross alchemy which had been fired as he turned and saw the picture framed in the door at the end of a long-forgotten room or corridor or drama of relationships, from the day he emerged head foremost from another body into the light of the sun. He was so immersed now, so steeped in that reflection, that Marsden’s lips moved now but he heard nothing. He may have been Jennifer’s doctor or husband or father or midwife or all combined, upbraiding her or consoling her but the words were stilled within the objects in the mirror of time. Traumatic target. Goodrich began to leave the room. He paused at the door for an instant as if to confirm that gross stillness, sack of coals, mud head, stone head, wood head, gross pounds of flesh: as if to confirm the necessity to choose (or to be free to choose) someone or something of his own secret will.
Then as he moved finally and withdrew from the room with a sense of powerful dejection, he recalled the fissure or crack or breach he had sensed before in the bandaged head of stillness. There was, after all, this fissure or crack within the womb of implacable illusion that enveloped him, stunned him. There was this dawning thread of complex consciousness woven into every intensity of fabric — complex shores and biases of memory. Easter Island enigma of birth — every lighthouse of soul — on the shores of Scotland and around the globe.
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He set out on one of his favourite walks from Trinity to Cramond; descended through Starbank Park into Starbank Road; the sea stretched before him. Occasional rags lay at the water’s edge beneath the sea wall like disembowelled toys over and beyond which the wings of sea-gulls flashed in the sun, settling in the water and on a ruffled day like this, with a gentle wind and hardly a cloud in the sky, seeming to roll or sail tenderly upon the purest green and blue reflected marbles.
He set out along Starbank Road upon the pavement that ran close to the wall. There were houses close to the footpath on the other side of the street and on a wild blowing day when the tide was full the spray would fly toward them from the sea.
He came to Granton Road and was steeped once again in the senses of the neighbourhood, antennae toward past times: past moorings and harbours and custom houses: the spectral feeling which both modern and ancient Edinburgh aroused in him as no other city did. Was it a reticent self-deceiving, self-revealing film of time blowing still, not yet settled into oblivion? The lines ran in his head:
They do not always deal in blood
Nor yet in breaking human bones,
For Quixot-like they knock down stones.
Regardless they the mattock ply
To root out Scots antiquity.
He struck away from the water’s edge now along West Granton Road, past a Ministry of Labour Training Centre and the Granton Gas Works, and towards the playing fields which bordered Silverknowes Road.
Every time he came this way he delighted afresh in the open sky which sometimes appeared to him to knit itself into everything — into grey brick and green tree and into an everchanging mirror of space and water (where the city ran to meet the sea) as the days lengthened towards the summer solstice and the nights shortened into unpredictable spray of stars, veiled or unveiled galaxies.
Was it, Goodrich wondered, because of that texture of sky that Edinburgh was regarded as a masculine city? Was it that open sky which accentuated the vertically of every spire or monument raised by man or nature?
He made his way now along Silverknowes Road back to the water’s edge and dawdled along the foreshore to Cramond. The blue, green waves curled into animated frescoes of memory that seemed to reach towards Harp’s horizons and lakes across the Atlantic: to reach also farther south into the South Americas — South American savannahs pasted upon the globe like an abstract realm within fiery longitudes.
He recalled the sky-line of Edinburgh which he had seen for the first time, he believed, from the vicinity of the disused quarry of Craigleith. It had been a clear day like this and upon the slate of time one could see spires, the hunched back of Arthur’s Seat and the Castle.
He recalled also a view of the Lawnmarket from the roof of St. Giles Cathedral and the rock ridge with its pattern of the Old Town accentuated against the sea of the sky.
All these vistas seemed to curl and uncurl now into ebbing and flowing waves or tides. The sea of the sky reached everywhere, spires and rocks seemed equally fraught with energies that shot upwards but witnessed to an inherent spatial design, geology of psyche.
He was so immersed in the depth of the present and the recollections of the past that he stumbled into a tiny rivulet running to the sea. A soaked page of newspaper lay on the ground with glaring headlines on sewage pollution beyond Cramond. Beyond Cramond, thought Goodrich. Not far from here. It seemed incredible. Near and yet far in an abstract haze of sun, rain and cloud mingling far away all of a sudden. A blissful paradox sealed his senses at that moment, an inner peace almost despite ominous headlines; he was lost again in contemplating distances. In contemplating the engineering marvel of the Firth of Forth Bridge which arched into the sky and across frescoes of water.
*
Goodrich arrived at last at Cramond and ascended the steps from the foreshore into the ordered village with its exquisite houses laid out like a child’s beautiful overgrown toys in which it seemed a marvel that flesh-and-blood lived. He passed the ancient church on the site of a Roman settlement before coming to a bus stop.
Then the scene changed as the bus bore him out of the village passing a row of rather uniform-looking cottages on the right hand, open grounds on the left, into a great sweeping stretch of countryside dotted with occasional formal gardens and individual houses followed by a golf course and open lands running up to Lauriston Castle. Now he was back in Edinburgh proper, driving through rows of neat houses and shops; along Queensferry Road, through Blackhall to Dean Bridge where he alighted from the bus.
Staring after the back of the bus which quickly vanished over the bridge Goodrich thought of the driver’s licence he possessed which had lapsed many years ago; later — though he had come into a lot of money — he was still apathetic about owning a car. He was a great walker; sometimes he would walk many miles, hop upon a bus, get off and walk again, savour every patch of wall or field or sky. Immerse himself in every historical scarecrow like a rich tramp. When he felt more luxuriously inclined he would hire a car and a chauffeur for the day, make for himself a swifter patchwork cloak, patchwork miles.
He raised himself up now and peered over the Dean Bridge at the steep and narrow valley of the Water of Leith. Many a poor devil had taken his life here — leapt from this bridge; leapt from Sky into Creek, sudden pouring light into inexplicable darkness; suspended pawn in the workshop of the gods. The thought fascinated him — the thought of a woven texture or chessboard of visibles and invisibles: the thought that here, somewhere out there in space beneath him were squares of light and darkness in which something moved, disappeared, pawn or knight moved, bishop or king disappeared. Something moved, reappeared, flashed again, darkened….
In his diary of infinity Goodrich had been constructing for many years a diagram to symbolize his existences on earth through intensities of love and hate. For one lived many lives, died many deaths through others. There was a renascence or flowering, or a deeper accent of eclipse upon buried personalities — actors in a tabula rasa drama — in every encounter one enjoyed or endured. Something died. Something was born. Each element of participation carried within it new and undreamt-of senses or constellations.
Goodrich knew the Dean Bridge quite well and loved the view when he looked into the valley. Nothing perverse. He had no intention of leaping there himself. Nor was he morbidly held by past suicides, poor guardian angels roped to poorer unguarded devils sentenced by fate. Yet he was intuitively aware of enigmatic squares of suspended darkness and lights knitted into the pawn of himself (the knight, bishop, king, child of dreams in himself) — his own voluntary and involuntary chessboard.
As he looked over the bridge with the occasional rumble of a vehicle in his back he saw not ruined man, doomed men dropping below but a curious self-portrait of himself aged five standing (or drawn) within one of those squares of light or darkness, suspended dark sentence, suspended light arena of judgement. It was a traumatic target, traumatic suspension, naïve, enigmatic grieving child with the head of lost and found men on his shoulders, lost and found self-judge, lost and found self-judged.
He was five when his stepfather Rigby vanished in the heartland of Brazil. Vanished into a square of Bastard Sky or Creek as Harp’s father Hornby had vanished. No wonder, Goodrich mused, when he met Harp they had taken to one another like a house on fire, like lost brothers and the shadow of a curious host spectre enveloped them. They were drawn to each other upon the same square as it were — tabula rasa slate inserted into the globe.
The strength of coincidence now seemed a property of bias. Biased property one was inclined to say. Hornby and Rigby Ltd. Goodrich could not help marvelling in himself as he stared into the distant Water of Leith. Life was stranger than property. His stepfather Rigby had vanished in Brazil the very year, the very day Hornby and Hornby had established a pattern of legend in the Arctic. It was a judgement and equally acquittal of intuitive spaces knitted into the globe. It was an intimate parallel, Pole and Equator.
Rigby was a temperamental Scot who had made or lost fortunes in a year or a day. When he was down-and-out he knew how to scrape the bottom of the barrel. He knew how to make ends meet. (It was a lesson Goodrich’s mother had never forgotten when hard times descended upon them and Rigby vanished.) When he was well off he knew how to spend magnanimously, wholeheartedly. He made loyal friends and bitter enemies. On his disappearance it was rumoured there was more to his death than met the eye. Rumour had it he had killed a man in self-defence, killed one of his Brazilian mates, and that the rest had turned on him, crazed by the jungle, tried him, sentenced him and hanged him. A crude and bitter tale. A tale that was consistent nevertheless with a man or a god who lived extremes, extreme existences on earth.
A tale that grew into a legend until it eclipsed all reasonable fact. But what are or were reasonable facts? Had Rigby quarrelled with his mates? Had he left them? Had he plunged towards the Orinoco or the Amazon? Had he advanced alone into the depths of the Bush? Advanced into a pawn of the elements, claustrophobic fire, claustrophobic noons, suns, claustrophobic waterfalls, precipices of sunset, tropics of night? …
A lorry passed on the Dean Bridge. And Goodrich lit a cigarette. He smoked rarely. Stubbed it out. It tasted like a rag….
On the book of Sky and Creek he now drew and sketched himself afresh aged five. In that sketch or square he uprooted the rain, the snow, uprooted the Equator, uprooted the Poles. Space age five.
“What I am sketching,” Goodrich addressed his spectre of infinity in the sleeve of earth, roped to the sky of his mind, “is a kind of cartoon I suppose. Forgive me for taking such liberties, O Spectre. I am sure there are multiplications of laughter in the workshop of the gods, divine cartoons of absurd bliss.
“Now take me at age five. That age is out there now. There are other ages, of course, I could sketch of the child in one’s heart or head. But the one I am now looking at is square five into which my stepfather vanished when I was five years old. Harp’s father too. Rigby and Hornby Ltd. What an establishment or property of consciousness. Muse of adventure.
“So that while it is pointless denying the sentence of the muse written into the elements, snow, ice, fire, water — while it is pointless denying this, it is justifiable, on the other hand, to dream of acquittal through a phenomenon or family tree, Brother Snow, Brother Fire. In the comedy of an interfused reading of the elements a capacity for genesis is born or reborn within us: a capacity to re-sensitize our base relations, Brother Cruelty, Brother Hate — to re-sensitize our biased globe into moveable squares within and beyond every avalanche of greed or despair: re-sensitize phenomenon fire through caveats of ice, phenomenon snow through caveats of fire, to re-sensitize the phenomenon of the Equator within each crystal flower at the Poles….”
“Damn you!” A raucous quavering shout came. “Damn you.” A car ground to a halt. Goodrich leapt. “Are you mad?” cried the voice. “What in heaven’s name are you at? How could you … how could you step back like that off the pavement on to the road?” The driver was furious.
“I am sorry,” said Goodrich. The voice barked afresh, angry eyes glared afresh. Then the car moved on, a brisk trail of inquisitive vehicles followed, vanished over the bridge and left Goodrich stunned, desolate. He had earned the rebuke. His spectre of infinity collapsed at his feet and lay in ruins like a beautiful imaginary pack of cards strewn everywhere; knights and kings and bishops, spades, diamonds, hearts, clubs all on their backside on the road.
He could have been lying there now himself. Imagine that. Run over by that car. He had indeed absentmindedly stepped back on to the road. It was true. If he had been run over would he have had a flashing moment of respite to square the circle upon Sky and Creek? Square Zero? Uprooted end? Uprooted globe?
Clothed in despondency he began to make his way slowly now along the pavement towards the bus stop hidden in a couple of trees at the end of the bridge. Then came the unearthly sound of bagpipes which made him forget himself, stop, listen. Did it rise from the old Dean village? Or did it ascend from far below in the Water of Leith? Or did it come from the city borne across the distance? The thread of music addressed him — thrilled him — immensely plaintive — conjuring up a fire music, a water music. And the fallen bishops, knights, kings, spades, hearts, heads, clubs were singing in space through Harp parallel elements….
The wind blew a straggling portrait of leaves towards him. A taxi was approaching.
“Taxi. Taxi.”
He was whirled over the bridge to the dying chorus of Harp’s unearthly bagpipes.
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Goodrich had not been in contact with his visitors for some days after the narrow shave he had had on the Dean Bridge but descending from the rock garden in the Edinburgh Botanical Gardens he came almost face to face with Jennifer. She did not appear to see him. Had she deliberately looked through him and ignored him as they passed each other, or was it a genuine distraction which possessed her and made her blind to him at that moment?
His invisibility was embarrassing. He wondered whether he had offended her that morning when she came into the sitting-room in her beauty pack. He had spoken tactlessly perhaps and left the room rather unceremoniously.
Weeks, months had passed — from late winter into summer — over which time he had taken Black Marsden, Jennifer and Knife into his house, FEED MY SHEEP, he thought wryly: the most potent assembly of god’s sheep he could recall — lives that seemed more real than any body of fictions or matching ruses to his inner book, inner diary. No wonder tempers flared every now and then.
Now this morning, for example, had Jennifer deliberately ignored him? On the other hand he was prepared to give her the benefit of the doubt in his mind — she had been preoccupied as they passed each other. Another thing, having been reduced to the state of a ghost by her, he was comprehensively aware of her — her figure, clothing, gait etc. Some purgatorial necessity perhaps.
It amused him in this context to draw a kind of cartoon of himself run over by the car on the Dean Bridge so that the idea of his ghostliness and invisibility could become comical and relieve him of embarrassment. Thus his comprehensive awareness of her became concretely intuitive and curiously supernatural. She seemed to glow this morning with father sun rather than mother earth whom he had seen plastered on her not so long ago in his sitting-room.
Now, when they came upon each other, she was walking hand in hand with a man he did not know. He had so confidently expected her to stop and introduce her companion that he was smiling even before she came abreast of him. Then as he passed he realized she may have been wholly absorbed by something the man was saying. It had been a shock when she cut him dead but the comical absurdity of being a ghost cushioned the shock into the humour of invisibility. And furthermore he was provided with a chance to look more closely at her companion who became an additional agent in the comprehensive portrait he had begun to paint of her.
This man wasn’t the pale young rider with whom he had seen her in the Royal Mile not very long ago. This was a somewhat older man, down-to-earth looking and wearing solid spectacles, a much more robust man all in all; the air, in fact, of a manual worker, an out-of-doors man. Robust as he was, however, he shared an unmistakable feature with the other man (the pale young rider).
It was a depressed feature. Robust as he was he lacked authority. Physical as he was, he seemed devitalized economically, beaten into shape by a kind of perennial regional hammer, the hammer of depression. Solid as he was he appeared depleted of both a will-to-power and a will-to-revolution.
He seemed as unsuitable for Jennifer as the pale young rider had been. Perhaps they were brothers in this feature or respect — one a curious eunuch of spirit (depleted of spiritual authority), the other a curious eunuch of politics (depleted of revolutionary authority).
This kinship between them made Goodrich conscious with renewed strangeness and sharpness of Marsden’s phenomenon of personality. In some subconscious degree beyond her apparent apprehension Jennifer was so subject to him — to his ironies and powers — that her men turned into substitutes of her unfulfilled longing for him….
As this resentment against Marsden grew and this tide of feeling — this passion for Jennifer swept through him — he was on the point of calling after her but it was too late: they had already turned a corner in the road. And he was left with a desolation, the hollow cue or strangeness of living lives, living other lives as well as one’s own. The desire mounted in him to strike Marsden; to set Jennifer free. It was an irrational dream, parasitic as well as violent, but it took his breath away as upon a rare self-deceiving plateau, tabula rasa assassin or murderer.
He began to walk across a stretch of grass towards a large cedar overlooking a stream or pond. There was a bench upon which he sat, and reflected upon the nature of invisibility. He opened his book and scanned the pages.
Was invisibility a bonfire whose sparks seared the memory until one party or face or eye of the world lay in shadow, did not see the other party and yet in unselfconscious disarray provided a comprehensive beckoning portrait link by subconscious link?
Was one half of the world’s invisibility an immanent sun of friendship within the globe — like Harp and Goodrich who when they met for the first time got on like a house on fire?
Was invisibility a ghost town, a ghost culture, a ghost landscape, an unmasking of schizophrenic premises?
Was invisibility the slate of birth or the slate of death, the mask of love or the mask of hate?
Moveable squares on a chessboard, thought Goodrich, aroused all at once by the spectre of infinity — by his own cartoon of ghostliness — to look far and deep into the spaces he had attempted to bridge in his journeys around the globe. First he needed to revisualize (and revise) his journey across Namless….
*
“What do you hope to find?” asked Knife, who drove him on a rickety road in a rickety taxi through blistering mountains towards the Town of Namless. This Knife was brown and more talkative than the others but he belonged to the same family as black Jamaican Knife and Marsden’s white purgatorial Knife.
“What are you looking for?” Brown Knife repeated.
“I was born here in Namless,” said Goodrich waving his hand at the ribbon of road which seemed to undulate here and there like a stylized path through a sea of land blown into long crests and troughs by subterranean storms. “I remained here until I was one year old when my father, an American engineer, died. My mother re-married in Scotland and we returned — she and my stepfather and I — when I was five years old. Square Five. Age Five.”
“Square Five? Age Five?” Knife was puzzled.
“Oh my stepfather disappeared in Brazil when I was five,” said Goodrich in laconic explanation. “My mother and I remained for a year or two at Namless trying to learn all we could. But it was impossible to get all the facts. There were all sorts of rumours. A rumour, for example, that he had deliberately dropped out.” He stopped and Knife gave a sharp nod. “We had to leave in the end,” Goodrich continued. “It was an unhappy time. Perhaps that is why I have come back. To try and sort out something, something oppressive.” He paused. “I was six or seven years old when we left. It’s a long time, a long time ago. And Namless looks like another country.”
“You have returned to another country,” Knife agreed. “And yet I would say it’s a country which has been ripening for you over all these years. There’s a country (perhaps just a village or a dot on the map) which is ripening for each or every man if he could find it. As a particular war or a particular revolution ripens into one man’s scene. He becomes So-And-So the Great. Nothing here at Namless goes around in a circle. Everything is turning inside/out.”
“Marsden the Great,” Goodrich muttered, so softly he wondered whether Knife had heard.
The blistering range of mountains was beginning to fall far behind and the ground which swept away now from the road looked cooler all of a sudden and greener. “As you can see,” said Knife, pointing to abandoned farm lands, “every house hereabouts appears deserted.”
Goodrich stared into the distance towards ripening signposts marked TROPICAL, others MEDITERRANEAN. A new and distant range of mountains, loftier than anything he recalled seeing before, began to appear and to glisten with snow. Incredible, thought Goodrich. Snow far up. Here below we are in the tropics.
They were passing more houses, as deserted-looking as ever, broken and smashed.
“There was an uprising,” Knife explained. “Crushed at a blow.”
“But … but … where are they … the people?”
Knife did not say except to wave his hand and exclaim: “There was a strike in Namless Town. That came a year or so afterwards.”
Now all of a sudden, as if with a wave of a wand, Goodrich was struck by a fantastic assembly of features — to which he already possessed a prelude on the rickety road or ribbon of sea across which Knife drove — features which may have been plucked from the loneliest reaches of the Highlands of Scotland like transplanted snow from the Cairn Gorms to the Cordillera Real in the Bolivian-Peruvian Andes which reach to Lake Titicaca on one hand, but on the other descend phenomenally to the Amazon basin. Such a spectre in which blister turns cool, ice beckons to fire, snow to rainforest was a family tree of contrasting elements.
As far as eye could see it may have been carved or erected as a vast nameless cradle by a refugee chorus of mankind dispersed from Pole to Pole, who celebrated within this mosaic overlapping features of their original heartlands: When the bough breaks, the cradle will fall.
Or it may have been borrowed from diverse peoples and inhabitants (stretching back into Pre-Columbian mists of time) who had been shepherded out of sight in order to create a theatre of infinity.
“The Strike at Namless Town,” said Brown Knife, “started with the usual demands — wages, housing and so on. It had been coming for a long time. Many were poorly paid, badly housed; others had experienced discrimination and injustice. Many had not forgotten the way the Authorities had stamped on the uprising the year before. Others were disgusted with a centuries-old pattern of uprising followed by repression, the old rat-race of history as day follows night. And so once the Strike had taken root in the Town it dragged on and on. Then out of the blue it seemed the Authorities agreed to everything. Higher wages, better housing, everything. An economic hand-out. Imagine that!”
“I see,” said Goodrich. And he stared into Knife’s dead pan face.
“But it was too late,” said Knife. “A week, a month earlier (who knows?) and it may have worked. Perhaps (who knows?) the Authorities may have been in league….”
“What do you mean? In league with whom?”
Knife did not reply but stared across the mimic cradle of exiled men and gods. “You know,” he confessed at last, “it’s a peculiar thing but strikes have been growing more and more into a game of chess in this part of the world. Everybody claims he is being pushed. Nobody ever does the pushing but everybody is being pushed….”
Goodrich suddenly observed on the dashboard of the taxi that they were down to the last gallon of petrol. “What do we do when we run dry?”
Knife grinned. “We set sail. There’s a thundering wind here sometimes that would push this little craft of mine to kingdom come.” He gave Goodrich a half-derisory, half-friendly slap on the shoulder. “You’ll get to Namless Town one day, Mr. Goodrich, never fear. This visit or the next. We must wait and see. There are two petrol stations by the way — one at the ferry on the river where I met you when you arrived, and the other in Namless Town which is our ultimate destination. A lot of country lies between the two — between ferry and Namless Town — and so I always travel with a spare drum of petrol in the back of my cab. You may not believe it, Mr. Goodrich, but this old ramshackle bus gives me forty miles to the gallon.” He had forgotten the enigma of the Namless Strike in recounting or tabulating a body of facts but Goodrich brought it up again.
“Namless,” Knife explained, “is the name of the whole territory as well as the Town. A town and a territory which slowly began to levitate — an archaeological phenomenon.” Knife looked more dead pan than ever as he said this: he may have been rehearsing a scene in which an extraordinary toll of events becomes common-or-garden knowledge. “When the Strike started it was apparently about higher wages etc. etc. When the higher wages were granted (which was in itself a phenomenon, it had never happened before in my lifetime) it was already too late. Namless had sleepwalked itself into another Strike: a Strike against the whole deadly rat-race of things. A kind of risen-up and drop-out at the same time religion.”
Goodrich was hypnotized all at once by Knife’s droning voice in which the sky was the limit. Now it was that a needle of rock in a bizarre rock cluster came into view upon which he discerned a shape…. Was it man or beast in the eye of the needle? … Something climbing … dangling…. Stuck? … Helpless? … Was he dreaming of archaeological or psychic riddles? He wanted to tell Knife but felt embarrassed, inhibited. Knife was looking the other way. A mirage, Goodrich thought, for when he looked away himself and back again, no one appeared to be there. His eyes were dazzled; the taxi descended an incline and the bizarre needle against the sky was temporarily hidden.
“Have a drink,” said Knife offering him a flask from which Goodrich poured himself a cup of reddish liquid. “Go on,” said Knife. “It’s good. It’s Namless beverage.”
Goodrich was thirsty, put the cup to his head and drank. Then he felt a little sick.
“Then it was,” said Knife, “an even stranger thing happened. Instead of troops the Authorities sent to Namless a Director-General of Cosmic Theatre. Imagine that. For centuries they had persecuted every form of strike as an immoral species of drop-out, risen-up thing. But now they were in league….”
Goodrich was stupefied, mopped his eyes. Half an hour ago they had driven through a curious kind of wide chasm. An icy wind had struck his clothing. It was cold then. “It’s hot now,” he said. “Suddenly it’s become hot.” The taste of the Namless beverage lingered in his mouth like a new opium of the masses.
“Do you realize,” said Knife, “that it’s 45 degrees F. in the shadow of some of those rocks over there? Walk a couple of hundred yards or so away, however, into the sun and the thermometer picks up and reads 72 degrees F. It’s about 75 to 80 on this strip of road where we happen to be driving now. Not too hot really.”
“Not too hot,” Goodrich mimicked, mopping his brow. “Your Authorities do have a sense of humour, I must say. What sort of genius is this Director-General who now addresses Namless?”
“Geni-ass of place,” said Knife repeating his dead pan lesson. “Hee-haw. Hee-haw. The sky’s the limit. His voice echoes in the stars. The Strikers in Namless had not dreamt of such a thing as the collaborative echoing repudiation of a whole system of values, the collaborative half-mocking repudiation of a whole way of tasting the world, a collaborative sickening to death of the world in high places and low until it crept up on them unawares. In the way sometimes a whole community suddenly finds it has been pushed — pushed into irrevocable decisions — pushed into extremes — pushed into something it never visualized in the beginning. It’s the whole mysterious aroma of self-judgement, combinations of corruption and establishment, effects of tyranny and revolution, an incalculable league of elements, over-ripening of parts…. Namless was convinced when the Strike started that it knew what its material demands were — real wages etc. Then all of a sudden something ripened in its head — the very palate, the very roof of existence changed. The bray of god became not only the voice of the people but the music of the spheres. Apuleius the Great.”
“There he is,” said Goodrich half-dazzled, half-confused. “I thought I was dreaming but there he is.” There was a long pause as he stared at the pinnacle or needle of rock he had seen before and which now came back into view as Knife’s taxi swung or rattled on its ribbon of road.
“I need to fill up,” said Knife as if he had not heard or had misunderstood Goodrich. “Time for petrol.” He drew up and got out of the car. Goodrich stepped out too, stretched his legs, tried to look elsewhere, think of something other than the climber he had seen. After a while Knife said: “The tank’s full. And I’ve checked on the radiator. We’re ready to go….”
“There’s a man or something or other up there,” Goodrich cried. He spoke with an effort as if the words were torn from his lungs; closed his eyes as if it had been a strain to see. Perhaps it’s the atmosphere, he thought, the place is saturated with depressed memories. Everything’s too rare or too hot. Or perhaps it’s that damned opium. “There’s a creature up there,” he insisted. The words bled in his mouth. “In that needle of rock.” Knife waited like a stone designed by Marsden, a walking stone, a talking instrument, a guide into the future. Goodrich felt sick, a blend of nausea and embarrassment, the taste of robot hallucination. Then Knife cut the air with his hand, spoke softly: “Didn’t you see him before?”
Goodrich opened his eyes. “I saw him a little way back.”
“But you said nothing.”
It was no business of mine, no business of mine at all, Goodrich almost blurted out but he controlled himself and explained: “I wasn’t sure. I wasn’t sure at all.”
“And now?” asked Knife.
“He’s there.”
“Good for you, Mr. Goodrich,” applauded Knife. “It would astonish you if I were to tell you how many people pass through right here in the shadow of this rock and look the other side. As they would on the pavement of a great city when a poor devil drops at their feet.”
“Are you suggesting…?”
“I am suggesting you have scored one for the road, Mr. Goodrich. Good shot, sir,” said Knife. His voice was so riddling and soft it was impossible to tell whether he was stating a fact or recording a miracle of science, a miracle of compassion. “Except that here — unlike a pavement in a great city — here on this road to Namless — the poor devil up there is a rare kind of robot with which the Director-General has begun his experiment.”
“Robot!” Goodrich was half-astonished, half-prepared for this.
“But of course,” said Knife. “It’s a miraculous refinement of the dinosaur of ages (the collaborative nexus of sex and love, striking man and risen-up god) — the roof of heaven in our mouth.”
Goodrich did not reply but looked up again at Marsden’s ascension robot outlined against the sky. It’s funny, he thought, I think of her now, my poor mother. She used to wear that odd oppressive perfume, a slightly burnt odour at the foot of the cross on Sundays in church.
Knife was silent. And soon they drove off (or pitched, it seemed, on their ribbon of road) into an oppressive landscape, a rickety sensation of perfumed, burnt spaces within a cathedral of rocks.
*
Before nightfall they drew up at what seemed a wrecked farmhouse. “We shall spend the night here,” said Knife. “The road is primitive so I doubt whether we’ve done more than a couple of hundred miles.”
Goodrich was glad to get out, stretch his legs again. The setting sun blazed upon the rim of a mountain in a ripe canvas painted TROPICAL: a magnificent ripeness of colour or rain of perspectives or climax of a waterfall in a majestic furnace. Yet from another angle that canvas seemed to shed on the stage of earth MEDITERRANEAN distinctions of individuality which invoked in each mound or thing its own separate sun or soul, redness was the delicate soul of red, greenness the delicate soul of green, purple was royal purple, blue was the essence of blue, diamond was cutting diamond, pearl was buried in pearl. Within these two extremes of tropical ripeness and mediterranean individuality, sky and earth seemed to revolve into a globe upon which the sun sank forever for those souls now departing this life into the wilderness of the Pacific they had always longed for (as their nameless scene, their nameless place of greatness), rose forever for others who set sail never to return from the wilderness of the Atlantic they had always dreamed of (as their nameless scene, their nameless place of greatness), buried its god forever in solipsistic nights of the Amazon, skimmed like Freya’s hair forever in solipsistic days of the Arctic.
The wrecked farmhouse stood like a charmed shell in itself, mediterranean and individual, though bathed in a curious glow as if it had been uprooted and would swim, at any moment, towards the tropical canvas of heaven and towards some waiting soul to be ferried from one extreme to the other. There were pools of light like individual blinds in the cracked glass of window-panes. As Goodrich drew closer he observed the mutilated façade resembling now an Indian blanket woven into all weathers and colours, the map of an alchemical robot. Then suddenly he was confronted by another dimension of accumulating effects — the ravages of uprising and repression, a gaping eyeless room from which — his nostrils began to quiver involuntarily — a dying, still-burning (it almost seemed) odour came.
“I think perhaps,” said Knife, “it’s best to bed down out-of-doors. We have blankets in the house. There’s a woman on the premises.”
“A woman,” said Goodrich astonished.
“She comes and goes,” said Knife.
“But how — on what?”
“Ass-back. Horse-back. Mule-back.” Knife shrugged.
It occurred to Goodrich that on his long journey that day — an immensity it seemed to him now — he had seen a few wings circling far overhead but not a foot on the ground.
“There are animals around,” said Knife as if he read his thoughts. “That’s how a hidden population travels. We’re lucky to come on wheels.”
The great curtains of tropical night were descending upon the Director-General’s mediterranean stage. In the western sky it was steel, a steely avalanche raged. In the eastern sky it was dark, a mysterious avalanche descended and a kind of perfume came from the stars. Goodrich’s nose wrinkled involuntarily (as it had when he sensed the burnt room in the farmhouse) and he wondered if, by any chance, the woman of whom Knife had spoken had returned and stood somewhere in the darkness. He discerned her already with sensuous eyes on the tip of his nose. Then Knife came out of the farmhouse with an armful of wood. This he arranged on the ground, applied a match, fanned the flame. “That’s better,” he said at last. “By the way there’s no sign of the woman. But if she’s around she will come out sooner or later. Now for some food.” He set up a rude tripod, hung a pot over the fire into which he poured water, rice, peas, vegetables. Then he opened a can of beef, emptied it into a pan. Goodrich followed the preparations as if they were a ritual harvest, a harvest of food and fire within man and nature, the smell of food and the smell of flesh, cosmic essences, cosmic drama. Conquest of the stars in the roof of one’s mouth. An army marches on its stomach to recruit posterity, and birth is a trauma of subsistence.
When they had eaten Knife offered Goodrich another cup of Namless beverage. “Come on,” he said when Goodrich refused. “I know it makes you feel a little sick at first but you need it in this part of the world. Trust me. I am a seasoned campaigner.” Goodrich capitulated and swallowed a mouthful. Soon he had another and another. He kept a sharp eye now (scarecrow sharp with the Namless beverage) upon the shapes of night beyond the fire. Still there was no sign of the woman. Knife had spread the blankets on the ground. It was inclined to be somewhat misty but on the whole quite warm beside the fire, under a blanket.
Knife was off the moment he put his head down but Goodrich was so tired his senses were keyed up upon the borders of sleep in associative parallels and faculties. There was a gentle sighing wind and the sound of a shaking door or a window from the wrecked building. Also a hooting noise, an owl or some other creature. And an occasional twitter and sparking like a fire of crickets in a clump of grass.
He counted god’s sheep, felt no sickness this time from the Namless beverage but tension, almost an ague, the sense of his own limitations, the sense of ripening into the Director-General’s comedy of relations.
Then it was between curtain and curtain of night he saw the woman emerge from the farmhouse. She came straight over to him but he found himself unable to move, curled tight into the ripe scene he had become. She began to undress methodically and as she stood in profile against the fire, her head in shadow, he dreamt he could see with the severed eyes of his nose the pointed eyes of her breasts. Then she turned to face him.
An animal-smelling face nuzzled into him but it was not the woman. It was not a dog. It was not a sheep. It was the constellation of the bull, Goodrich exclaimed, the tall bull of night on its knees beside him with the longest horns he had ever seen reaching into the stars. They picked him off the ground and held him steady. He wanted to lie back, curl up again. He was about to slump when the bull pushed him forward, caught him between its horns, braced him with its forehead, pushed him on again. Now he was pushed on the forehead of the bull straight upon her: upright coitus — upstanding coitus — into which she had been drawn upon the head of the bull between the upright and upstanding pillars of night.
Pillars of night which he (Goodrich) had uprooted (so it seemed to him now). In one sense (it was true) they had uplifted him, pushed him off the ground into her thighs, between her thighs; in another sense it was his Samsonian avalanche, his uprooting of everything into a collaborative revolution of establishment.
A toppling world and yet he clung to the pinnacle of fear, the pinnacle of hate, the pinnacle of love, sleepwalking bull of night, the gigantic robot of sex which now bestrode space like the genius of the avalanche.
The question returned — had he been uprooted by her, decapitated by her into the head of the bull, or had he devoured her, his severed eyes in her body, his uprooted lips to her lips, his uprooted tongue to her tongue, his uprooted spire…?
Had he pushed her or had been pushed by her…? This was the question raised by the Director-General of Cosmic Sex as though in constructing his gigantic robot of night he was intent on fathoming the dinosaur of an age — the Strike of man against himself as a narcissistic function of economic ritual….
“Oh god,” said Goodrich as he awoke shuddering with newborn terror. “Oh god.” His blankets were awry and he felt the acute mystery of born, unborn existences.
*
When the sun was high Knife and Goodrich set off again in the rickety taxi along the ribbon of road. “I believe,” said Knife, “the woman I told you of may have gone on to one of the stations ahead of us along the road.”
“Who is she?”
“I thought you knew,” said Knife in his dead pan voice which made it difficult to tell whether he was serious or laughing up his sleeve.
“How should I know?” Goodrich was annoyed. He recalled the ague of his dream.
“Blankets,” said Knife soothingly. “So many of us sleep in the open. Comfort comes from blankets. Also from food, needless to say. She cheers our blood along the road. There is a population in these parts — a depressed population — whose survival seems to matter to her.”
“Where are they — the people she cares for?”
“Always on their guard. Each and everyone who comes from outside is suspect and they do not easily approach strangers or new arrivals. The Director-General has his agents, you see, amongst them, amongst us all. It’s (to put it mildly) a testing time. For example, despite all the talk of revolutionary theatre which one hears of these days there are totalitarian rumblings as well. There are some who venture to say that the new offer the Authorities made — the economic hand-out they were prepared to give is a sign of the times.”
“Sign of the times? What do you mean?”
“Sign of a totalitarian economic theatre. That is what I mean. Wealth may come to Namless in the wake of the Director-General but that wealth may well reflect a totalitarian brotherhood or economy of man.”
“I fear I am no economist. I do not understand.”
“Neither am I. I merely repeat the dark rumours, the dark rumours of time. The Dark Rumour is our newspaper in Namless and it says that with each economic hand-out within the proverbial nation-state the effects are to consolidate the proverbial middle class and to attract to it new and successful elements from the proverbial working class.”
“I belong to that proverbial middle class myself. Is it such a bad thing after all?”
“Thus a kind of human economic bastion is created within the state,” Knife went on as if he had not heard Goodrich, “against every so-called revolutionary underground. In the same token I read in Dark Rumour of an economic hand-out by South Africa to Malawi.”
“How does Dark Rumour editorialize this?” Goodrich was half-exasperated, half-fascinated.
“As the first step in the African continent towards a totalitarian brotherhood of man where black and white masters may well begin to sit at the same high table and feast on the same side of the fence. It’s an old story, of course, in the American hemisphere except that there it’s become patently absurd when every human economic bastion proves but another face to the American dinosaur of the twentieth century.”
“And is this the reason for the entry of the Director-General?”
“Ah,” said Knife in his dead pan voice which laughed in the dinosaur’s sleeve, “Namless has become (quite unwittingly, quite unselfconsciously) the repudiation of self-conscious ideologies. Perhaps therefore it is a laboratory of startling contrasts which intrigue the Authorities immensely. There is an emergent philosophy of revolution bound up with a re-sensing, re-sensitizing of dead monsters — the spatial potential, the architectural caveats and potentials at the heart of such apparent monsters — if one is to begin afresh from the hidden grassroots of a new age and not succumb to the inevitable temptations, the inevitable monolithic imperatives.”
“Are you quoting from Dark Rumour?”
“I always quote from Dark Rumour. I have no opinions of my own. I cannot afford such a private luxury.” He cast a contemptuous eye at Goodrich’s diaries. “There is a guerrilla theatre now in subconscious league with the very formidable intelligences that once sought to wipe it out. Thus it is in a position to immortalize itself at last within foundations sprung from the decay of the very barbarous death-dealing capital it once feared.”
Knife’s bus rattled and Goodrich was aware of a change of scenery.
It was the same world as yesterday but a curious subtle fleshing (if that was the right word) appeared upon the rocks. Perhaps, thought Goodrich, it was something to do with the light. Whatever it was — light or film of new vegetation — it had subtly awakened the landscape, the bones of the landscape, as a sleeping but treacherous giant stirs refreshed by age-old cataclysmic dreams. (Once there had been an earthquake, once a volcanic eruption across Namless. Once — once only in living memory — there had been a shift of ice down the mountains burying an entire village.)
On every hand Goodrich could see those bizarre clusters he had noted yesterday, cathedrals of rock upon which he had seen his phantom, the Director-General’s rare robot lying upon the pavement of heaven while everybody flashed past at great speed and looked the other way. Now the change of tone affected these too — both cathedral clusters as well as pavement spires or dinosaurs in the midst of the pace of infinity — a slowing down rather than speeding up of the light….
They (the rock clusters) all subtly moved as if one detected the most curious refugee church of mankind in action, walking bones, uprooted bones all fleshed by an avalanche where the very nature of things ceased to be a self-conscious theme and became the subconscious theatre or liberation of men from fanatical pursuits. Thus there was a submission to movement, yes, in cultural phenomena of Namless Theatre — but so intuitive, so unspectacular — it became an opus contra avalanche.
This sensation of liberation accented by unspectacular tokens of place and time began to occupy Goodrich enormously. Looked at in a certain light he saw the walking bones of mankind disappear. Looked at in another light he saw the flesh upon the bones as a unique contrast or animation which created an abstract void or disappearing dancing bone.
The ribbon of road wound now around an enormous basin in the land and the sensation Goodrich had was of overhanging features in the very action, the very process of collapse as bones or rocks hung upon the very rim of abstract void or flesh in intercourse with light or space; a delayed action, a delayed precipice. That was the first sensation he had.
But as the taxi swerved further along the road to face the basin differently, another sensation occurred. Now the action had happened. The rocks were in helter-skelter embrace and pursuit of each other until their appearance was blurred in their mad love affair with light and space.
There was a third vision or sensation as the road swung and they began to ascend. The air seemed saturated by a dream — a film — an almost transparent cloud of dust which came over the rim of the basin and drifted across Namless Theatre. Goodrich felt an irrational correspondence with the “milky way” when the spaces between the stars are filled with a nameless cloud of particles; but now one was looking not up — not vertically into the spaces of night — but horizontally into the spaces of day. The delayed action of the rocks before they plunged possessed its quintessence here: quintessential shock or deliberation of movement, seminal ruin, seminal catastrophe.
The actual plunge, the helter-skelter mad embrace and wildest conviction of drama, of an action leaving no trace, possessed its quintessence here: quintessential cloud or seminal tree of relief….
These dual seminal proportions drifted effortlessly now at eye level across Namless Theatre like the epitome of movement or flesh of movement, the quintessential contours of all stages and movements before and after actions and times. In it were the grains of the precipice, Goodrich mused; in it were the grains of relief, self-reversible architectures and collaborative phenomena. It seemed the enduring rising and falling blanket of lost worlds sleeping endlessly, broken endlessly, endlessly over and done with. It seemed also the dream of an unborn, waiting to be born age….
The ribbon of road along which they travelled continued to ascend gently and after a mile or so, a new almost weighted stillness was added to the presence of the rocks in the basin below; they (the rocks) stood now less upon the rim of the basin and more clearly within the contours of an ancient lake or sea waterless now as a desert. Goodrich was fascinated by this transparent sea within a terrestrial cloud on the bed of which the rocks clustered into cathedrals and palaces, circles of repetitive fate or natural doom. There was a great perhaps terrible charm to that buried rock-city or petrifaction of times from the height they had now reached….
It came upon him suddenly — this sense of great danger — of a timeless assassin standing at his elbow. There, said the assassin, lie my charmed circles forever and ever….
And yet as the dark figure addressed him secretly, mockingly, privately (at the heart of his secret book, upon a private page memorized inwardly for insertion into his diary), Goodrich was aware of a deeper enigma, a curious privilege to dream (and to be able to support and unravel the dream) of the assassin. Yesterday perhaps the charm, the terror, the fascination of it might have been insupportable. Today — since his immersion last night in the Samsonian mask of the bull, the curious light upon the horns of the bull — he could endure the danger of coming into the neighbourhood of death-dealing masks and gods.
He could endure that danger since a quintessential warning kept echoing in his head like an opus contra naturam, an opus contra ritual, an ironic placement and displacement of the sheer natural burden of action — the sheer natural order of love, hate and revenge, parasitic feuds and dooms. It was this quintessential motif inherent to vanished landslides which drew that rock-city or rock-cluster together upon the bed of the sea. In drawing them together therefore something moved, the very stillness still moved endlessly though it appeared to stand contrary to movement itself in monumentalizing a precipitate theme into a stasis of reality.
It was this infinite movement within and beyond an almost overwhelming fascination with stasis — this subconscious parallel between his present frame on the road to Namless and that order of things at the bottom of the lake — which made the terrible charm of internalized or externalized assassin a bearable theme….
“My god,” said Goodrich almost without thinking now — jolted out of his thoughts—“I have seen him again…. Stop. Stop.”
Knife drew up at the side of the road.
“There’s someone or something,” said Goodrich, “lying there — who resembles yesterday’s creature — I saw him there — in the bushes.”
They made their way back for a yard or two. There it was. There he was — a sprawling figure ten feet or so from the edge of the road. His feet stuck out from a straggle of bushes which lay across his body: his head was obscured by the shadow of a rock. As they came closer Knife exclaimed with dead pan factuality:
“He’s been brutally disfigured.” He stopped. Goodrich was behind but all at once he, too, could see for himself the man’s beard black-looking and rotten-looking with dust and sand where the body had been pulled along the ground. The eyes in that dragged, bearded face still seemed to see, curiously sardonic and without illusion in death.
“I guess someone hit him before he could blink,” said Knife. But his words were hollow as a shell of water playing over a duck’s back and piping — as though quills whistled in the man’s beard — a warning tune. “Hit him,” said Knife (echoing bluntly the dead man’s complaint), “with a heavy stone or a piece of iron or something.”
Goodrich was unable to say a word. He felt a resistance in his throat as the dead man’s eyes resisted sight and Knife’s sharp documentary edge to events grew intuitively blunt. He was suffocated by something Marsdenish (the shadow of Marsden stretching into the past and into the future of Namless Theatre) — a sense of the familiarity and unfamiliarity of the murdered man: a sense of shared existences masked by the frame of death which dared even then to turn the ultimate riddle of life into a self-mocking duel between a phenomenon of personality and degrees of feeling and non-feeling temperament as the chill of being four or five hours dead settled upon the thing on the ground.
“I fear …” said Knife and stopped. And Goodrich was startled by the flicker upon those sharp features. Startled, too, by the cracking and lifting of the constraint which had lain between them since their Dark Rumour conversation earlier in the day. Indeed if it were not for the partial blunting of sheer rumour — and the growth of a peculiar insight into the hollow naturalism of an age which they instinctively shared — he would have been unable to bear or support the savage hollowness of Namless he had begun to glimpse behind Knife’s face. The dead pan public to which he belonged — the dead pan loss of all freedom of opinion or choice — the waiting game at the soul of every instrument, instrumental man, instrumental woman — seemed to flicker in that public hollow: public servant of a regime, hollow desire to overthrow that regime, public alliance with an establishment, hollow desire to act against that very establishment.
“Whom or what do you fear?” asked Goodrich at last.
“I fear,” said Knife as in a dead pan dream, “that the weapons I carry in my hand may come to mean just this.” He stabbed the dead man’s head with his foot. “A blunt instrument between the eyes, a sudden blow, the sudden extinction of everything. It must have been very sudden for him. What was he doing or thinking I wonder when they seized him?” It was an odd reflective question Goodrich thought to come from Knife. “He was an intelligence agent. I know that much. Would you believe it? On the Director-General’s staff. Like myself. We have often, on certain missions in Namless Town, shared the same rooms. Also …”—his voice fell to a whisper—“he was a member of a secret orchestra or revolutionary avant-garde. Perhaps he double-crossed them.”
“I.Q. of the double-cross, left, right, left, right,” said Goodrich and felt instantly ashamed for stabbing, in his turn, the intelligence agent from an avant-garde orchestra.
“And you, Mr. Goodrich,” Knife became quite savage, “I take it you know what you have done?”
“Done?” Goodrich was bewildered.
“There’s a rule at sea which holds good for land. When you spot a dead man floating towards your ship you button your lip.”
“I don’t understand.”
“You button your lip or it’s up to you to haul him aboard, stitch him in canvas with a cannon ball at his feet and fire him back into the sea again.”
“What are you driving at?”
“There’s a bucket in the back of my car,” said Knife.
“Bucket?”
“I didn’t bring a fork or a spade. But the bucket’s there. Take that and dig a hole in the sand.” The devil of rumour between them had been blunted but something else — the devil of command — had appeared.
“To hell with you,” said Goodrich all of a sudden. And he felt relieved for bringing it out into the open — a gathering regiment of vessels (intelligences of judgement and fear — pipes, trumpets, bassoons), cracked skull or chest or bucket — the inevitable marches of the robot living into the abstract orchestra of the dead.
“We’ll take turns,” said Knife. “What did you think I meant? Play and play alike the digging of our cradle or our grave is the music of the future.” And he laughed and whistled to cover his surprise that Goodrich had resisted him: the drollest guerrilla theatre of Namless: such inspired drollery that Goodrich now was taken by surprise. And Knife applauded. “Mr. Goodrich, Mr. Goodrich,” he exclaimed, “it’s our second day on the road to Namless. You have done well. When I report your behaviour to the Director-General he will be impressed.”
“Impressed!” said Goodrich glancing at the murdered man.
“Impressed when I tell him, Mr. Goodrich, that you refused to panic. You resisted me— the drill sergeant in me — the commander in me. That’s great.”
“But … but …” said Goodrich.
“No buts, Mr Goodrich. You have passed high noon on the road to Namless with flying colours.”
“Flying colours,” was all Goodrich could mumble with a sense of chill; and he looked at Knife with reluctant admiration — Knife’s colours of despair and broken-headed realism, versatility of tone and action — the droll whistling mask he had flung over the hollow behind his face, over the blunt dead involved in doing his thing, acting his thing upon the world’s stage. It was a political masterpiece — political flag at the heart of savage malaise — a political recovery, nevertheless, tour de force of ebbing and flowing abstractions which dyed the theatre of mankind with the fiercest broken colours and vessels piping in the name of freedom and still unfreedom, freedom from static illusion….
*
They found a loose patch of sand in which they dug a trench and dumped the Director-General’s intelligence agent. Then they drove another mile or so and turned into the ground before a half-wrecked hostel or inn. There was a large wooden vat on the premises which the guerrillas had not gutted — more than half full of water from the last rainy season — and Knife and Goodrich took turns with the bucket to have a bath. Then Goodrich sat upon the steps of the inn and sipped the bitter clarity of Namless beverage.
The second day of his journey to Namless Town would soon be over. A day of such intense reality it seemed a musical dream of metamorphoses and resources woven through cracked stone, through sand, nature’s pipes and organs as well as man-made ruin, instruments of soul.
Goodrich was making notes in his private diary. He noted the enigma of the Director-General: that curious figure with two faces — one apparently on a pillar of establishment, the other roofed by a revolutionary firmament. For it seemed to Goodrich that the duality of the Director-General’s agents was, in some way, a trial or dispersal of ancient fanaticisms and a sacrificial or multiform head of personality. A token, so to speak, of the bizarre liberalism of the ancient Authorities of Namless as they reconsidered the economic and political future of the region (how perhaps to re-capture it or collaborate with it in an entirely different spirit rather than re-conquer it by force of arms). How to sense its proportions as a theatre of inner trial, inner judgement within which to discern the natures of visibility and invisibility as these compounded the biased slate of freedom: as these compounded therefore both a creation and a caveat.
The assassination of the Director-General’s intelligence agent raised a number of issues that went to the heart of tabula rasa comedy and drama. One could not but note, for example, the curious stress Knife had placed upon a mysterious orchestra of “intelligences”. Had that murdered agent, for example, a conscious mission to rationalize to the people in the Basin of Namless a certain structure of intelligence — to justify to them an ancient biased conception — to give scientific status, as it were, to a hierarchical abstract realm of intelligence? And a subconscious mission to fail in so doing and be brutally done to death?
On its conscious side the mission looked orderly and beautiful enough — in fact ironically consistent with the strategy of a concealed enemy enmeshed in their own revolutionary codes. On its subconscious side it had no alternative but to ripen towards disaster in endorsing biases of ugly superiority and inferiority; in reinforcing brutal memories of past injustices at the hands of the Authorities; in tipping therefore a scale into being which promised to give endless status, in the body politic of an age, to brutal rebellion (as abstract heads or histories in the past gave endless status to besieged opposition).
Thus in surrendering his agent or pawn the Director-General had concurred with the notion of a sinister ratio or abstract double-cross, abstract status of self-execution into infinity. He had, as it were, with eyes wide open played himself apparently into irreversible checkmate, into kicking the bucket, into a whistling desert or sand; and in so doing therefore precipitated a hollow nemesis, a totalitarian nemesis to which Knife responded by playing commander or leader before Goodrich in order, so to speak, to take over where the Director-General’s agent had apparently failed. But Goodrich (as the Director-General may have hoped or intended) had brought Knife to book by resisting him and raising afresh for deeper scrutiny the mystery of “intelligences” internalized and externalized.
There were three positions Goodrich reviewed now upon his private chessboard, sketched now into his private diary. Two were already self-evident, namely, hierarchical abstract intelligence and totalitarian crude nemesis. The third position could well be the most terrifying though holding out a genuine hope of distancing the fascinations of tyranny. For it brought into uncompromising creative play the very essence, the very paradox of endurance: whether one could endure a state of crisis beyond infection by despair.
With the fall of a certain ruling head or pattern of existence one naturally sickened in oneself even when (or precisely because) one entertained a desire within oneself for the essences of change. (That ruling fallen head was quintessential to oneself.) As dead pan Knife, for example, had sickened when he saw the quintessential barbarism, the most common savage denominator of change — abstract hand in broken head on the pavement of Namless or upon one’s doorstep: broken by the regime or broken by those who stood against the regime. And in order to cover that sickening sensation of horror, that common denominator of shared barbarism (as if he had committed the crime himself) he drew over himself an assumption of authority, brilliant tour de force, guerrilla theatre of Namless.
It was as if (Goodrich sketched into his diary) one looked upon a hollow guerrilla stage or extrapolation of intelligences brilliantly constructed to evoke the hypothetical fall of an age and to invite a deeper scrutiny or orchestration of hypothetical resources beyond that fall so that the function of wasted lives (decimated hopes) was transformed into an irreversible warning or motif of capacity to undermine the hubris of every abstract order or monument, abstract monument or revered cradle, abstract monument or superior grave.
He (as private Goodrich in the theatre of the guerrillas, private host in the theatre of mankind) sipped the brilliant-tasting but penetrative holy nausea of Namless sunset sky and earth, Namless beverage. The curiously real or curiously imagined half-burnt, half-sweet perfume associated with childhood, came to him across the strangest chessboard of evening lights he had ever seen. The sky was made of marvellous scarecrow cloth like glass and of sensuous fiery intelligences. Above the Basin of Namless and in the vague direction of the grave they had dug that day, the air seemed part and parcel of an animated spectre or family tree and for some deeply planted irrational reason Goodrich wept. He recalled his mother’s bewilderment when news of the disappearance of Rigby had come. He recalled how day succeeded day as they waited for news. An irrational body possessed him to take her in his arms. It was the trauma of being alive when the head of the family had vanished; and the notion was born that there existed a scout of love from whose effects of grief no one could escape except across a sea of tears….
Knife had now returned from his foraging expedition in the body of the half-wrecked inn and had set up his tripod and pot and lit the evening fire. “No sign of our woman,” he said to Goodrich. “Perhaps she’s in the hills….” He was staring quizzically at the Goodrich diary (the numerous pages and the drawings clasped together) on the steps of the inn….
*
Night was crystal clear, wild and beautiful with stars. They settled down not far from the fire in their blankets. “We are fortunate,” said Knife, “not to be plagued by mosquitoes in this part of Namless. In the rainy season I tell you it’s hell. Can you smell the orchid of Namless? Comes from the hills over there. Lasts for a week or so. And blooms every other year.”
As he spoke a distant piping music rose from across the Basin of Namless. Goodrich felt his hair stand on end at the extraordinary plaintive lament associated with a nameless piper who had played it in order to warn his master of a threatened ambush knowing that with each note his life was growing forfeit. He was prisoner in enemy hands. The piper’s master Coll Ciotach (left-handed Coll) hearing the music in time turned back and saved his life. The Gaelic words associated with the tune were:
Cholla mo run, seachain an Dùn.
Cholla mo ghaol, seachain an Caol;
Tha mise an laimh, tha mise an laimh.
Translated into English this runs:
Coll my dear, avoid the Fort.
Coll my beloved, avoid the Narrows;
I am in their hands, I am in their hands.
Knife pricked up his ears as the strange fire music threaded its way into the stars. Then suddenly there was silence, an abrupt eclipse or silence. The piper had been seized by the enemy, his fingers were severed and he was killed on the spot.
“They won’t trouble us tonight,” Knife said laconically. But Goodrich wondered whether he was dreaming. “What in god’s name do you mean …?”
Knife grinned. “Oh I see. The pipes. It’s astonishing, isn’t it? In this part of the world. It’s an agreed signal from the guerrillas in Namless that we are safe tonight and may take the road tomorrow through the narrow pass in the mountains.”
Goodrich was incredulous. “You are quite wrong. It’s a warning — the Piper’s Warning— it means beware of ambush.”
“It’s of ancient derivation, yes,” said Knife softly. “There has been a long piece on it recently in Dark Rumour. Apparently initiated by Scottish refugees who came to Namless in the eighteenth century to escape Butcher Cumberland. Note, however, Mr. Goodrich,” said Knife almost ingratiatingly, “that the Piper’s Warning has been converted into its opposite role by the present folk in the hills.”
“Opposite role?”
“Yes — the stranger, the new arrival like yourself is being counselled through me your guide and interpreter to pass rather than pull back. When the piper is seized the music stops and the metaphor of a forfeit is implied but in an open-ended sense. The tunnel is clear. The way is open. There is no danger. You have been granted assurances….”
But Goodrich was not convinced. There was something about Knife he distrusted at this moment. He lay back on the ground and the thought obsessed him like a dream that the music he had heard had come from the stifled lips of Marsden’s dead agent…. In his dream Knife’s role as guide was now finished.
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I stop writing suddenly and clip the pages together — nearly twenty to thirty pages of notes and sketches I have made since Jennifer disappeared several hours ago around a bend in the Botanical Gardens. My notes are corrections and revisions of an early “diary of Namless” in order to build a new eye of the Scarecrow or stage or theatre of essences occupied by a phenomenon of personality reaching back into the slate of childhood. Upon that slate Clive Goodrich is a given existence and other buried traumatic existences as well wrestling one with the other to express a caveat or unknown factor, an intuitive fire music within the hubris of assured character, assured rites of passage into death or namless town.
My name is Clive Goodrich. Yet a name is but a cloak and sometimes a strange denuded nameless “I” steps forth. A denuded “I” who is absorbed by the mild spirit of an afternoon like this, or the mild ripple of a breath of wind upon the stretch of water near at hand overshadowed by trees. Or the shadow which now grows upon the sun, a mild self-effacing shadow as I rise to my feet and make my way to the gate leading to Inverleith Row.
My shadow joins others in the queue waiting for a bus to take us into or through Goldenacre. I am aware of a thin stooping woman dressed in a light coat and of a burly man, both in their sixties I imagine. I may have taken little notice of them but for the quaint rich lilt of their voices. The burly man says: “How is Willie Macdougall these days, Maisie?”
“Did ye no hear?” The woman sounds surprised. “Willie’s away.”
“Away?”
“Aye. He passed over at three o’clock in the morning in November last year.”
“Well, well, imagine that. I never heard.”
“Ah well, it was all for the best. He was near eighty and failing.”
“Poor Willie.”
“Not so poor. He left a guid sum and a car and a shop.”
“Fancy that. He did well for himself then.”
“Aye,” says the woman. And they sigh in respectful unison.
A moment later the man asks softly: “Who did he leave it to then?”
I sense a change of weather in the woman’s voice: “Would you believe it — d’ye know that daft besom …?” I miss the rest of what she says as the bus draws up and we climb aboard. I am left with a vivid sketch of Willie; intrigued also by the curious melancholy practicality of the conversation and the puritan indictment of Willie’s “daft besom” whoever she may be.
Invisible Willie has stood before his judges in the queue and some portion of his anomalous estate has rubbed off on me so that his fortune becomes a pooled reflection to sum up the state of the world in which I live.
I get home still denuded, hang my coat in the hall and am about to make my way to my room when Jennifer pokes her head out of the kitchen: “Oh Clive, I’m glad you’re in — Mrs. Glenwearie’s away.” She laughs as she tries to mimic Mrs. Glenwearie’s voice.
“Away?” I cry.
“She asked me to apologize for going so abruptly but she said you would understand. There’s been a message about her niece. She didn’t say what it was.”
“Oh,” I am relieved. “Yes, her niece is an invalid of sorts.”
“In the meantime I promised to keep things shipshape.”
“That’s nice of you, Jennifer.”
“Clive!” Her manner changes, grows almost apprehensive. “Can I have a word with you?”
“Why of course.”
“Mardie’s out at the moment. In fact I don’t think he’ll be back for a couple of hours or so.”
“I’ll join you in the sitting-room in a few minutes.”
When I get there she has laid out scones, bread, butter, biscuits, cake, which I eat (I am suddenly ravenous) and enjoy. “I saw you in the Botanical Gardens today.”
She turns and looks at me now as if she sees me for the first time: “Why didn’t you say something, then?”
“Oh well, you seemed so absorbed in your companion. I did in fact try to call out to you later but you had already turned a corner. I found a comfortable seat overlooking a stream and wrote.”
“Is it an autobiographical work? Mardie knows about it.”
“Does he?” I ask darkly. “Very little one does is private nowadays. There’s always someone spying at every word. From bureaucratic camera or taxman or censor to the livid clock on the wall. But to return to your question. My book is not autobiographical. I lose myself in it, you see. In the same token I need to intuit when to pull back. The existences I probe are dark and sometimes the very spectre of oblivion confronts me. But what is the nature of oblivion? How close can one come to it, learn from it, without succumbing to it, without being swallowed up in it? Is there a warning that lies just beyond all given shapes of knowledge in order to distance (in some degree disarm) the traps or fascinations of ritual knowledge?”
“Clive,” Jennifer is pleading. “I’m sorry to interrupt. I wish I could spend all night listening to this. It is really fascinating. But I am in trouble. I need your help and I must speak of it before the others get back….”
“Jennifer! What is it?”
“Clive, I believe I am pregnant.”
“Pregnant?”
“I’m almost certain. I’ve missed one period and the doctor is pretty sure. He’ll know for certain when I see him in another week. But the thing is …”
I feel I have been dealt a blow. I am astonished, flabbergasted and blurt out the first thing that comes into my head: “You want to get married. You want money.”
“No, no. Not that.”
I blurt out again: “Jennifer, what do you mean — has he refused to marry you — is he the one in the Royal Mile or the one I saw you with in the Gardens today?”
“Clive, since I’ve been here you and I have quarrelled occasionally but we’ve been friends.” She lowers her head. “I think I can be honest with you.” She looks at me now a trifle defiantly. “I want to keep the baby but I don’t want to marry.”
I am silent.
“How can I help you?” I ask at last. “If it’s a question of money?”
Jennifer decides to take the bull by the horns. “It’s more than plain money. If I accepted a straight gift of money from you I could live with Ralph whom you saw me with today (poor Ralph hasn’t a penny to his name) until the baby is born. But who knows what claim he may make after upon me or upon the child? I couldn’t risk that sort of thing. I need a neutral establishment which I could leave whenever I wish. Clive,” I see her steeling herself, bracing herself, “could you let me stay here, let me pretend I’m your mistress or assistant housekeeper or something — anything? I don’t care. I know it sounds immoral and all that but you’re a rich man. And you believe in people. A rare combination, believe me. All I want is to have my baby in an atmosphere that is really secure. Perhaps I’m cheating. I want a kind of family prop, though in fact I don’t believe in family props any longer. I want to have a man beside me who can afford to give me all sorts of things without making any demands on me. I need someone like you, Clive. I’m not in love with anybody. I’m not in love with Ralph. I like you as much as any of the men I’ve known including Ralph. I want — I want my baby all for myself.”
“Have you told Marsden?” I blurt out.
“No. Not yet. He would be absolutely mad.”
“Mad? What do you mean by mad? Does it matter so much whether he’s mad or not?”
“Of course it does. I’ll tell him when I’m sure of everything. When I know what I’m going to do about it. Then perhaps when he understands, perhaps if you agree to what I ask of you, Clive, he’ll be less furious.”
“I need to think about this. Perhaps when you have seen the doctor again I’ll have come to a decision. In the meantime it’s our secret. I won’t say a word of it to Marsden.”
She comes close to me, my pregnant Salome. Her lips brush mine. For a moment at least I have more of her than Marsden and this pleases me.
*
In the late evening Goodrich made his way down to the wall near Newhaven Harbour and became absorbed in the flickering shadows on the water and the lights far across the water on the shore of Fife. In his mind he could still hear Jennifer’s voice like a pulse beating inside him, a smiling wry pulse almost, imbued with a brutal candour and yet a childlike ripeness.
His present reaction, perhaps irrational, to her proposal was a sense of the interrupted journey he had made across Namless with Knife. It was odd, he knew, to think of the pages he had written that afternoon as an actual journey but, in fact, related as they were to an earlier diary (which was related, in its turn, to actual but transformed family histories and movements and events) it all loomed now as stranger than fiction and therefore in that sense as life.
He recalled the piper’s warning threaded into the stars which in the wake of Jennifer’s proposal returned to him now with renewed potency. Knife had said that the music had ceased to counsel retreat and had turned into an invitation into the tunnel, the open-ended tunnel. But suddenly he was stricken by an illumination; by the fact that he had elected to pull back from the tunnel; and in abandoning the journey had obeyed the original counsel of the pipes. Had he gone forward — written another page in that direction (his heart was beating fast) would he be here now — would he have literally collapsed into coming face to face with the Nameless Other in a death for which he was unprepared? Yes, he was unprepared to die — his knowledge of death was not only incomplete but too biased. So biased it could prove a grossly shattering event. It was a strange climax to absorb within his private book — that another step forward would have proven one too many and Knife would have tricked him and silenced him and his life would have been absorbed into a dead man’s silent pipes.
It was an irrational but immensely powerful conviction which welled up inside him and seemed to imbue Jennifer’s pregnancy with an enigmatic secret in contrast to his enigmatic return….
A lorry was rolling past behind him on the road to Granton. The cry of the gulls came over the water. There was a murmuring subtle crash and wave on the foreshore.
And he felt in his denuded state or shadow against the wall a new tide or re-creative decision at the heart of a crowded world. It was a strange realization, a chastening realization, in spite of apparent intoxication: chastening in that he saw himself now in line with both the pale rider in the Royal Mile and the out-of-doors mechanic who had been Jennifer’s companions over the past months. He now, as her third potential consort, saw himself equally riddled with the malaise of the twentieth century — with a bankruptcy of authority. And yet in clinging to the annunciation of decision which he made at the door of death, he was beginning to relate himself differently both to the dreadful vacuum of his age and to the implacable biases underlying that age — biased flesh-and-blood, biased creeds, biased refuge in wealth.
The air suddenly began to grow chill and he turned and made his way back up the hill with a feeling of absurd authenticity, authentic family man wrapped around in his scarecrow past, scarecrow fears of standing in a shivering bread line or queue at the door of death. Scarecrow fears which his intelligence imbibed, scarecrow fears which his marriage imbibed as the road to doom or the way of life.
He felt as he inserted his key into the lock of his front door that he stood face to face with a far-reaching dilemma — a far-reaching decision which in some curious way he had already made.
*
The next morning Marsden and Goodrich breakfasted together, Goodrich knowing he must disclose nothing about Jennifer, Marsden looking less sardonic than usual, his beard more disordered than usual, and Goodrich recalled the intelligence agent he had seen in Namless: another deeply planted association of assassinated book or dream and interrupted reality. And it gave him a sense of ascendancy over Marsden, a dangerous illusion of ascendancy perhaps. Yet how could he help but entertain it? For it was as if Marsden silently pleaded with him, as if he had been drained of some measure of diabolic self-assurance, depleted of an omniscient function.
It was this hiatus of knowledge — Marsden’s unpreparedness for a new life which matched Goodrich’s unpreparedness for Nameless Other — which saturated their relationship this morning like an omen of the future. Marsden’s complexion seemed a shade darker this morning, half-Oriental, half-Celtic. He dawdled over his coffee and toast. What was quite extraordinary, however, in all this procrastination was the expression of neutral age which adorned him. He could have been forty years old or twice that for all Goodrich knew. It was the Oriental detachment perhaps, an Oriental vacuum that seemed to bring him into line with Jennifer’s depleted consorts. At first it seemed a defeat for him of all persons, a reduction of his overwhelming stature and yet (Goodrich wondered) was it a ruse — the significance of which he could not yet judge?
“Would you pass the marmalade, my dear Goodrich?”
As he did so Goodrich felt his eyes upon him, pleading still but demanding also to know what he knew. And he fought him off easily now that they stood, as it were, on equal footing in a post-hypnotic threshold to life.
“You seem greatly preoccupied this morning, Goodrich.”
“I was thinking,” Goodrich said, toying with the idea of a personage of property as one would reflect upon a body of superstition, “of a new section I would like to add to my book — a journey through Demerara which I visited once many years ago and attended an East Indian wedding ceremony.”
Marsden pricked up his beard like antennae of perception. “Sounds interesting,” he said, biting into his toast and marmalade, “I have never seen an East Indian wedding ceremony. What is it like?”
“It’s a question — at a certain stage anyway — of getting the bridegroom to eat.”
“To eat?” Marsden dabbed his lips with a napkin and poured himself another cup of coffee.
“Yes, you see at a certain stage unless the bridegroom eats the marriage ceremony falls through.”
“What an embarrassment for all, I would think.”
“Indeed. Imagine the scene. The bridegroom sits regally in his chair. Turbaned, a living ornament. The bride’s father offers him a cow.”
Marsden laughed: “And waits for him to eat?”
“And waits for him to eat, yes. For if he eats a morsel it is a sign that he accepts the gift. But if he does not stir a finger his father-in-law-to-be offers him another cow. Then a piece of land perhaps. Then a horse or a bull….”
“And still,” said Marsden chuckling hoarsely, “he may refuse to eat?”
“Quite so. Then the father-in-law doubles his offer. And after consulting with his family may — if he can afford it — come up with a motor-car.”
“What about an expensive camera?” said Marsden and as he spoke Goodrich recalled the hypnotic persuasion cast upon him and Mrs. Glenwearie when Marsden first arrived: hypnotic walking camera, hypnotic flashing bulb.
“A camera,” he said (and he was glad this time he could resist him so easily, almost banteringly), “yes, why not? To take his bride’s picture and then later the pictures of his children.”
“Presumably in the end he does eat?” said Marsden.
“Yes, invariably I understand he eats, but not before — on rare occasions anyway I would imagine — the wedding party is enshrouded in fear.”
“Fear?” Marsden brooded.
“Fear, yes, by those who bring the gifts that they may have to twist his arm. Make him eat. And fear in him as a consequence — fear of their methods of persuasion.”
“You have aroused my curiosity, Goodrich, I must say. You speak of fear. I take your point. Why is it indeed that in every contract between men fear appears to be such a dominant principle? Last night I was reading Writings from the Philokalia translated by one Kadloubovsky and one Palmer. Prayer of the Heart I think it is called. And as you spoke of your remarkable bridegroom I could not help recalling this passage: ‘A man who has planted the fear of judgement in his heart seems in the eyes of the world like a prisoner in irons. For he is constantly afraid of being seized by a merciless executioner and dragged to the place of execution.’ In the same context the passage goes on to say that if that man can endure the constraint of his bonds to the bitter end ‘his bonds — his fear — will fall off, his executioner will hasten away and his heart’s grief will turn into joy which will become in him a fountain of life or a spring for ever gushing forth: physically — rivers of tears; spiritually — peace, meekness and unspeakable delight’.” Marsden was laughing deeply. “So you see, Goodrich, your bridegroom may be quite right in tightening those bonds and in enduring the gifts showered upon him to the bitter end.” For a moment or two it seemed Marsden had become his old ruling mocking self but it did not last long. The sense of depletion which Goodrich still associated with the assassinated agent in Namless returned and brought him back into line with Jennifer’s consorts. Was it a ruse, Goodrich wondered …?
*
Two days later Mrs. Glenwearie wrote to say that her sister had been taken very ill and she must therefore remain to look after her invalid niece and her brother-in-law. Would he mind if she arranged for a temporary woman to come into the Goodrich establishment, clean and cook?
The ground of duty Goodrich knew from past experience was a religious question with Mrs. Glenwearie. If her sister recovered she would return but if she did not or became bed-ridden she would have no alternative within her own lights but to relinquish her situation as his housekeeper.
Goodrich knew that if this happened he would miss her very much. A picture floated it seemed from nowhere into his mind as he put down her letter, of old chateaux in France and titular houses in Britain where at each turn of the road a sculptured sentinel from the past stands watching the world of the present. And written into that vigil was the notion of duty or loyalty to laird or king or party.
It seemed incongruous that he should identify Mrs. Glenwearie’s good works with that vigil; the vigil of the nurse, the vigil of duty with estates of power; yet so it seemed to him now as he contemplated her by the sick-bed of her family. A curious melancholy consistency was there in a series of postures rooted in identity and frozen into a paragon of duty extending from château to cottage.
It was the irony of the situation that wrapped itself around him now. He stood on the eve of giving an answer to Jennifer, and Mrs. Glenwearie had been conveniently or inconveniently whisked away and frozen, as it were, into a picture of duty.
There was a logic here — an intuitive logic towards which one could grope on this level of fascination with corresponding events. The translation or transformation of Mrs. Glenwearie may have been implied the very moment, some months ago, she had conceived flash-bulbs in the sitting-room turned on in — or upon — naked Jennifer by Marsden — Marsden disguised as Camera: a walking camera like a deacon of the cinema fully clothed, fully dressed, who invaded Goodrich’s dreams until Knife slashed the cloth.
In Goodrich’s book every correspondence of events within an individual life was an implicit and secret dramatization of buried universal themes within objective existence. For what was objective existence in the long run but a series of common-or-garden situations? For that reason it was an easy trap to view Mrs. Glenwearie’s voyage to the sick-bed of her family as another common-or-garden inevitability divorced from bizarre conjunctions involving Deacon Camera, Jennifer, Knife etc.
But the very expression “inevitability” gave the game away and implied a pattern, a pattern of far-flung devious subconscious intelligences at work through the day-to-day normal situations of each individual in society. It was the exposure of that pattern which interested Goodrich. For without some degree of exposure, inevitability would become both an all-consuming ritual principle and a forgotten bias of fate in the affairs of men.
Thus he could see in his private theatre or premises all the elements of crisis which plagued a civilization. Written into the most common-or-garden vigils were the pressures of time. Mrs. Glenwearie had been drawn to the door of death — as had he (Goodrich) been drawn to the narrow pass leading to Namless Town — and as had he (Marsden) been drawn to play a kind of depleted role in a hiatus of knowledge. A hiatus or depletion which had become the stigmata of a universal bridegroom whose persona was civilization. A civilization that had left its impress in almost every crook and cranny of the known world. A civilization that had been showered with gifts, resources, materials beyond the wildest dreams of societies in earlier centuries. A civilization therefore which invited a kind of disaster (as with every bridegroom of fate wedded to universal resources), a kind of backlash from those cultures which had given all they possessed, and from “nature” which had been drained of so much….
Thus to stand at the door of death in a composite terrain of profound imagination or in a common-or-garden station of existence determined by history was to be visited — however subconsciously — by the intimate pressures of an age piling up across generations (disease, starvation, alarming pollution, overpopulation etc. etc.). To be visited also by a necessity for decision beyond mere vigilance — how to relate oneself to oblivion — wasted resources, wasted lives etc. — and extract from it a caveat restraining technological hubris. How (in some degree of genuine humility) to come to grips with the bridegroom’s executioner through a decision related to a half-open, half-shut door to lives on this planet. How at the same time within instrumental measures — birth-control gift horse etc. — to opt for life as a never-ending river of sweetness, fountain of love….
This immense variable drama was related to oneself however far one fled from a so-called centre of things. It might pass over one’s head like a tide of oblivion. But one’s very obliviousness to it was part of the fabric, part of the comedy of the fabric: a blessing in disguise for some who were relieved of anxieties, a curse for others who were plagued to the end of their days by their ignorance or helplessness or complacency or historical complicity in the disposition of common-or-garden particular resources….
*
Jennifer had arranged to see her doctor in the afternoon and Goodrich set out in the morning of the same day to make a few purchases. In confessing to being plagued by enormous questions he had become aware that he was also plagued by the denuded figure or shadow he sometimes became. His jackets were inclined to be over-casual, rather worn-looking, old-looking for a man with half-a-million pounds in the Bank. His shirts too had remained stubbornly bloodless against the extrovert styles of the day. (For a long time he had had his eye on a flaming pink cravat and a scarlet shirt but every time he ventured into Princes Street to buy these, somehow he couldn’t summon up the courage.)
Then there were his trousers which never seemed to keep their crease the way other men’s did. For ages too he had worn a pair of comfortable boots despite Mrs. Glenwearie’s protests that he should get himself something smarter for a change.
No wonder people did not see him in the street. It was a marvellous discipline in invisibility but the time for a change was at hand. He was reminded of a passage in Stevenson’s Amateur Emigrant which told of practising upon the public by:
“going abroad through a suburban part of London simply attired in a sleeve-waistcoat…. The result was curious. I then learned for the first time, and by the exhaustive process, how much attention ladies are accustomed to bestow on all male creatures of their own station; for, in my humble rig, each one who went by me caused a certain shock of surprise and a sense of something wanting. In my normal circumstances, it appeared, every young lady must have paid me some passing tribute of a glance; and though I had often been unconscious of it when given, I was well aware of its absence when it was withheld. My height seemed to decrease with every woman who passed me, for she passed me like a dog. This is one of my grounds for supposing that what are called the upper classes may sometimes produce a disagreeable impression in what are called the lower; and I wish someone would continue my experiment, and find out exactly at what stage of toilette a man becomes invisible to the well-regulated female eye.”
It was a nice remark—well-regulated female eye— Goodrich thought, and it rang a deep bell in his mind associated with the seeing eye, the unseeing eye, the personalization of blind or visionary society written into unwitting status or rank as an intercourse of fates.
To retire into invisibility was to invite the most secret correspondence of all — the most secret flowering garments of all. To breach fate in some degree…. Goodrich was all of a sudden disconcerted by the weight he placed on his newfound relationship of trust with Jennifer Gorgon. Disconcerted by the desire to externalize it into a ready-made flamboyance…And yet as he made his way into a shop in Princes Street he felt a kind of laughter, a kind of delight and acquittal from overburden at the prospect of buying something made of flame, made of fire, in an inner cautionary rather than outer exhibitionist sense.
*
Goodrich bought the new shirt, cravat and a pair of sandals and left the shop with the parcels under his arm. He crossed Princes Street towards the Gardens in the valley under the Castle. A small crowd of sightseers had gathered around the floral clock waiting for the cuckoo to appear and the hour to strike. He strolled along the pavement with its high banks of flowers: one of those uncanny, slightly ominous but beautiful autumnal days which sometimes appear in the middle of summer. A misty light lay upon the hollow of the valley and he felt himself so absorbed by it that he clutched the parcels under his arm quite fiercely. The sound of a train addressed him and a puff or two of smoke inserted a pillar into the phenomenon of autumn stitched into summer.
For all these reasons, phenomenal reasons, all related to the garb of the year, Goodrich felt that this was a memorable day in the body of his life. An unforgettable day — unforgettable as a pattern of erasures and accretions, accumulations, dispersals — unforgettable not least in the purchases he had made to symbolize an eternal apparition of spirit, however denuded, however misted over, however solitary, however wedded to place and time.
A stream of people descended towards the bandstand on his left and Goodrich made his way towards the West End, ascended to the street and turned into Lothian Road. The street here was wide and the buildings seemed rather grimy but as he drew closer to the Usher Hall he recalled a concert he had attended there with Jennifer and Marsden some months before: Webern’s Symphony, something by Couperin (he had forgotten what this was), some Bach.
The greyness of the street scene lifted somewhat into the mild expansive half-autumnal, half-summer day. An unforgettable day in his life for reasons beyond a precise location or summary of events. He tightened his grip upon the parcels. A day (he smiled whimsically) of judgement and acquittal. Goodrich made his way back to the West End suddenly anxious to be home. He hailed a taxi.
*
When Goodrich arrived home, he went to his room, undid the packages and changed into his new shirt and cravat. It was quite a luxurious garment with the most delicate markings, and as he adjusted the cravat and felt the rich texture of the shirt upon him, he was possessed by the sensation of an impresario of bonfires (the fire of love, the fire of decision) wedded to inner lives and fabrics of time.
He changed into dark trousers and sandals the colour of cedar which he had also bought that morning. All he needed now he thought vividly was an impressive turban to confirm his metamorphosis into an underground bridegroom of fate.
He made his way into the hall with a sensation of the swirling currents of life come to a controlled head in him at last. It was a curious intoxication, beautifully controlled, however, beautifully decisive. Yet, though controlled, not beyond allowing him a reckless latitude. He found himself humming a disjointed version of an ancient ballad:
“He was a braw gallant
And rid at the ring
And the bonny Earl o’ Moray
He micht hae been a King.
He was a braw gallant
And played wi’ the glove
And the bonny Earl o’ Moray
He was Queen Jennifer’s love.
O lang will Black Marsden
Look frae the castle doon
Ere the bonny Jennifer Gorgon
Come ridin’ through the toon.”
There were voices in the sitting-room and when he entered Jennifer and Marsden were standing by the fireplace. He saw Marsden, in fact, first of all reflected in the mirror above. There was a look almost of satisfaction, a brooding calculating face upon him which registered quite distinctly upon Goodrich. Yet despite this a hang-dog almost Knife-like air possessed him too; above all, however, he was still steeped in the astonishing depletion of power which Goodrich had sensed over the past few days.
And now, perhaps because of this air of depletion, he seemed more than ever in line with Jennifer’s consorts — the pale young man and Ralph the mechanic and others perhaps who were nameless.
These impressions ran through Goodrich’s mind like sand. He looked away from the image in the mirror to confront Marsden and Jennifer who were both, in their turn, so astonished to see him in his new garb that they stood stock-still. Goodrich could not help noting that whatever depletion Marsden endured, Jennifer had become a creature of electric assurance and beauty.
Goodrich almost felt a hint of disapproval in their manner. Perhaps a hint of accusation — accusation that he — the world’s guinea pig — should turn peacock, a usurper of fire, of privileges. Or perhaps this was not the case. Perhaps they were a little disturbed that he appeared to be making a bid for — was it Salome’s child?
Then, as if to break the spell, Jennifer smiled. She took a few quick paces towards him and threw her arms around him. Goodrich was conscious of her perfume and the sensuous weight of her body, of the breath on her lips in the breath of his.
“Clive,” she cried before he could utter a word, “I’ve told Mardie everything. And look—” she flung one slender arm wide—“he isn’t mad. He isn’t furious with me at all. He approves of you — of my plans. I’ve told him everything — about you and me — everything….”
Goodrich felt a sudden constriction in his throat, the toppling of his body of intoxication, the toppling of his reckless ballad of intoxication. The air in the room became oppressive, choking. He pushed her away from him almost violently. “How … how … could you?” he stammered and choked.
“How could I what?” She looked at him with her brutal childlike candour. Then added urgently, “What is it, Clive? What have I done wrong?”
“Why couldn’t you tell me first what the doctor said? Why couldn’t you wait to hear from me first before telling him?” He pointed at Marsden. “It was a secret between us, remember? How could you take me for granted like this? How could you take anyone for granted like this? Why couldn’t you come to me first and hear my decision …?”
“But it’s Mardie. I told only him. Don’t you understand? No one else. There are no secrets from him. Don’t you see that? Don’t you know that?”
As she stood before him, accusing him, remonstrating with him, wholly oblivious to him it seemed (as if even when she looked at him she saw only Marsden), Goodrich could no longer suppress the words which burst from him: “Get out! Get out! Both of you. I don’t want to see either of you again.”
There was dead silence. And it seemed now to Clive that the beating of his heart was the only sound in the world. After a moment Jennifer cried, like one who had been struck a blow, “How can you be so cruel? What’s the matter with you? I want …”
Goodrich cut her short. “Get out. Get out I tell you. You want — you want — you want….” He felt almost consumed — on the brink of peril and fire. At this instant his gaze locked into Marsden’s. And a feverish pressure mounted in him to yield his ground. He was conscious also of Jennifer’s trembling accusing lips and a desire arose in him to subjugate himself to her — to them both. Then it passed and his anger and sense of betrayal kept him from moving towards them. A lifetime passed in that curious tableau of figures until Marsden and Jennifer began slowly to make their way to the door.
Before they actually left the room Black Marsden turned and looked back for the last time at Goodrich. He was still clad in his garment of consort, as if he were — for all the world to see — the faces of the pale young rider in the Royal Mile and Ralph the mechanic lover; and other faces Goodrich could not guess at, except to know that at some stage or other they too had been Jennifer’s lovers. Goodrich had the sensation that at the last moment Marsden had been defeated in securing another face — the face of Clive Goodrich….
It was such an alarming irrational idea (that Marsden had come so close to acquiring this face—his face—) that Goodrich felt a sense of guilt — a sense of illusion born of his violent temper. He felt constrained in some degree to try and remedy the situation. He could at least have given them money — parted from them on better terms — not on such drastic uncompromising terms. He rushed out and up to their rooms to talk with them. Surely not more than five minutes could have passed and yet it seemed another lifetime.
Their doors were flung wide as to a fierce draught. No one was within. He rushed down again to the front door to find Mrs. Glenwearie on the point of entering.
“Oh Mr. Goodrich dear,” she cried, “I’m so glad to be back. My sister’s taken a turn for the better. But what’s been happening? I’ve just seen Dr. Marsden and Miss Gorgon racing like the wind up the street. It was almost as if they were flying. I could hardly believe my eyes. They were in a terrible hurry and no mistake.”
“Yes,” said Goodrich.
“When are they coming back?”
“They won’t be returning, Mrs. Glenwearie.”
“Not at all, sir?”
“Not at all.”
For a moment a veil seemed to cover Mrs. Glenwearie’s eyes. She looked away into space and then back at him. “Ah well,” she said, “maybe it’s all for the best.” She closed the door. “Why, what a lovely shirt and tie. You are looking smart, Mr. Goodrich.”
He was relieved at her return, but though he welcomed her presence and felt armed by a strange inner tide of decision, a strange inner fire of secret resolution, he felt alone, utterly alone, as upon a post-hypnotic threshold at the heart of one of the oldest cities in Europe.
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