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  For Nancy


  Where is the Life we have lost in living?


  Where is the wisdom we have lost in knowledge?


  Where is the knowledge we have lost in information?

  



  T.S. Eliot: Choruses from the Rock
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  Note to readers


  People familiar with the received geography of Canberra will be aware that there is no such promontory in the lake as The Point is situated on, and certainly no such graceful structure. The city has been invented a number of times, sometimes in the landscape, sometimes on paper. I imagine this is one of those other inventions. The characters have no connections with actual living characters; neither need the topography be real. The Point could be on the lake that Marion Mahony and Walter Burley Griffin devised. Or perhaps, the whole city could be a parallel Canberra of each reader’s imagination.


  The Point
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  Imagine – or you could try going and looking, if the place and the time were right, if the light fell in a certain way and you had eyes to see – otherwise, imagine a small loop of land pushing out into the lake, a little blunt promontory, not pointed, but called The Point. It has water almost all around it, pewter-coloured water, never blue. Fish-scale water, rasping, rough, cold. Sometimes smoothing out and limpid, but the reflections it makes always fragmented.


  On this promontory, this almost-island, is a building, a restaurant. It is the shape of an octagon, and seven of its walls are glass. At night they reflect the round globes of lamps and more darkly the diners. Who see the dim shapes of themselves, the tables, the servers, the lights hanging, but nothing of the world beyond. Nothing of the dark lake, or the hills, or the people outside who can see them, perfectly, brightly lit. The lake may reflect the restaurant, occasionally quivering in imperfect replica, more likely as cobbled panes of light.


  The restaurant is a mirror. It is a glass darkly. It is an octagon. From outside it looks like a lantern. Which lights itself, but how far beyond its own space does it illuminate?


  Inside are those who possess, and are perhaps themselves possessed. Outside are the dispossessed. The dispossessed see themselves, and the others, the insiders. The others see only themselves.


  If you stand outside the restaurant and look to the right, you will see the National Library. To the left is the High Court and the National Gallery. Grandiose buildings all. Directly above The Point, on a small hill, is the Parliament House. It is lit like a performance on a stage.


  Every year, in the spring, since beyond even the memory of time, the Bogong moths fly south. Once they were a feast that flew in, and the locals grew fat on them. Not just the locals; tribes came from considerable distances and a truce was called while they gorged themselves. They could live for a long time on the fat they grew from the Bogong moths, it was gift they had, being able to store fat from times of plenty to live on in lean times. The black skins of the feasters shone plump and polished from the moths’ oily proteins. But the feasts were not just pig-outs, they were a time for ceremonies, for the arrangement of marriages, for corroborees and initiations and the bartering of goods.


  The moths fly hundreds of kilometres from their breeding grounds on the inland plains to spend the summers estivating on the mountain summits. They seek out cool dark dry crevices and perch on the walls, head tucked under the wings of the one above. They fit closely together, as many as seventeen thousand to the square metre.


  The moths are brown and fat as a finger. They were thrown on a stone hotplate to burn the wings off, cooked for a crisp and crunchy minute. They taste like roast chestnuts. They taste like burnt almonds. So people say. Sometimes the moth hunters would grind the roasted moths into a paste with moth pestles, round smooth river cobbles, and make them into moth cakes to carry back to the valleys.


  In their southerly migrations the moths may be blown off course and not reach the granite tors of their destination, or be blown out to sea and washed up on Sydney beaches. In 1988 there was a new diversion. The moths flew south, on course, into the Parliament House. It is an enormous light on the hill that calls to them and millions of Bogong moths fly into it. A nuisance. A plague. Politicians and their entourages said, We cannot work here, in a house full of moths.


  The Point doesn’t serve Bogong moths, but you can eat witchetty grubs. Those brave enough to try say they are a bit like a land prawn, if you can envisage such a thing, plump and juicy.


  The Point is the best restaurant in the city. The food is an idea, carefully thought out, before it becomes flesh on a plate. Not all its customers care about this. Some do. But the person for whom it matters is the person who thinks it, strictly, patiently, trusting her imagination, and having thought it cooks it. Food, she will tell you, is about desire. As is all art. In the river of our being it is the confluence of the streams of the intellect and of the senses. When I eat, she says, I want to exercise my imagination, not my stomach muscles.


  1
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  Elinor Spenser fell in love with Flora Mount when she saw her against the turning postcard stand in a newsagent’s shop in a French village. She fell in love with her smooth brown skin, her youth, her self-containedness, her unencumberedness. She thought she was beautiful as an egg is beautiful, perfect and secret. Elinor had run away from her unfaithful husband and was about to begin an affair with an old friend so she didn’t do much with this falling in love, besides treasuring the egg-idea of Flora in its own safe nest in her mind. Though she did invite her to come and have a cup of tea, and they gave one another addresses, and made a plan to write a book one day about the lives of the women who’d lived in the now-ruined castle of the village. While they ate solid village cakes and before Flora picked up the backpack compact as herself and walked down the hill to catch the train. Elinor would have liked her to stay a day or two but Flora had her holiday timetable, a lot of France to see before getting back to her job with a publisher in England.


  When people fall in love they want to possess the other. Elinor wanted to be Flora. Not in the sense of stopping being Elinor, what she wanted was to possess the possibility of all those things she loved in her. She knew that youth she’d never achieve again, not that she was old, just that she didn’t wear youth shining upon her. But the strong shapely egg-smooth secrecy, the perfect containment of Flora’s self-possession, the coolness, the selfishness: those she desired. Not a cruel selfishness, not meanness or unkindness, but putting herself at the centre of her life.


  Later, in Canberra, when Elinor had gone home and back to being her more usual self, nothing at all like Flora, sometimes she remembered her unencumberedness, and being a dictionary maker thought about the word encumber, and looked it up, and found it was a horrible word, meaning to block up or burden, entangle, impede, harass, and it could go as far as molestation and even Satanic temptation, which made it a deeply sinister word and no wonder she admired its absence in Flora. She kept in touch with her, sending postcards that were more about wit than information, though that crept in. Flora got married and had a baby. A large dark-haired boy called Adrian, a noisy aggressive Roman of a baby, with a head like the bust of an emperor, wrote Flora, maybe his name is to blame.


  Elinor sent her a fax to say that she and Ivan were going to London and would be staying in Bloomsbury for a week while Ivan worked at the British Museum, and could they get together for a coffee. We need to talk about that book, she said, in the way that people offer a mild little joke secretly hoping that it might be taken seriously and made to come about.


  Flora wrote back a postcard with a picture of a hunting scene of men and rabbits, except that the rabbits had hunted the men and were carrying them on their backs, trussed up. It was from an old manuscript, in the Bodleian. She really wanted to see Elinor, she wrote. Adrian had died. As babies do, said Flora. No reason. Perfectly healthy. But he died. A cot death.


  Elinor looked at the word died, written a number of times in Flora’s quick round hand. At the word death. Small plain words, and she imagined Flora’s pen forming them, over and over, as though repetition would make them bearable. As though these were now the baby’s verb, the baby’s noun, and now they had to be repeated, like a chant. Solemn and majestic words, which ought to be pronounced. And writing back, a letter not a card, Elinor spoke of the baby’s death, of the fact that Adrian had died, joining in the chant of grief.


  She dreamed about him.


  She dreams she is playing with him, this big strong dark-haired child. Playing as one does when changing a baby’s nappy, dressing him. Kissing his tummy, nibbling his toes, tickling, blowing on his fingers. The baby smiles and laughs and waves his arms, he makes deep excited gurgles in his chest. The energy in those arms, the beating of his little fists. He’s nearly dressed, with his nappy on, his tights pulled up, his jumper pulled down. He’s quiet. She sees that his face is covered with plastic film. Glad Wrap, as they call it, for keeping food fresh. Tightly across the baby’s face is wrapped this plastic film. His face like wax underneath, its folds and wrinkles. Ancient as baby’s faces can be. Cream-coloured, waxy. She unwraps the clinging plastic, but it’s too late, the baby is dead. Flaccid, his beating fists limp.


  The dream stays with her. As though it has happened to her. No dream, but truth. It’s intimate, and obscene, and part of her. She is despoiled by it. Because she has lived through this dream, lived with it, when she meets Flora she simply puts her arms around her. There’s nothing to be said, no sorrow, certainly not condolence. Elinor has lived the death.


  Flora, egg-smooth and secret. No more. Other people have smashed away at the smoothness, it’s wrinkled and cracked. The young woman whom Elinor envied is no more, gone the same way as Elinor herself. Now, to think of eggs in connection with Flora is to think of fragility.


  Between them is the baby, ancient, beautiful, waxen, and wrapped in plastic film.


  That night, in a hotel in Bloomsbury, filled with chintzy prints and the stale smell of air-freshener, she talks about it to Ivan. They are eating bread and cheese and drinking wine they have bought at an enormous nearby Sainsbury’s. Ivan’s large brown eyes are mournful as she speaks about it.


  You know, she says, innocence is something that belongs to adults and children destroy.


  His eyes gleam a little. A paradox? he says. These conversations are one of the reasons he didn’t finally go off with the girl he fell in love with, and Elinor went back to him.


  Maybe a paradox, but true, in the tricky way of paradoxes, says Elinor. The thing is, adults have children in innocence, though they don’t believe that is so, they think that they are quite knowing, that they know all about it, but they are wrong.


  She is swallowing the wine while she talks, and Ivan listens, letting her take her time.


  It’s devastating, she says, that destruction of innocence. It’s as though your skin is suddenly permeable. Osmosis isn’t in it. Your self leaks out. Okay, maybe it should, and maybe you need to know that. It’s still terrible. And the world floods in … blackness, and horrors, terrors. You aren’t safe any more. You never were, but having children has made you understand it.


  Later, in bed, lying in Ivan’s arms, not making love, just lying, with the covers up over her ears, she thinks, well, maybe you aren’t safe, but there are some illusions of it.


  The next time she meets Flora, porous permeable leaking Flora, Flora says that she is stopping being married to Vic, her husband, and when Elinor says, But isn’t this just when you need his comfort, she replies that he has none to give, nor she him. Flora says that she is going to stop working in publishing, she is sick of that too, she is going to be a cook in a friend’s restaurant. And some time after their return home, Elinor gets a fax that tells her Flora’s new career is bringing her to Australia, and won’t it be wonderful, she will be able to see lots more of her.


  And that was the beginning of Flora’s ending up at The Point.


  2


  Jerome
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  There will be no children. There can be no children. That, I see, was part of the bargain. Doesn’t seem such a good bargain now, but what bargain does, some time after the event? Love, marriage, adultery, they all seem an excellent deal at the time, and then, deception, disappointment. Birth, even. Would you choose to be born, knowing it all in advance? As for job, career, vocation … no, the bargains are never what we are led to believe. The price is always too high, too long, too hard. The diamonds are always paste.


  Paste: it makes me think of glue, something viscous and sticky, and how can that look like diamond, so I look it up and it turns out it’s a heavy very clear flint glass for making imitation gems. Heavy and flint … they are my kind of word. My hand takes a morbid pleasure in forming them. Heavy. Flint. Good words for how I am, now. When once – did I ever believe I was diamond?


  This isn’t a beginning, it’s making a start, just start, they say, anywhere. Dear Diary I remember when I was a child and people in books began diaries like that. Dear Diary, they wrote. It always seemed odd to me. And if you started off like that shouldn’t you end up with, Love, Jerome or Yours sincerely or I beg to remain your most humble and obedient servant I was quite sure … nobody in real life ever wrote to their diary. Surely your diary is you? Wouldn’t it be better to begin, Dear Jerome? For a diary is so you can tell yourself something. It is you writing to yourself, and seeing where it gets you. And maybe this isn’t even a diary, so long after the event. Events: the series of them, and their … culmination. Inexorable, they seem, this series, but not when you’re living them.


  It’s Elinor’s idea. She even gave me the notebooks, with thick smooth paper so they would be a pleasure to use. Just write it down, she said. It? I asked. What’s happened to you is so full of pain, it is unbearable, she said, but try to get it on to paper and maybe it will change. You mean writing as therapy, I said. Well, she said, I would not use that term, I would rather say, making another thing of it, not a work of art, I don’t mean that really, I mean an artifice, a creation. The thing is, just write. Anything. Not thinking too hard.


  Of course this is therapy. She means a process to do me good, not a finished and possibly wonderful object.


  It’s all right for you, I said, you’re a wordsmith. She smiled: Only at second hand. I collect the meanings of words, I don’t make anything out of them. Do you think I will, I asked. She kissed me, she’s taken to doing that. Humankindness, I think it is. It might be wonderful, she said, and at least it should help.


  Help I do need.


  All I have desired I have lost … I look at those words. Had I not desired, desired with such passion, such love, then I would not have lost … all that I have lost. I would be safe. But can I wish not to have loved, so as to avoid loss … ? I try out that idea. And, overwhelming, Flora is there, emblem and embodiment and dearest being, and no, I can never wish her away, never undesire her … I am bereft, but not so much as that.


  People say to me, you will get over your grief. You will forget. I don’t want to. Grief is all I have and all I ever will have now. My love for Flora had such a short season, just winter into spring, but it was to time as a Tardis is to space. Inside itself it was enormous.


  Move your bum, cat. Leonie, my cat. My cats are always called Leonie. They come and go and break my heart but at least being always called Leonie means that something remains, something isn’t lost. Leonie is for my namesake, Jerome, who had a lion for a pet. I make do with a cat. I wonder did his lion park its bum bang on the very spot on the paper where he was writing. His great exegesis. He made the first translations of the canonical books of the Old Testament from Hebrew into vulgar Latin. Jerome means the holy name. The holy pagan name, three centuries Before Christ, that’s when it started. Hallowed be thy name. My Jerome’s the scholar and hermit. Who fostered a marvellous flowering of asceticism. I like that, asceticism flowering. He also got up a lot of people’s noses. How do our names form us? Jerome and his leonine pet. Live blotting paper.


  Leonie is a tabby. An ordinary cat. She is plump and cuddly. Her coat is so intricately and symmetrically patterned a tortoiseshell that you have to marvel at the gene, the mysterious magic switch, that brought such perfection to this pedigreeless child of the gutter. This funny little weed of a cat with her pretty pointed face and great glassy golden eyes which I look into and see only more layers of glass refracting like mirrors keeping their secrets. She loves me. She dribbles with delight when I fondle her. The page is gritty with the love she brings me. You are so fat, Leonie, move over. My pen wishes to be there.


  Where to begin, properly. Now we’ve got the Dear Diary out of the way, where to start my story … I was born … No. Let’s not go there. Not yet.


  Leonie’s predecessor was a Burmese. Brown and shapely, not like you, my little tub. I found her dead in the road and I don’t know how it could happen, I thought she was too clever, too fast, too graceful. Dead in the road, but no blood, no wound. One year old. I wrapped her in a piece of velvet and buried her in the garden, with violets to mark her grave. And from her fair and unpolluted flesh may violets spring … Yes, I said that. And shed tears, though not enough to water the earth.


  Leonie, this little tabby cat, is not so clever or elegant or graceful but I think she is safe.


  Barely a page, and there’s death. (Now all we need is sex.)


  Sex. Not that yet, either.


  For I will consider my Cat Jeoffry.


  For he is the servant of the living God, duly and daily

  serving him.


  And so was I then, and maybe that will be a place to begin, since this ending if it is one can be said to have started there, with myself, tall, portly, pacing like the friar I was about the fishpond, my hands crossed behind my back, and that suddenly was intolerable, for the robes you see had no pockets, and I thought, here am I a grown man, a man beginning to decline into middle age, and I am not permitted pockets to put my hands in. I am walking along in this portly clasped-hands-behind-the-back pontificatory manner because I am seen as a masturbator who cannot be trusted with pockets. And at that moment I was filled with desire, not of course to play with myself, that in its tiny wrinkled walnut shell is the gravity of the joke against me, and not desire for women or a woman, not then, no, it was the desire to live that makes us alive, the desire for a world that the fish in the pond inhabited better than I, and I longed for this world with a bitter inchoate ignorant longing, and suddenly had to have it. Suddenly took it. Could not for a moment longer bear the polite calm ritual narrowness I’d dwelt in so long. Simple enough to undo. The provincial pained, amazed, my brothers angry and sorrowful, the fear flashing in their eyes: was I the lemming that would lead them over the cliff, the wide dizzy jump to freedom and the death of all they knew?


  Once we lose the desire to desire we are as good as dead. Or perhaps a saint, but I never considered that. But look where it can take us; the sin of greed is one dangerous place. Clovis went there. Well, I suppose we all did, in our ways. But I jump ahead.


  So: I stopped being a friar. A Franciscan. One of those gentle people. I stopped being a person who’d given up material goods for the embrace of poverty. The world, not the order, would be my fishpond. I made my bargains; brilliant at the time they seemed. And they have led me here. The paper, the pen, a narrow courtyard. The sun a slight greasy yellow slick through the dust motes, and Leonie, who does not believe I could not want her bum plum on the page. I form the letters slowly as I think, and remember. As I postpone remembering.


  Christopher Smart’s is probably the best cat poem. Better than any of Eliot’s Practical Cats, even, perhaps. Christopher Smart understands cats, he sees them, he imagines them. I change it all to she because of Leonie and two centuries later nothing else needs to be different.


  

  For she keeps the Lord’s watch in the night against the adversary.


  For she counteracts the powers of darkness by her clerical skin and glaring eyes.


  For she counteracts the Devil, who is death, by brisking about the life.


  For in her morning orisons she loves the sun and the sun loves her.



  Cats make no bargains. There is no negotiation. They accept, they accept with glorious greed, and they give, when they choose they are generous givers, but the giving and taking is never laid up one against the other, there is no countering, no exchanging and never a thought for exacting. Either way.


  The Devil who is death. Christopher Smart declined into insanity and debt, and died within the Rules of the King’s Bench, which was a prison and within its Rules is tantamount to gaol.


  But why should we judge a man’s life by his death?


  For there is nothing sweeter than her peace when at rest.


  For there is nothing brisker than her life when in motion.


  I have written these words on a card and pinned them to my wall. Sweetness. Briskness.



  I think I was born short-sighted. As a child I do not believe that I ever saw sharply or clearly. When I first went to school I was naughty and inattentive. I could read, since I was three years old, my pedagogical big sisters saw to that, and I read while teachers taught, scrawling their faint white scribbles on the hazy greyish blackboard. And when they took away my books I carved words into the desk. With a nib, the wood flaking and showing its yellow heart. I was smacked and made to stand in corners. The ochre plaster wall not so dull as they probably thought, so near to my close nose, with its patterns and stainings and old life open to my picturing mind. And when some sharp person perceived that I could not see a foot beyond my nose, so that my parents took me to an ophthalmologist, I was filled with gratitude that the world was opened to me, and I saw it as another book to be read.


  Though not without loss. Loss of that world of shimmering shifting light, which I could believe peopled with saints, every person haloed in his own glory, too bright for the human eye to see except as a dazzle, like the saints in books. Glory is to be squinted at, glanced at sideways, the full and open eye will always be smitten by it. So I believed until I began to wear glasses, and the glory disappeared.


  The spectacles were round and thick and slid down my nose, so immediately I developed the habit of pushing them back again. Sometimes I push them up my nose even when they are not there. My mother sent a note to the nuns asking that the other boys not call me Four-eyes; I’ve often wondered whether it would have occurred to them otherwise. Four-eyes I was. Not a bad name, I came to think. I said to myself, four eyes must be twice as good as two.


  Now I take off my glasses and see my surroundings fuzzing and winking with light and think of the epitaph of the inventor of spectacles: May God forgive him his sins. But then I was greedy for seeing, though I never quite got the hang of its erudition, nor of the skills the hands learn from it. Could not catch a ball to save my life, or worse, my self from the ridicule of my peers, nor hit it with a bat. Dead hopeless at sport, said Brother Matthew. Keep your eye on the ball, it’s not hard. But my eye was shut behind a spectacle lens, was not free to soar with the ball. Though it could easily follow the words on a page.


  My mother made me pray to Clarus, who is the patron saint of short-sightedness. Simply it seems because his name means clear, though he was given it because of his brightness in the perception of the things of God. How could I lose, my mother thought. Though it occurs to me that maybe he saw God so bright because his eyes were bad; his short sight saw the dazzle.



  When you are called Jerome in a home like mine you sooner or later realise that there is a message to be got. Mind you, there were plenty of us to get it. The girls were Therese, Catherine and Mary, the boys Dominic, Benedict, Gregory and Ambrose. As well as me, of course. Our mother was intensely devout, in the way that Catholic mothers used to be. Are they still? I somehow don’t imagine it. She lived in and for the Church. My father shared her religion, but was less devout and it seemed we understood this was a family thing, her devotion stood for both of them and she had his support in every element of it. We lived our lives according to the calendar of the Church, and when we weren’t actually at worship the observances were made in food. Always fish on Fridays, whatever the Pope said. Pancakes on Shrove Tuesday. No butter in Lent, and an abstinence of our own choice. And the meals, large uncounted stretchable meals, for who knew how many we would be; I was eighteen before I knew what a lamb cutlet tasted like.


  Therese did the right thing; she found a vocation and went to the Carmelites. Catherine and Mary did the right thing in lesser but still admirable ways; they married steady Catholic boys and settled down to raise large families, though Mary made everyone nervous by having a career, and when five years in there were no children it was a worry, but then she came good and managed both which filled the two sides of the family with a kind of edgy admiration, as though we’d produced a trapeze artist. What skill, what brilliance, but when will she fall?


  Dominic and Benedict got good jobs, one in real estate, the other in accounting. Dominic married a good Catholic girl (I always wondered about this phrase; did anybody actually know she was good, or was that just the Catholicness, or was it impossible for a Catholic girl to be otherwise than good? I tried to ask my mother this but she said, Oh Jerome, this facetiousness, it’ll get you in trouble one day) but Benedict didn’t, he was a bachelor, a gay bachelor my mother called him until someone pointed out that time had moved on for that word and she probably didn’t mean what it now meant, though whether she should have was another question. Gregory did carpentry then went to London to study stage design and didn’t come back. So that left Ambrose and me. Ambrose was the baby, the precious little afterthought.


  I’m not saying there was any pressure. Oh no. A vocation has to come, it can’t be imposed, can’t even be suggested, shouldn’t really be wished. Of course, subliminal messages are another thing. But my vocation was all my own work, I was certain of that, at the time. It came from God, and in a flash.


  I think my mother would have liked me to be a Jesuit, well, I know she would have. Her brother was a parish priest down Boorowa way; I always imagined his prayers were mainly for the speediness of certain horses. Her sister was a Brigidine, which was probably why Therese wasn’t. But the Jesuits, the Jesuits were power and glamour, and my mother was ambitious. The Franciscans were altogether more modest. But it was a Franciscan who came in my last year at school and did a retreat with us, and that’s when I had my vision. And I knew that God wanted me to be a Franciscan.


  In truth, I still coddle that desire of mine to be a Franciscan, I cleave and cling to it, the idea of it, though I can no longer manage the fact. It was my youth responding to St Francis the young man, who was passionate and poetic and had a great enthusiasm for life, who was indeed quite a boisterous lad and liked lots of laughs. He saw all people as God’s children, brothers and sisters, and animals and inanimate things too, everybody knows Brother Sun and Sister Moon; he said the Church is made up of living stones. He died welcoming our sister, the death of the body, and singing Psalm 141, let the wicked fall into their own nets … he was robust enough. But also wrote out the prayer, May the Lord bless thee and keep thee, may the Lord make his face to shine upon thee, and give thee peace.


  Indeed.


  Yes, I remember why I became a Franciscan, just as I know I cannot go back to that youthful ebullient innocence.


  You can’t impose a vocation, or even suggest it, and you can’t argue with one, either.


  And there was my name. Jerome, my saint, my patron, on whose day I was born, the thirtieth day of September, which means hot weather coming and the lawns full of yellow daisies which my sisters made into chains to crown me, I was the right age to be the plaything of my sisters. Ambrose escaped, they had left home and married by the time he was born. Jerome is the patron saint of scripture scholars and exegetes. Who knows what an exegete is nowadays? An expounder, an interpreter, an expositor of sacred law. Eusebius Hieronymous Sophonius, the most learned man in the ancient world. In the sacred scriptures. His native language was Illyrian … This is Illyria, lady … and he was a master of Greek and Latin.


  As I was. My four eyes saw the living patterns in these dead languages, fell in love with their syntaxes and shapes, the taste of their words on my tongue, the sweetness of their meanings and music. These days people would say, how useless. They didn’t when I was young, but a lot of them thought it. Dead languages. When for me they were more alive than the dreary sport I was obliged to attempt to play. The thwack of leather on willow, the thump of boot on ball; I could never see the music in them. Dead languages: full of life to me, eternally. And seen to be useful for a career in the Church. Latin was the words of the mass, and they were living, the language of eternal life.


  I have often thought of the purity of my education. When learning was hunger and the satisfaction of feeding it, was appetite and appetite’s delectation, was craving and craving’s fulfilment. Yet hunger and feeding suggest necessity and the essential business of keeping alive, and the thing about my education was that usefulness was not a consideration.


  When do hunger and feeding turn into greed?


  The other thing I learned was bookkeeping. Double entry. In large ledgers with marbled endpapers. The beauty of that is perhaps even less obvious. But the carefully inked figures with their totals that balance … I can tell you, a page of double entry bookkeeping has a similar finesse and elegance to a page of Latin epigrams.


  Latin and Greek. And beautiful bookkeeping. Who would have thought I was laying the foundations of my brilliant career?


  A vocation is a vision. And when I left the Franciscans that was a kind of vision too. A vision of the flesh, or rather of the blood. I looked at two large carp in the fishpond, just hanging there in the current of the water, mouth to mouth, a flick of their fins in that limpid space keeping them trembling together, even such cold fishy creatures, and suddenly the blood that flowed through every artery of my body beating out from my heart and suffusing my whole flesh was filled with desire for the world, the world of love and lust and women and people and knowing and things, which seemed much more God’s world than this polite and lifeless cloister, and I went.


  Of course, some people would have said it was a disease in the blood, not a vision. We were learning at that time of new and terrible plagues that returned us to the old sex and death nexus which we in our innocence had thought the sixties had forever scotched. But I knew that my aims were noble.


  Fair and unpolluted flesh. Surely that is all flesh, unless it is dead, or diseased, which is a form of death in its way, but sex doesn’t pollute the flesh. Though that is what Gertrude meant, that Ophelia was virginal, unpolluted by a man. As I was by any woman. I went straight from school to the Franciscans, all I knew was a bit of fumble-kissing, but it wasn’t pollution that I was expecting, or looking for, as I said, my vision saw itself as noble. Though I was curious about the little death, that moment of suspension, of ecstasy, the loss of knowingness that is like death and might be, if you kept going. As some people do, rock stars are the ones we notice, and politicians, when they play with death in games of sex. Dangerous it is, death doesn’t play by the rules.


  Flora was not a person I’d have thought of, at first. So skinny she was, her skin and her fuzz of hair pale brown, the skin fine and, not wrinkled exactly, but a little worn. I didn’t think of her sexily. Anabel, now. That thick creamy skin and the glorious flesh it enclosed, her long black hair that flowed past her billowing waist when she walked naked through the house and her breasts and her buttocks trembled. Her flesh shimmering under her skin, that was what I desired, and married, and now I write these words that once had me trembling, write them with a coolness that can no longer imagine let alone remember what they were like. They belong in that other country the past, and besides the wench is … no, not dead, only to me, the wench did leave me, and the heart she broke mended, not fast, but you can function with a broken heart, you can desire other beautiful women, and then came the one who jigsaw-puzzled the pieces together and with her Morgan le Fay breath melted them into a whole again.


  Flora didn’t much care for being called Morgan le Fay. You, she’d say, you are all quotation. Second-hand. And it is true, I was, I am full of other men’s words. Other people’s words. Ever the exegete. It was all I had for such a long time. But true it also was that she was a sorcerer, in her way, a sorceress, too good you could think for natural human skills, and I did wonder if she’d made her own bargains. Of course she had. And if I had understood them, would I have fallen in love with her? Of course I would have.


  And the words of others, why not, when it’s only common sense to see them as so much better than your own. Some people are good at putting together words, it’s up to us to use them. Would you build your own motorcar, I asked her.


  Motorcar, she said, and I thought I heard a faint breath of exasperation. Motorcar. With a man walking in front carrying a red flag.


  Once I told Anabel a story of that Princess Charlotte shoved into marriage with the Prince Regent, Prinny who built the Brighton Pavilion and was such a dandy, how she was riding barebreasted (like many good stories it doesn’t tell you the why of it) and when the horse galloped, her titties, which were great, swung about so much that one flew up and gave her a black eye. Anabel had just been riding me, the wonderful bulk of her banging up and down, she bucked and she bounced, the sheer juicy weight of her raised stars behind my eyeballs which was what made me think of the Princess Charlotte, and I was lying marvellously crushed and spent and bruised and muzzily grateful that sex could be so terrible as this, I mean terrible meaning good, as God is terrible, awful and awesome, and I didn’t even think that was a blasphemous thought, not any more, and she’d heaved herself off me and was spread panting and pearled with sweat beside me. I fingered her pillowy flesh and made her a present of the little narrative, but I don’t think she was impressed. Anabel inhabited the mass of her flesh with a vast and easygoing calm and frequently pleasure, but she was sensitive to slight. It was a stupid story, she said, who ever heard of a woman horse-riding half naked. It was in Italy, I replied, but that didn’t help. They sound hideously pendulous, she said. I called her my terrible dear, after Shelley’s poem to the night, and she was offended, she didn’t know about poetry, she didn’t have its shapes in her head, they puzzled her and Anabel didn’t like to be puzzled, she liked clarity and paring down and nothing superfluous, which was odd considering her own gloriously unnecessary flesh. I said something like that to her once and she was upset, she’d home in on one word and not see the delicate ambiguous balance of the whole, that I think was where things went wrong, she did not like my words, and I told her she had a banal mind, an exquisite and complex body but a banal mind and without subtlety. When you find the beloved other failing to understand how unnecessary might be a word full of admiration and indeed adoration you know you might as well give up. Explaining, I don’t mean loving.


  When she told me she was pregnant I was full of joy. I imagined our baby held safe within the great cave of her hips, nourished and beloved, and with what tenderness I would lay my cheek to the dome of her belly and listen to him growing there. I thought she would make a good mother, because she had a good mother shape, nature being trustworthy in these things. That there would be a simple single-minded concentration on the task in hand.


  A week later she came back from a business trip and after the dinner I’d cooked, a special one to celebrate her return even though the absence was only two days, worth a bottle of better wine than usual, she sat at the table and looked at me with a kind of speculation, so it seemed when I thought about it, over and over I thought about it. She took my hand and turned the wedding ring round on my finger, the wide white gold band that matched hers, though she did not always wear it, it marked her finger, she said. She turned the ring and fixed her eyes on me. I have had an abortion, she said.


  I didn’t say anything, or do anything. Inside me I screamed, but my body sat, and recognised grief. It was as though grief was a person she had brought in and introduced to me, a person I ought to have been expecting to meet and could never afterwards claim not to know. And there I was, acquainted with grief. Somebody else’s words again, you see. Acquainted with grief, and never afterwards able to refuse the acquaintance. Grief my guest often after that, and perhaps you’ll say that the only surprising thing was that I should have lived so long without getting to know him. And perhaps that’s why I needed to leave the Franciscans.


  I wasn’t ready, said Anabel. It’s a big step, and it’s too soon for me.


  Anabel had her own words, well, they weren’t her own, they were as second-hand as mine, only clichés not poetry, but she chose them, she clothed her thoughts in the current phrases of her day, and never seemed to notice how scuffed and worn they were.


  You didn’t think of saying something to me, I said. As I spoke I saw how a person could say something dumbly. I knew I was speaking dumbly.


  I knew you’d try and talk me out of it, she said. And I had to admit the logic of this.


  I wish you’d given me the chance, I said.


  But Anabel looked at me with surprise. Why take that risk, her expression said.


  It was my child too, I said.


  She shook her head, a vehement action. It’s my body. A woman owns her body.


  There will be no children, said a voice in my head.


  There’s plenty of time, we’re not in a hurry. I’m only twenty-six, in a few years the time will be ripe, it’ll be the right moment. People have children later these days.


  Yes, I said, that’s true.


  Within a year she had left me. To explore alternative relationships, she said. She said she needed to find herself. She had to have her own space.


  I could help, I told her, but she said no, it was something she had to do on her own, but of course she didn’t, quite soon there was a man called Nigel, a market gardener who was keen on windsurfing. I saw her once, skimming over the lake, she seemed quite skilful, turning the sail to catch the breeze, immensely statuesque, but graceful, she always was graceful. She married Nigel, but I have not heard that they have had children.


  And after that my slender brown Burmese Leonie died, and I wrapped her in a piece of cloth and buried her in the garden, under violets. Don’t for a moment suppose I think a cat is a substitute for a child, they may be the same size at certain moments of their lives but that is the only resemblance. As I said, cats enter into no bargains. There are no pacts where cats are concerned.


  I knew I would have another cat, in the fullness of time. The fullness of time: that is God sending his son. But he can send a cat as well, as doubtless he did the lion to my namesake.


  I saw a notice on the board at the local shops.


  2 cats 18 months

  need home

  owner dead


  There was a telephone number. When I rang there was only one cat, the other had run away. The voice at the other end had no energy for worrying about a runaway cat. And so I have my pretty tabby; the dead owner would have been good to her, and loved her, she is a cat who is trained to being loved.


  Flora was never one for cats. She would have liked a dog. I suggested an Italian greyhound, an elegant creature out of a medieval painting, it would suit her, as dogs ought. But it would be cruel for someone of her way of life to have a dog, she said, once. But really she was afraid. It would be another hostage to fortune. Another, I asked, but she simply shivered. When I retire, she said. But I doubted she would. Flora is an Italian greyhound herself, slender, lean, shaped by muscle. That is enough. But I don’t say this. Morgan le Fay, my greyhound. The words locked in my head.


  Maybe I was wrong about the no-pockets. Maybe they were not to prevent wanking, maybe they were a visible sign of our oath of poverty. Nowhere to carry money. But I had given up poverty too. Latin and bookkeeping: I taught myself to be very clever with computers. I made my own business. I thought of calling it Exegesis, after St Jerome. But contented myself with my own name: Jerome Glancy.


  3
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  The man who sleeps in the shelter at the ferry stop, where no ferry ever does stop, though he imagines one day a barge resplendent with crimson banners pulling in and an important person disembarking – for the shelter’s seat is cold and hard and the mind needs something to do – imagines a queen with leopards and lilies on a flag or at least a prime minister … this man can see The Point from his sleeping place. See its tall oblong arched windows hanging in the darkness of the night like a lantern. Or if his head is muzzy with the drink the structure may begin to turn, a carousel, a hurdygurdy, with gaudy music spinning through the night faster and faster, its people flying out and round it like a razzle-dazzle. A merry-go-round. The merry-go-round on the point, he says to himself when he wakes up and sees it sitting solid and grey-paned in the morning light.


  Once he wore spectacles to see with but put them in his pocket for safekeeping and rolled on them. Now he does without and sees the world as God meant him to. This is not his idea, he read it in a book once, lucky he read so many books once to furnish his mind like a dog’s backyard with odd useful ideas to dig up and gnaw on. The book was about Cézanne, how he became short-sighted but refused to wear glasses, and of course that explains a lot. Or, he 24 suspects, nothing much at all. Certainly not how a man becomes a genius. But now he himself sees the world in simple blocks of colour and light, strong solid shapes that suddenly shift and mist and fuse. The nights are crowded with pinpoints of light that become enormous and starry, that haze and blaze, and shrink when he squints at them. Sees well enough not to get run over, so far. To find the paths that cross the vast deliberate spaces of the planned city. The places where the warm air is vented from the library and the art gallery, though they are a matter of learning too, and the noise the ugly price to pay for warmth. The great lit windows of the restaurant show blurred shapes, and just as well. He isn’t keen to see the fortunate in detail, to look at their faces and wonder, what did you sell to buy all this?


  Mostly he gives the restaurant a wide berth, plodding from the library down to the phantom ferry wharf and back up to the gallery, a trajectory like an arrowhead, a broad arrowhead with its point at the ferry wharf. It’s quite elaborate, this landing stage, with a pontoon that floats and is slapped by choppy grey waves. On this winter day he imagines a barge, royal, with liveried rowers and canopies of cloth of gold gliding round from under the bridge, with a Cleopatra on cushions, dissolving a pearl in wine to make her lover a priceless drink. Or even a poisoned one, as another story has it. Since no boat, not a tourist ferry or a police launch or even a dodgy windsurfer, ever stops here he might as well imagine Cleopatra as Princess Diana, though she of course is dead, so can’t be rowed across this lake with her dubious gallant sucking her toes. Or is that the other one, the ginger-headed blowsy girl. Cleopatra is easier to get right.


  Walking in the dusk past the restaurant and up toward the gallery he turns to look back at the lake, its broad blocks of silver and the indigo of the sky with great purple shapes of cloud lit from underneath by a cold bright fire. A grand romantic scene to his eyes. Like the etchings that provided promising sinister landscapes for benighted travellers in the old books of his childhood. The restaurant from this angle a dark shape against the light. Until his squinting eye discerns the stirring of a small shape, huddled against the wall, a blank back wall that he supposes belongs to the kitchen. He peers closer. There’s a faint hum in the air, coming through narrow louvres just above ground level. The refrigerators, venting hot air. Welcome enough on this chilly evening, a clever place for a newcomer to have found. He knows she’s a newcomer, and a female; blurry though she is to him, he can tell both those things. He would not settle down so early to sleep, not so close to human entertainment as this. Ah, but it is not his business. He continues on his way.


  4
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  Laurel liked to get to work early, before any one else was there. Well, the kitchen staff were in, and flat out, but none of the waiters, and she could imagine the restaurant was hers, as it was in a way, except when Flora zipped out with some idea or other. She checked all the tables, that the white cloths were as fresh as expensive laundering ought to be, the napkins stiff and precisely folded, the glassware and cutlery polished. There were only these necessities, no candles, no flowers. Not on the tables. Someone came every few days and constructed amazing floral arrangements in various places in the room, almost surrealist they were, or anyway abstract, like paintings or sculptures. Laurel always wondered how anybody could imagine such fantastic displays. A young woman dressed in black tights and tee-shirt and wearing neat little plimsolls came with dust sheets and strange assortments of plants and deftly put them together. But no flowers on the table, no distractions, only the food, and the necessities of eating it. Even pepper and salt were not provided, though you could ask for them.


  There were lanterns hanging from the high sloping ceilings, lanterns which glowed but weren’t what really lit the room. There were certain low lamps, but mostly it was concealed lights that gave the right level of brightness for eating. It’s the detail, said Flora, when she was employing Laurel to look after the restaurant, be the manager, the hostess, the maitresse d’ – here Flora pulled a face – there wasn’t really a decent word for what she was. It’s the detail, said Flora, in the food of course, but in everything else as well, that’s what makes a great restaurant.


  It was the detail that Laurel came in early to check, and yes, to admire. She stood and looked out of the window, across the small terrace that spread to the edge of the promontory, to the lake surrounding it. She opened the doors on the cool winter evening and went out on to the terrace, paved in semi-circles of old Canberra bricks, a faded bluish-rose colour, and edged with round river stones like cobbles. You couldn’t eat outside, it wasn’t serious enough, but you could wander about and have a drink. When she turned and looked back into the restaurant the dim lanterns repeated the shape of the building, the metal octagon with austere leadlight windows. On the rare occasions when the lake was still its reflection trembled upon the water, so there was the lantern repeated, beckoning its welcome, to those who could afford to pay.


  I think it’s the loveliest space that Marion Mahony ever did, Flora said, and when Laurel looked puzzled she said, The wife of Burley Griffin, you know, the architect who won the competition to design Canberra. His wife did the buildings, all those lovely things with slender lines and domes and cupolas like breasts. And all the water, that’s her idea. Look – and Flora fetched a large book with pictures of the buildings, done on gold silk with beautiful fine black ink lines. Look carefully and there is the restaurant, its reflection drawn in dotted lines


  The originals are in the archives, she said, but it’s hard to get to see them because they’re so fragile and people are afraid of light ruining them, they’re kept in darkness and even if they’re put on exhibition the lighting is so dim you can hardly see them.


  Flora’s fingers fluttered over the pages as though these were the fragile paintings, not to be touched.


  Laurel remembered the drawings when she looked at the restaurant, though it wasn’t the gold of the silk they were drawn on she saw at this hour but pewter, the silvery colour of the lake and the glass, the flashes of indigo that were the colour of the sky in a storm, the whole thing cool and severe and beautiful. In each facet of the octagon were lofty leadlight doors with fanlights, arched and paned, and the roof had the same round Art Deco arches.


  The kitchen was a long shaft that pierced the octagon on its only unglazed wall and extended on this, the side away from the lake, in a long rectangular block of offices and facilities and on the other repeated on a smaller scale the octagon shape of the room. There were no curtains, the intricate yet austere shapes of the windows and walls wouldn’t have worked with the bunchiness of curtains, but it wasn’t cold, because of double-glazing. When the weather was bleak and the room with so much night-filled glass might have seemed chilly there were fires lit in three fireplaces set on the facets of that piercing wall, and the reflections of the flames against the outside dark were mysterious and quite cheerful. Don’t you just love Mahony’s work, said Flora; it’s so strict, so uncompromising; she inspires me.


  Laurel had worked in some amazing restaurants, but never in one so idiosyncratically beautiful as this.


  She walked round the building, just casting an eye over it, making sure there were no cobwebs in the corners of the windows, no greasy marks or dust on the panes. Flora spent a lot of money on this orderliness, and in turn charged her customers; it needed to work. And it did; Laurel’s inspection was a ritual rather than necessary. Almost a meditation before the evening ahead.


  She stood near the back door of the kitchen and looked at the green slopes spreading away from the restaurant. A bunch of kids was walking idly across the grass. One of them had a baseball bat swinging from his hand. Another looked familiar: she worked out that he was the brother of Oscar’s friend, Hamish. What was his name … Chad. Nice to see him off for a game with friends. Oscar was a worry but nothing like Chad, and that was just what she knew about the boy. There’d be a great deal more she didn’t. Even Oscar thought he was awful, though that might be because he was a little brother. Good to see them involved in a bit of sport. The sun shone low over the slope, there were shadows and that particular yellow quality of light on grass that seems to hang in a splendid long hazy moment of leisure, when you can believe that games have rules and losing doesn’t matter. Not something that Laurel often had faith in. The boys straggled across the grass, tussling with one another, their voices loud but the words lost. The boy with the bat tossing it and twirling it like the staff of the conductor of a marching band.


  Back inside she checked the reservations book. The restaurant was full. A lot of regulars. Hugh Todhunter, the barrister who’s defending in a murder case that’s all over the papers every day. Marilyn Ferucci, who people are saying will be the next arts minister when the present sickly incumbent dies. She’s bringing a party of eight, the maximum allowed, and that at only one table, in the corner by the kitchen furthest from the front door, otherwise the restaurant gets too noisy, even though the dull indigo carpet is thick as the fleece of a sheep. Dr Glancy, at his usual table. Sir Billy Snape, who’s made a fortune in ice-cream, a table for two. It usually is, a different young woman each time. Sir Billy likes to tell people that he began with a barrow that he pushed himself and an oilskin bag of dry ice, moving on to a van and now his present ice-cream empire. He calls himself the emperor of ice-cream. And of course it is all a long time ago, when knighthoods could be had for money in the right place. And Queensland a good place for ice-cream.


  There are a couple of people whose names she doesn’t know. Two senators, in separate parties. A name that seemed familiar, but not very, that she worked out was the new ambassador for Brazil, remembering an article in the newspaper at the weekend. Dr Prelec, the orthopaedic surgeon, a party of four and a discreet birthday dessert ordered. Marina Ravel, who owns the dress shop called Alchemy, whose designer clothes Flora often wears. Not in the restaurant, when it’s always a white tee-shirt and the regulation fine black check trousers. A spotless white tee-shirt, because she keeps a pile of them in the linen cupboard, laundered with the linen tablecloths and napkins.


  Terry Feldman, the lobbyist, the third time this week. Laurel has never been sure what being a lobbyist means, but she’s noticed that he can walk round the restaurant and know everyone, with an intimacy that she is almost sure irritates people, but that somehow they value. Clay Brent, who runs a firm called Travelations; Travel with a Difference, he says with a wink and a leer like a bad actor in old-time music hall. His hands hover, never touching her, but the possibility manifest. Yet he never brings a woman who is a friend. If you could choose who you had in your restaurant, thinks Laurel, you wouldn’t have him. But of course you can’t. He is a good customer, coming often, bringing several business colleagues, usually Asian, ordering French champagne.


  There’s an interesting booking, made with much fuss by a personal assistant: the Italian ambassador, the Italian minister for culture and a director of the gallery. Something afoot there.


  And there’s a booking for two, in the name of C. Sturgeon. Laurel knows that Cherry Sturgeon is the alias the local restaurant critic uses, not when she writes but to book. So it’s their turn again. She closes the book, and goes to tell Flora, who won’t care but will want to know.


  The light over the lake is low, with that silvery intensity that draws brightness into itself and leaves the world dim. The restaurant is shadowed, with an occasional glimmer on a glass or a piece of cutlery. It is a stage waiting to come to life when the actors step on to it.
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  Jerome Glancy often comes to The Point to eat. It isn’t far from his house in Barton, which is also his office; he can walk. He always sits at the same table, and mostly alone. He brings a book, and the light for just that spot is turned up a little so he can see to read, which he does while waiting for the food, not eating it. Sometimes he dines with someone, usually a woman, sometimes the same one several times running, but more often he is alone. He usually knows a number of the other diners, mostly because they are clients of his. His computer consultancy is very highly regarded.


  Hello Jerry, murmurs Terry Feldman, and to his companion, I don’t think you know Jerry Glancy. Willy Morecombe, he says. Jerome has never heard the treasurer called Willy before. If you need a genius with a computer Jerry’s your man, says Terry. His voice is so soft you have to strain to hear, lean forward, pay attention.


  Oh, I think we’ve got a few of those of our own, says Morecombe in a cool voice.


  Wait’ll you try Jerry, says Terry.


  Jerome might appear to be reading his book but often it’s just his eyes resting on the page. His seat in the restaurant is like a whispering gallery; quite soft conversations can be heard from across the room. And of course nobody realises this – or maybe they do, maybe this table is in demand for its eavesdropping qualities. A couple of times Jerome has dropped in for a drink at the bar, which is a scattering of thirties leather tub chairs, not so comfortable you’d want to sit in them for too long, and looked to see if anybody else is appreciating the acoustics, but it’s always been a couple in animated conversation, two gay men with ears only for themselves, a man and woman young and starry enough for honeymooners, two middle-aged women with a lot to laugh about, Morecombe with someone he recognised as a new backbencher. Maybe you had to sit there on your own and be still to overhear. And not many people dine on their own, nobody does, really.


  Tonight he can hear Godblot, the magistrate, talking to a young woman, tall and slim, glamorously dressed and restless, as well she might be since he is famous for collecting pretty women. She seems to be called Titania.


  The problem is the public service, Godblot is saying. It’s in the shape of a mushroom. Big bulge at the top, skinny stalk underneath.


  Jerome hears the girl mutter, Like a mushroom cloud, but Godblot takes no notice, or more like doesn’t hear, he’s a great selflistener.


  Whereas it should be in the shape of a Christmas tree. Leave it to me, I’d pretty soon get it into the shape of a Christmas tree.


  With coloured lights, and a star on top?


  Why not. You want a star, and you want him on top.


  All pronouns carefully intended, says Titania.


  It occurs to Jerome that this woman is considerably brighter than the magistrate’s usual candidates, and that a Christmas tree is supported on quite a thin stalk too.


  Of course, Godblot goes on, the best thing would be to give someone like Lindsay Fox however many squillions and let him get on with running the country.


  But the country isn’t a business …


  There you go. That’s the mistake everyone makes. That’s what’s wrong with it, not running it like a business. Making a profit.


  And what about the community, the society … what about the people?


  A good boss cares about his people. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not against childcare, that kind of thing, paid holidays. A good boss knows happy workers are productive workers.


  It would be a dictatorship.


  You shouldn’t be scared of words, Titania my love. Any decent business is a dictatorship. That’s why it works.


  What about freedom?


  You work for Paddy Lyon. He’s a Labor man, he has his agendas. Are you free?


  He’s not running a totalitarian state.


  It’s all words, you know. Just words. Bogey words. Placebo words.


  No, she says. We have to pay attention to the words, we have to know what they mean and make sure they mean what we mean them to mean. Otherwise we’re a doomed society.


  Oh Tit-tit-tania, says Godblot. You can see him wanting to say, you are so pretty when you’re indignant; instead his beaming at her says it for him. The girl’s lips curl. Jerome wonders if she is finding the price of a Godblot meal rather high.


  Bruno is their waiter tonight. He’s a muscular young man, not very tall, who’s trying to get into NIDA, and meanwhile making a good waiter. He knows that even if he does get into NIDA and become an actor waiting will still stand him in good stead. When he comes to take their order the magistrate says, in quite a sharp voice, Tania, have you decided? and Jerome guesses that Titania is his little joke. He’s famous for his little jokes on the bench, often to do with the young people who come up before him for petty crimes going out and getting real jobs.


  I see Flora’s doing the black pudding tonight, says Godblot. Would that be the one she makes out of her own blood?


  I’m afraid not, sir, says Bruno.


  Oh, no point in having that then. The sweetbreads, I think. And the tripe for you?


  Yes, I think so, I like the sound of it.


  You Labor people. Working-class and never lose it.


  I doubt there’s anything very working-class about the tripe at The Point, says Tania.


  It’s peasant food, says Godblot. Not one of the ritzier parts of the animal.


  Only to begin with, says Tania.


  That’s right, says Bruno. And to begin?


  The oysters, I think. Rockefeller, it’s with … ?


  Spinach, says Bruno, and champagne.


  Sixties revival, says Godblot. You should be here when she does chicken Kiev. Quite a little revelation.


  When Will Morecombe goes to the lavatory Terry Feldman does a bit of working the room. He pauses by Jerry’s table, says, Might be worth keeping an eye, I hear there’s a bit of outsourcing going on.


  The thing about Terry is he loves his job. Can’t help doing it, all the time.


  When Bruno comes to take his order Jerome asks him about the tripe. On the menu, written by hand each day, it simply says tripe.


  It’s a bit of a wonder, says Bruno. She starts off with that Lyonnais dish, fireman’s apron, but she does it in a very delicate batter, and there’s just a little touch of star anise in the flavouring. You have to forget anything you ever knew about tripe when you eat it.


  Well, I’d better have it. I’m not usually a fan of tripe, but I do believe Flora can convert anybody to anything. Pity about the black pudding, but can’t have both.


  There’s a consommé that’s pretty amazing, says Bruno, a little broth of smoked salmon, and there’s saffron, and a wisp of pastry floating over it. Delicate but rich.


  Bruno makes up for the taciturnity of the menu, but it’s all his own work.


  The sommelier comes to discuss the wine choices, bringing a glass of champagne. The Point bought its cellar from a grand Melbourne restaurant that went out of business, and George keeps it going. There are plenty of decent old reds to have with the tripe. And with the consommé? A glass of sherry perhaps, he has an old one, very dry, very fine. Or an old Hunter riesling that has developed beautifully.


  What’s with the blood pudding, Titania is asking Godblot.


  There was a story, about a banquet that Flora did. That she saved her own blood and made black pudding out of it. Probably apocryphal, but who knows?


  Wouldn’t it be illegal?


  Hard to say, really. The question probably hasn’t come up. So no precedents. The law is all about precedents, you know.


  And analogy. I’d imagine. What would be the analogy?


  I’d have to give it some thought. And I’d rather consider the oysters. Very large and sizzling. As big and juicy as they look, I hope.


  When Bruno brings the tiny bowl of consommé Jerome asks, What’s this about oysters Rockefeller and sixties revival?


  It’s one of Flora’s interests. You know how so much of the food of that time has become a cliché, even a joke? Not to mention junk food, industrially produced, like chicken Kiev. She likes to take it up again and subvert it, or rather, subvert what it’s become, get beyond the kitsch to the real ingredients. She’s working on a prawn cocktail – you should keep an eye out for it. It’ll be pretty cool.


  Hugh Todhunter is dining with his wife, who understands that he is not feeling chatty. He is thinking of the man he has been defending against the murder of a young woman, who disappeared early one morning after a night’s dancing at a club in Manuka, whose body was found naked, raped and mutilated in the bush near the sparkling little rocky creek called Paddy’s River, where he has been in the habit of taking his family for picnics. A legal aid case. It’s over now, and he’s won.


  The man he was defending, forty-eight years old, his skin corded with muscle and brown from the sun and dirt too, works in the forest and camps there. He owns and seemed to live in a ute, of an acid-green colour, the colour of the seventies and dreams of hippies and rainforests, now battered and crumpled and the green ridged with rust like a contour map in three dimensions, a rough and mountainous landscape.


  The girl was young and white-skinned, very smooth before she was dragged over rough earth and metal surfaces, probably drunk at the time and no virgin, Todhunter making much of this while he thought to himself, there are no young women I know of whom this could not be said at some moment and none of them are tarts and whores. My daughters are not virgins and yet they are virtuous. There were bits of rusted green paint found on the girl’s body. The barrister had argued that this was not conclusive. Now he says to his wife, Of course he did it. I didn’t expect to win. I don’t know what the prosecution was doing. I shouldn’t have won.


  Terry Feldman on one of his tours stops at Hugh’s table. Celebrating your win, I see, he says.


  The barrister raises his glass to eye level, but doesn’t say anything. Terry dips his glass and moves on.


  A wordless salute, Hugh thinks. And is briefly pleased with this thought because he is a person whose work is words. But of course it is all words still. A wordless salute is the words he finds.


  He lifts the wine up to his eye again to see the world stained red, but rather it is blotted out. The wine is not transparent.


  I hear the black pudding is brilliant, says Fiona, a safe wifely steering away from guilt and murder and into food and the everyday, though of course it’s hardly everyday here.


  I think I’d rather have fish.


  But you’re drinking red wine.


  So? I can have the swordfish. That’ll work okay. He lifts up his glass again, holds it tipped slightly sideways, looking at the colour of the wine against the white of the tablecloth. It’s a fine brownish red, as it should be, a Lake’s Folly of its age. He sips at it. They will need another bottle.


  At the next table is the birthday party, of Candida and Cressida, twin daughters of Leo and Judy Prelec; they are nineteen years old. The birthday dessert is bombe Alaska, carried to the table by Martin, who doesn’t want to be an actor and isn’t going to university; he plans to be master of his own restaurant, whose chef will be his girlfriend, Kate, a third-year apprentice, who made the bombe, the cake a citrus-flavoured génoise, the ice-cream two kinds, cardamom and vanilla, with candied lemon and orange peel, under its many-peaked brown-grilled dome of white meringue. It is served on a heavy silver salver, and set into its point is a half eggshell in which brandy burns. Martin carries it in proudly, and the restaurant ripples with interest.


  Bombe Alaska, murmurs Fiona Todhunter. I haven’t had one of those for decades. Can we come here for my birthday, and order bombe Alaska?


  What is it, asks Hugh.


  You remember. Baked ice-cream. We had it in the motel in Albury, that trip we did the year we were married. It came stuck full of sparklers, all fizzing away. We cackled our heads off.


  I remember the fireworks.


  You wouldn’t want to remember the bombe. Commercial ice-cream and sickly-sweet meringue. Nothing like Flora’s, you can depend on that.



  Jerome knew Flora only by sight, and this was because Terry Feldman always called for her as he was leaving. He’d be fingering the cigar he would smoke as soon as he got outside, and would wait in the bar until she came in from the kitchen. Then he would stand with his arms outstretched as though contemplating, or maybe even offering, one of the wonders of the world, and his voice would boom out, always the same words, his variations on the idea of her name. Ah Flora, ma fleur, ma belle fleurissante, he would say, florissima, bella bella bellissima. Flora would stand at the centre of this invocation, and Jerome thought how pale she looked, wan even, tired, her head bent, drooped, and a faint smile on her lips, an ironical smile, he described it to himself, but had to admit it might have been modestly pleased. If he could have seen her eyes he might have been able to tell.


  Because of Terry he didn’t want to meet her himself, didn’t see how he could follow those roaring mangled shreds of French and Italian. And anyway he didn’t know her. Wasn’t it patronising to call for somebody you didn’t know, as though your admiration could make any difference to what she was doing here? He’d seen Godblot talking to her, slightly more quietly, kissing her hand, and once Marilyn Ferucci had given her a hug. Always Flora stood with a cool sort of stillness, and under the light of one of the octagonal lanterns, so her eyes were dark sockets, and her hair had the yellow droughty sheen of the hills in high summer. She didn’t say much, and he could tell that people spoke their fulsome praise and then were not sure what to say.


  So Jerome loitered when this was happening, and waited until Flora had gone back into her offices before leaving. He knew her food was sublime, so why demean himself by failing to find words to do it justice. He imagined that the faint curve of irony about her lips recognised just that, the disparity between her work and their praise. He knew he was quite likely wrong about this, that she was grateful for the florissimas, and that what he took for irony was the tiredness at the end of long effort. A kind of exultant tiredness, he imagined. Inventing her still. Preferring it that way, not wanting to find out whether he was right or not.


  You can admire an artist’s work without needing to tell him so. It was a bit like going up to Picasso and saying, Great paintings, mate, I love ya work.


  Laurel was different, pretty Laurel, in her elegant black dress, she was there to be talked to. He was having a conversation with her like a serial, a new instalment each time he came, but as in a serial a lot was repeated.


  How’s that lad of yours? Young Oscar.


  She looked away, and smiled a bit. Oh, well, he’s being good. He says. He’s turned over a new leaf. No more drugs … he says.


  Excellent.


  Mm. He did get a High Distinction for an essay. But it was to do with computers.


  Why but?


  Well, that’s his thing. What he’s good at. He doesn’t have to do any work. Well, he does I suppose, but he doesn’t see it like that.


  Still, an HD.


  You’re right, there could be worse things. Laurel gave a shudder, an elegant shudder, but evidently involuntary. She laughed. Someone walking over my grave, she said. As long as it’s my grave.


  Computers are a useful thing to be good at, he said. I should know.


  Oh yes. He’s supposed to be a genius, they say. One of the best in the world at … But I’m talking to you.


  Please do, he said. Realising that wasn’t quite right.


  Oh. She laughed. Did you enjoy your meal?


  That’s not a question that needs asking, he said. You know I did.


  She held his overcoat while he put it on, smoothing it over his shoulders in a faint final gesture. Laurel’s was the last delightful touch of the evening.


  Laurel sometimes thought of touching his cheek, too, its lean brown hollows that crinkled when he smiled, his thin lips curving in a way both kind and sensual. He bent over her in his courtly manner and she looked up into his eyes which always surprised her, they were so deeply violet inside their fringe of black lashes, and thought of smoothing his hair which was grey and thick and always a bit tousled, but of course she did none of those things, just helped his coat into place.
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  Jerome


  I wonder, you know, if perhaps the devil was a goldfish. Gold, we say, but actually the colour is red, that exquisite bright vermilion so highly prized as a colour in painting and in enamel work. And the fish a precious object itself, with its scales delineated in curving calligraphic lines, its tail furling. As it darts through the water or hangs motionless lip to lip with its companions. Why not a fish, since he took the form of a snake, and very beautiful this creature is too, especially if you can look at it with unfallen eyes, as Eve did, no knowledge of sin, so no fear. As children may sometimes, being innocent, but not entirely, I have heard babies cry with such a desolation of terror in their voices that it must be the sorrow of humanity and not their own pain. The curse of Eve, obliged to bear her children in sorrow and in tears.


  Original sin. It seems hard to visit this upon a newborn, until you hear them cry and you know that they know. And yet, wouldn’t we each choose the apple, if the snake whispered it to us?


  So, the beautiful slender scaly snake, the beautiful portly scaly fish. Not whispering, but kissing.


  If only I had had my Leonie, then. One scoop of her dazzling white paw and she’d have plucked out that fish from his deceiving pond to lie frantically popping his kisses on the pavement until he drowned in air. I remember that the dexterity of the cat is an instance of the love of God to her exceedingly. And indeed when I consult my Christopher Smart I find that the cat has the subtlety and the hissing of a serpent, which in goodness she suppresses.


  Of course when I looked in the pond that day and saw the fish I did not believe in the devil. I was a man walking in the sun dissatisfied with his life. Remembering the child he had been, solemnly forswearing every earthly desire. Ha. What are the world and the flesh to a boy of eighteen who had been in an ecclesiastical institution all his schooldays, not to mention a Christian home before and as well. Becoming a religious is like writing a blank cheque and too late discovering what monstrous sum you are being asked to pay. Please sir, I was a child, I knew not what I did.


  The enormous promises of the religious life didn’t lead to holiness, or peace of mind. Not even the holy itchings of doubt, that could have occupied my days in the scratching of them. Just that Rimbaudian sense that life is elsewhere.


  And the devil certainly not relevant. I was the product of my time. I could conjure him, but as myth, as metaphor. As a code that people of my intellect could decode.


  The devil’s sin was pride, and maybe so was ours.


  Nowadays, I fear metaphor. I am courteous and careful with it. You form the words that give shape to it, and shazam, shape and body it has, and its own mind, and the feeble leash of your wit cannot hold it. Metaphor exists, it will pad around your house at night with eyes like hot coals and heavy stinking breath. It will sink its teeth into your neck and not let you go. Try decoding the clamped jaw, the raking paws. Better to try to force them apart and escape. Better still to have learnt the words of command before it was too late. Stay. Back. Heel. Maybe even, Avaunt. Better above all never to have conjured the beastly image in the first place.


  For he counteracts the Devil, who is death, by frisking about the life.


  And certainly my Leonie is safe, no clamping jaws and raking claws can come near her, and she is like to rake a claw in return. I suppose the danger is real but she is always safe, it is the other who is at bay and in flight. I doubt she can do it for me, though. She puts her paw on the word bay, the ink smudges, her pink pad has a blackish stain. If you were really a lion, Leonie … but maybe you are one by metaphor, and can save me from other metaphors.


  My namesake interpreted the Bible, and I maunder on through my own sorry life. He translated it, but the monks who knew the bad translations of the psalms by heart stuck with them and refused his accurate ones.


  And yet, had that fish stopped kissing its fellow long enough to tell me all that was to follow my leaving the order … what am I saying. Of course I would’ve … wouldn’t have … left … I am not that big an idiot. But of course I would have; our own suffering, it is something that we earn and would not give up, after all.


  I have my hindsight, and that is not entirely regret.


  The restaurant was octagonal, with the kitchens in a long slender shaft that pierced it, with windows overlooking the entrance path. I don’t have a car, I usually walked, it was pleasant exercise after a day in front of the screens, and I often went along the edge of the lake. The time I am thinking of was winter, it would be dark and you would approach this lantern-shaped structure, see it hanging in front of you, dim but full of rich muted light, and always I felt that remembered pang of a someone excluded, like a poor child in a Dickens novel, nose pressed to the glass of the rich family’s window, looking at the presents, the food, the warm firelight, the smiling faces and all the images of love that will never be his. I loved that moment of pang because that was all it was, because not any longer did I have to press my nose up against the glass, I would not be found a little frozen body when the sun rose next morning, I could go in, I belonged within the warmth, the lights would welcome me and the dwellers therein turn smiling faces upon me. You may think me naive, as now I do, to believe that love was to be had because I was on the right side of those double-glazed panes of glass. But then, I was new to that world, I disported in it, gambolled like a little dog who is petted.


  Anyway, when you go along the path to the entrance, to the right is a row of brightly bluish-lit windows, with steel glittering, full of bustle. And sometimes Flora to be seen, somehow shining through the glitter.


  I’d been to The Point a lot of times before I actually met Flora. Talked about her, had the feel of her name in my mouth. The sound in my ears. Flora’s happy, Flora’s doing, Flora’s decided, Flora won’t. You knew she’d have a last name but it didn’t ever come up. And of course I’d seen her, in glimpses.


  Sometimes Terry Feldman persuaded her out of the kitchen. He took her hand and kissed it and said in that booming voice of his, Brava, brava, Flora my flower, Flora ma fleur, fleurissima, brava, brava.


  That’s when it occurred to me that all of us were in love with Flora. We came and we adored, and the food she gave us was what fed our adoration. Of course there were some people, tourists for instance, who came once, you could see them looking round rather nervously, and you felt sorry for them, they would have their perception of bliss and then be excluded, by distance, or poverty – the special-night-out visitors – or even ignorance.


  I wondered if I could have got as bad as Feldman and his florid tirades. I remember looking across at Flora, at her bent velvety head, her thin body in its white shirt, as she smiled, tiredly, it was the end of a busy evening, weary and yet charmed by him, as we so many of us are, it’s his gift.


  Maybe it’s his not being snobbish, everyone comes within his ambit. The dishwasher, should he come upon him, would be included. Though probably more briefly. This night Laurel deflected him, allowed Flora to escape. She held out his overcoat and slid it on to him, expertly, settling it over his portly shoulders with the most delicate finger flick. She is a nice woman, Laurel, sometimes I’ve spoken to her. At the end of the evening we’ll stand and talk a little, often about her son, Oscar, a clever boy, and a worry.


  He’s got into wild company, she said once. Though I don’t know whether I should say that … She gave me a painful smile. Sometimes I wonder if he is the one who is the wild company. If he leads Raoul and Hamish, all those young people he hangs out with, astray. He does seem to be the lively one, the one with energy and ideas. Experimenting, they call it. As long as it doesn’t kill you.


  I should think he just needs time, I said. Though what would I know. Thinking of my own quiet life in those years, interred in the seminary, my excitements Latin and Greek and the words of the mass. But I pronounced them to comfort her. Clever boys, I said, take a while to settle down, work themselves out. These days.


  She smiled, and for a moment it cleared her face of worry. Her pale blue eyes shone. You think so? she said. I’m sure you’re right. He says he’s working this year. Though he has dropped two subjects, so he can’t fail and be stuck with paying HECS on them. Which is an improvement on last year. Of course it’s his problem, but you hate to see them burdened with debt.


  But it won’t be a problem, really, I said, not when he’s finished university and into a good job.


  Or if he never has a real job at all, I thought, but didn’t say, I didn’t want her face to sag and her eyes to dull. When she smiled you could see the girl she not so long ago was, before scarpering husband and troubling child pinched her forehead and tightened her lips. She was slim and neat and dressed well, in simple and you could tell expensive black dresses, but her beauty did not flower. It didn’t quite wither, but it didn’t flower.


  And Flora? Did her beauty flower? Before I fell in love with her I did not notice, did not see her. My eyes were gorged on the lusciousness of Anabel, on curves of flesh and falls of black hair, I had not learned to see how exquisite was the plainness of Flora. Once I had fallen in love with her I so desired what she was I could no longer make judgements. And could not remember the time when I might have. She was tired, she drooped, but for me … she was my heart’s Flora. I resented Feldman’s turgid mouthing of her name and beauty.


  I could make an image here … Leonie, shift yourself, I do not want your bum on these words, these of all words … I could say that Anabel was like a rococo church, breathtaking, yes, all that ornate detail, gilded, gorgeous, restless, so surfacely intricate, whereas Flora was a Romanesque chapel, plain, unadorned, worn, perfect, and when you understand how to look at it, to still your eyes after all the agitation of the rococo, so beautiful you think your heart will break, just being there, looking.


  Feldman. The night he dropped the hint about outsourcing, when he was with the treasurer. A useful piece of information, it was. I suppose some people must have paid him for his information. I never did. Later, in the lavatory, having one of those strange parallel conversations that you have in such places with their odd etiquette of no eye contact. So at first he seemed to be talking to himself. Sex, he said. I suppose that’s why you left.


  That’s what everyone thinks, I said. But they don’t usually say it.


  Frankness. That’s the way to get on in the world.


  Then I did laugh. I think that’s probably the most disingenuous remark I’ve ever heard, I said, because certainly I dare say Terry is quite often frank, on occasions, but it would be as carefully plotted as any of his strategies.


  You think so? he said, in an injured voice, but smug underneath, as though I had paid him a compliment and was unaware of it.


  Who was it said honesty is only profitable when it’s kept under control?


  (Later I remembered who. It was Don Marquis who wrote the cockroach autobiography, and possibly it’s just as well I was not recalling its source, at the time.)


  By this we were zipped and washed and going out the door and I had not answered his question, for no doubt it was a question, however he framed it as a statement, and one he wanted an answer for, and which it was my intention not to provide. You can’t answer a question like that over a piss, a book might do it, and even that’s not sure.


  Of course I was being less than frank myself, and having that thought sidetracked me on to the idea of being a person called Frank and writing your memoirs, Less Than Frank being such a good title, but then I thought it would be better to call it More Than Frank. Who wants to be less than himself?


  Just as we were parting I said, Have you ever imagined that the devil might be a goldfish?


  Ha ha, said Terry. Very good. Very good.


  I thought of the things I might have said. There is a short answer to was it sex, and it is yes. Or equally, no. I might seem to be cavilling like a Jesuit, but both answers are true. It’s true that if the Church catches you as a lad, and fills your head with the noble thoughts young people used to take such pleasure in (Do they now? What would Oscar’s answer be?) of vocations and service, and the highest earthly calling, he will not know what promising celibacy means. No sex forever: we should not ask children to promise that. But neither was it, in Terry’s terms, to lust after women that I left. It was for the world, God’s world I would have said once, the world’s own world that grew into its lovely complicated self and was so much more than the friary. I was like a man denying God by not using his talent to live in that world. Which hangs over a narrow promontory of land like a lantern against the dark sky and the dark lake, and promises. How it promises.
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  Do you know how to wash up, asks Flora of the young man sitting by her desk.


  Yep.


  How would you wash glasses?


  Well, the best would be a copper sink, not to bump them too harsh like, and some good hot water, no soap, it wrecks the bubbles in the champagne, and a clean dishcloth to wipe them, very gentle, and then you have to polish them with a linen cloth, always linen, cotton won’t do. And the polishing mustn’t be hurried. It needs to take as long as it takes.


  I see. How do you know all this?


  My mother. Her dad was a butler. In a grand house in the home counties. She used to tell me stories about it, when she was a little girl in the big house and all the things they did. At night, when it was hot an’ I couldn’t sleep, she’d tell me the stories.


  Where was this happening, the hot weather?


  Out Cooper’s Creek way. Mumma was the housekeeper.


  The young man is thin and not very tall, but his muscles are good.


  Flora gives him a job. The grandson of a butler. And she thinks, a copper sink, what a fine idea.


  But he’s never actually done it himself, says Elinor.


  No, but he has a vision of it. That’s the thing.


  Is vision what you want in washing up?


  He has the vision, he has the theory. The practice will follow.


  He’ll practise on you. However many smashed dishes later.


  Well, said Flora, it’s really pots, that’s what he has to do. I hope it won’t be too much of a shock for him. Copper pots to scour and polish, not crystal glasses and fine china in copper sinks.


  What’s his name?


  Joe. Joseph Southey. His grandfather’s name. As a butler he was called Joseph. A good name for a butler, he reckons.


  Elizabeth David’s family’s butler was called Lavender.


  That’s fancy. Joe says he’ll be Joseph one day, when he gets a job worthy of the name.


  Laurel had better watch out. At least if you had Joseph doing her job you’d know what to call him. The butler.


  I’d have to give him a buttery to lurk in.


  Oh how nice, says Elinor. The words give her a pang of envy, an excited seeing-possibilities envy, she wants them to happen, she wants the butler to be there in his buttery, simply because the words for his being so exist.


  Poor Laurel, says Flora. You’re doing her out of a job.


  Do dishwashers ever rise so giddily in the world?


  If he wants it enough, he will make it happen.


  Oh Flora, you’re such a romantic. You talk about him as though he were a lad in a fairytale.


  Why not?


  I suppose he’s poor but bright-eyed. Plain but with an honest face. Slight but wiry.


  How did you know?


  You’re impossible. Or else … You’re making it up.


  You know I don’t have that sort of imagination.


  You’ve invented an anachronism. Where’s he been all these years since butlers died out?


  It was his grandfather was the butler, and in England, of course. He could have been quite old. And anyway, people in England still have them, there are people rich enough to have butlers still. You can do fabulously expensive courses to learn how, and expect to make a lot of money out of it.


  That’s rare.


  Yes, but not non-existent. Out of Joe’s league though. He grew up in the outback somewhere. His mother was housekeeper on some property. There doesn’t seem to be a father, and I think the mother might be dead. I don’t think she was very young.


  So you have got yourself an innocent.


  Just a good boy to wash dishes.


  I still think you’re inventing him.


  No I’m not. Especially not the bright eyes. I have to confess that was a huge plus. You can’t imagine … some of the people who apply for that sort of job have got such dead eyes. They know they’re the bottom of the heap and they’re going to stay there, and dishwashing isn’t going to save them, not in a lifetime.


  As it may not save Joe.


  Indeed, no, it might not. But he doesn’t know it yet. There’s still life in his eyes. He’ll be good to work with. Whereas the ones with dead eyes – it’s like having a black hole in the kitchen, they suck all the energy.


  They are sitting in the sun on the terrace of a cafe in Manuka. It’s cold but the sun is warm. The sun in winter, Flora says, that’s what I came to Australia for. Funny, the sun is why my mother left, so she said. Flora likes to order a sandwich when they have lunch together. Most of hers is sitting on her plate, not because she doesn’t like it but because she doesn’t eat. She’s taken a bite, and while Elinor watches she has another nibble. She takes more mouthfuls of wine than of food.


  You’re not eating, says Elinor. You’ve got to keep your strength up.


  This Brindabella riesling’s good, Flora says.


  Yes, but it’s not food.


  It’s nourishing.


  Not very usefully. You’ll become an alcoholic.


  Cooks always take to drink.


  Not in your league they don’t.


  Flora takes another mouthful of wine.


  Oh Flora. I do scold you, don’t I. Why do I scold you?


  Perhaps because you are fond of me. You’re trying to improve me.


  She says this so placidly that they both laugh, as she meant them to.


  But it worries me. Every time, after I’ve seen you, I think, next time I see Flora I won’t scold her, then I do.


  I wouldn’t know where I was if you didn’t.


  Elinor picks up Flora’s hand and kisses it. A rough little paw, finely wrinkled. They sit in the sun and smile at one another. The waiter comes past and takes up Elinor’s plate. Flora motions to hers. Finished? he says. Yes, says Flora, it was an excellent sandwich. The waiter looks at the bite and two nibbles and his expression is confused. Quite excellent, says Flora.


  Elinor doesn’t often eat at The Point. It’s too expensive. It’s open from Wednesday to Saturday evenings and Saturday lunch, this last for people who say, The view is so wonderful, what a pity we can’t see it in daylight. Yet The Point is essentially a night place, then it is its lantern self, by day opaque. Such people would expect to lunch this seriously on a Sunday, but Sunday, Monday and Tuesday are Flora’s own days, her own time to do all the reading she needs and her own cooking. This is when she sees her friends at meals in her kitchen, trying out the dishes that are preoccupying her at this moment. And visiting sometimes in turn at their houses.


  Elinor isn’t nervous about inviting Flora to meals. People say to her, Flora—! Having Flora to dinner! Don’t you get in a panic? How can you cope? I’d die, having to do a meal for Flora. But Elinor knows that apart from not eating much Flora is not judgemental about other people’s food, provided it is honest. That is, not industrial, or fake, or pretentious.


  We’ll probably have bread and cheese, says Elinor. Or Ivan might make an omelette.


  You’re very brave, they say.


  No I’m not. I’m just not stupid.


  And anyway, she says, Flora and I are on a quest for the perfect sandwich.


  But she doesn’t serve sandwiches, they say.


  Maybe that’s why.


  Always after these lunches Elinor says to Ivan, I worry about Flora. She works too hard. She’s so driven. And so sad.


  Talking to Ivan at moments like this is marginally better than talking to herself. He says things like mm.


  She needs to stop being so serious and committed and intellectual. Mmm?


  Not that there’s anything wrong with any of those things. Just not all the time. She needs to lighten up. Fall in love. Get emotional. Get involved in something a bit more reciprocal than food.


  Get laid.


  That’s her business.


  Isn’t it all?


  We should find her a nice bloke.


  We …


  Except there aren’t any. Or the ones there are are gay.


  Mmm.


  Ivan isn’t always so taciturn. It’s only because he’s been in this conversation so often. He could get irritated and say, We’ve said all this a hundred times, but he doesn’t. He agrees with Elinor. Just finds it hard to react as though it were new.


  After a while Ivan says: It’s being a perfectionist. Nothing is ever good enough.


  She’s hired a dishwasher because his grandfather was a butler, says Elinor.


  Really? Is he a good dishwasher?


  She’s got no idea. She says he has a vision of good washing up. Copper sinks and all that.


  When she writes that book she can do a chapter on the metaphysics of dishwashing, says Ivan.


  That bloody book.


  Maybe if she stopped reading Bakhtin and just wrote it, says Ivan.


  I don’t think it’s that simple.


  Flora’s book is another worry to Elinor. It is about food but she doesn’t want to put any recipes in. She despises her fellow chefs (she says cooks) who jump on the bandwagon of recipe purveying. She wants to write a book that is metaphysical and philosophical, the kind that might get the lead article in the New York Review of Books. About food but not about how to cook it. Though occasionally that might get a mention, in an archetypal way.


  It’s not surprising that it’s not getting done, says Ivan. I’m not sure that it can be. There’s a limit to food’s being metaphysical.


  Hush your mouth, says Elinor. Remember Mrs Barker. This week you do the silver. That month the books. Another the pictures. She had a philosophy of cleaning.


  Really only a theory. Not even that. A plan of work.


  Mrs Barker came with the house they’d rented in Cambridge, in Park Terrace. They’d decided they couldn’t afford her until they saw the house. A noble Regency edifice. Five floors, and tall ones. Kitchen in the basement. Mrs Barker used to be a bedmaker at Emmanuel. Now in her way she owned the things in the house, like the family silver, because she looked after them. Her husband worked for the railways, his job was shovelling snow off the lines. They didn’t think at the time to ask what he did when it wasn’t snowing.


  What about our Pat, says Elinor.


  Our Pat, groaned Ivan.


  You can groan, but she did okay with our house. Cleaning was what she did in life. What she enjoyed. Remember she told me that when she didn’t have anything to do she cleaned her own house, even though it was perfectly clean, she’d just done it, she’d do it again. Just for fun.


  And painted the rocks in the garden white.


  Yes. You could wish there were more people around who loved housework as an idea, and wanted to be part of it.


  But not painting rocks white.


  No.


  And anyway, cleaning. It’s not food.


  I was thinking of visions of washing up.


  They were eating dinner while having this conversation. Elinor didn’t cook anything amazing after being out with Flora. This evening she’d made a puttanesca. Whore’s spaghetti. Why whore’s? Because it is made from the ingredients you have in your larder, olives, capers, tinned tomatoes, anchovies, onions, not things that you have gone to the market and bought especially, like a virtuous housewife. The pasta of working women, says Elinor, who have no time to shop. Not on this occasion does she tell him this, Ivan has heard the story of whore’s pasta many times.


  We should be feeding a whole lot of little wosbirds, she says.


  This is new; Ivan looks at her, you could say he pricks up his ears, not literally, but his eyes crinkle in an ear-pricking glance.


  Wosbirds, says Elinor, with satisfaction, the children of a whore.


  That’s good, says Ivan, who enjoys finding a new word as much as Elinor does, new to him, of course, wosbird itself isn’t, it’s archaic and probably dead. Interesting, he goes on, wosbird, the child of a whore; wouldn’t you expect it to be pronounced hosbird?


  You’re right, says Elinor. I’ll have to pursue that.



  Flora did wonder if she’d been a bit romantic about Joe. Not because he wasn’t any good at dishwashing. She expected him to learn that. She told Elinor that she thought he had absorbed rather more of his grandfather’s work habits than was altogether useful. Practically expected to live on the job. I can’t get him to go home, she said. He’s always there. Always wanting to be given something to do.


  Maybe he doesn’t have a home to go to, said Elinor.


  Oh, do you think so? Oh, good grief.


  Weren’t lower servants allowed to sleep under the table, near the stove, keeping warm?


  Were they? Maybe in grand houses. Or Russian novels. Not in restaurants. Oh god. I suppose I better ask him if he’s got anywhere to live.


  Might be better not to know.


  Flora saw a lot of young people wanting work in her restaurant. Whenever she advertised, queues of them turned up. Even when she didn’t there was a traffic of them to her door. When it was a matter of choosing a dishwasher as useful a guide as any was likely to be something as esoteric as a knowledge of copper sinks, which Flora also had, having seen them in grand houses that still had working sculleries; in her publishing days she’d done a book on heritage gardens, and they often belonged to houses with sculleries and flower rooms and whole sets of offices where once were servants to keep life running smoothly. Dishwashers: the work was awful, there is no easy way to scrub pots, people came and went, it was rare to meet somebody who considered it the start of a career path.


  The young people who wanted to cook were another matter. There were a lot of them, some starry-eyed about the glamour of being a chef. You’ll see yourself as a cook, one day, she said. But not yet. First you’ll be an apprentice. I run my kitchen strictly on hierarchical lines. She’d learned she needed to explain that. An order from the top to the bottom, she said. You’re at the bottom, I’m at the top. You obey me, no questions. A kitchen in full working mode is like a battle. Life and death depends on the chain of command. I’m the general. Disobedience is death.


  That often put the stars out. But anyway, Flora believed she could see at a glance the ones who would never make it. The sluggish ones, the slow-footed, the overweight, the heavy breathers who would not have the stamina or the energy to do the work at the speed required. The ones who sniggered down at her small person when she told them she was boss. Then there were the lean ones, their eyes bright not with stars but with desire. Some of them might get there.


  She made her little speech to them. The people who cook for me are good workers, she would say. Good workers: examine those two words. Honest workers, who believe in the integrity of the task and the importance of doing it well. This is especially honourable in the case of cooking, because of the ephemeral nature of the product, the brevity of the moment before it is mussed about on a plate and consumed, or maybe not consumed, just mussed and destroyed and thrown away. Or thrown away hardly touched, in all its heartbreaking perfection. And the fact that you have charged a great deal of money for the dish won’t help: it is its closeness to perfection that is your only reward. You’ll need courage and skill and stamina and strength, and your return will be first and finally the satisfaction of the job properly done. You’ll be paid, but not a lot at the beginning. You may earn a reputation and a following and make a great career, but all of this will only come from the job well done. A job that is slog and craft and technique and skill and occasionally art, and maybe once in a lifetime genius.


  But these admonitions were not for Joe. His job was washing dishes. The kind of job that kids applied for so they could stay on the dole; they behaved outrageously so they would get fired and go back on the dole again. Part of a bureaucratic rigmarole, which they played like a game.


  On the other hand, even the apprentices chosen for their litheness and leanness, their speed of hand and foot and eye, their capacity for close attention, even they didn’t always make it. It’s a matter of will, she said to them, whether you have the will to make yourself a good cook. The desire and the will, and both in your gut like a worm gnawing, craving the best. Zola writes about a tapeworm. It lives in a woman’s stomach and twists it up unless she feeds it the finest delicacies. It likes a nice bit of chicken. A terrible expense for a poor woman, her whole life is feeding the worm. Make what you will of that.


  By the way they gaped at her they made little of it. They were commis chefs, not students of literature.


  I recommend Zola to you, she said. L’Assommoir, that particular novel is, with the tapeworm in it. The name means something like the grog shop, serving the kind of crude spirits that knock you out. It’s a novel about food, in a very strange way. It uses eating as an image of evil, and a sexual one at that. You can’t read too widely when you want to be a good cook.


  Joe waited behind, after the others had gone. He looked at her a little slyly. You can cure the tapeworm, you know. You swallow a grilled mouse and that poisons it.


  Flora looked at him, astonished. You’ve read L’Assommoir?


  Joe grinned. I can’t pronounce it. My grandfather had books. Not a lot, he’d read them one by one and when he’d finished he’d start with the first one again. A good book just gets better, my mum said he used to say. We took them with us, it was something to do, out there, reading. I dunno that I always understood them, but still.


  Are you sure you want to be a dishwasher, Flora asks.


  It’s a start, says Joe. I don’t have to stay a dishwasher forever.


  7


  [image: 9781741152111txt_0066_001]


  The man who sometimes sleeps on the ferry wharf, now sitting on a seat by one of the lake’s sandy beaches where boats can be pulled up, he has walked right round to the other side, sees two pelicans come in to land. Directly facing him. Their round bodies hanging below their outspread wings make him think of Catalina flying-boats. They are followed by two black swans. Together they come in, together settle on the water, together sail away. He watches them until they are small black smudges on the pewter-coloured lake, sailing up and down it seems for the simple pleasure of it. Because that is what swans do. In their companionship they are an image of fidelity, of serene couplehood. There’s a poem, he remembers, about swans and marriage. He can only think of one line. Sweet day, so calm, so fair, so bright … it’s as though the Antipodes has turned all those things upside down. It’s a sunless day, the sky is full of purplish clouds with only occasionally a hint of sun like polished metal between them. The trees are full of winter, the rows of poplars bunched bundles of sticks, the claret ash and the elms spreading their branches like nets. The lake that grey colour it nearly always is. And sailing on the choppy water, the swans, black. You couldn’t get anything more different from the sparkling blue white green of the poem – Spenser, that’s who it is. A wedding poem.


  He dozes, and when he wakes up the shallow curve of the bay is full of swans. A woman and a child in a pusher are feeding them bread. He counts forty-four swans, there’d be even more ducks, the seagulls numberless, and a solitary goose. Feral, it would be, a fat and juicy bird, safe so far from the table. And two pelicans, one at either side of the narrow bay, like statues to a portal, uninterested in bread.


  After that, he often notices black swans in faithful pairs sliding over the lake’s surface. Sometimes they sail with the current, other times they turn upstream and you can see them breasting the choppy water, rocking up and down as it streams past them. Sweet day, so calm, so fair, so bright, he thinks, and wishes he knew more. One day his eyes fix on the library. The poem would be in there. He could go to the toilets at the gallery, the ones in the garden, spruce up, brush down, go and find a book of Spenser’s poems. Sweet day … maybe he will.


  The nights are cold. You need a lot of grog to get through a cold winter night. It means you aren’t so sharp in the morning. Not exactly hungover. Not so bad you need another dose of poison before you can get on with the day. Just a bit slow and sleepy. Perhaps one night he could lay off. For a poem? Good practice perhaps. Prove that he’s not an alcoholic. Only ever red wine. For the cold. And the time passing. The good warm haziness of it. They’re all so long ago, those words he remembers. What did he read in recent years? He recalls books, on the coffee table, on the back seat of the car. Glossy pictures. One about French villages. And all those Tuscan renovations. Books you glance at idly, sipping a glass of champagne, waiting for the guests to arrive, the television program to start. Or novels people are talking about, that you mean to read, knowing you won’t, and that nobody else has either, they’re just talking about them. His wife bought them, that was her job, to furnish their lives. His to pay the credit card bills. Bestsellers, they usually were, out of the papers, the weekend book pages, the glossy magazines. He remembered one with a picture on its cover of a girl sitting starkers on a toilet, holding her ankles. He’d flicked it open and read a bit, some chick having diarrhoea in a taxi. Not so lucky as the one on the cover. Of course she’s not sitting on the toilet, his wife said, but he reckoned she was. Sweet day, so calm, so fair, so bright … there was a wedding in the silver birches one afternoon. The bride in a short white dress and a veil that the wind plucked at, she had to keep grabbing it with one hand and her dress rode up and he could see the curve of her bottom under her lace knickers. So it seemed to him, sitting on the lake wall nearby. He imagined his hand just resting there, fitting into that curve where her bottom turned into her thigh. He stared at the pale brown flesh, but somehow he could not feel it in his hand. He could not touch it, even in his head.


  Up close the swans’ feathers ruffle and frill over their rumps. Their beaks are vermilion, banded narrowly in white. The lake belongs to them. They march along it, swim across it, own it.


  He might blunder about the library a bit, without his spectacles. He’d be able to read the books all right, once he found them, or somebody found them for him. But would there be someone? He doesn’t know how libraries work any more.


  The woman with the pusher comes to the little beach and the small girl gets out. The woman gives her a plastic bag of bread. The birds know what this means and crowd round her. She throws the bread until it’s all gone. The birds hang about, still hopeful. The child sits on the back of her legs with the skill that children so soon lose and pokes the sand with a stick. The mother sits on the wall, tips her head back to the cool sun and shuts her eyes. After a bit the child hoists herself up, walks along the sand. He on his own piece of wall sits up straight. The child stands near him, elaborately ignoring him. Until she says, I’ve got two mummies.


  That’s lucky, he says. His voice sounds rusty in his ears.


  Yes, says the child. This one’s my tummy mummy.


  I see. He wonders how long the mother will allow her to talk to this stranger.


  My other mummy is my egg mummy.


  Oh. And have you got a daddy?


  The daddy. He’s just a sperm. Gary was a good choice.


  Benison! calls the mother. She comes up and takes the child’s hand.


  Good afternoon, he says. A fine day.


  It’s getting cold, she says. Come on, Benison. Time to go.


  Goodbye, he says, and the little girl gives him a quick wave. He thinks he can’t look too bad if this mother who’s a well-dressed woman in new jeans and boots, and the pusher a fancy affair with three-part wheels and a parasol, lets her daughter talk to him for this long. Maybe he could go to the library, and look up Spenser.


  She’s right, it is cold. There’s a sneaky wind and the sky has suddenly filled with thundery clouds blocking out the sun. He pays a lot of attention to the sky and the clouds these days. Their scale is grand enough for his eyes to see. There’s an enormous expanse of them above this lake; they demand notice. He wonders if there are patterns in life, so that in the long run, and – this is important – it could be a very long run, time is given to all things necessary. In his other life he had never looked at the sky. Almost never. Except when it was exceptionally demanding. He remembers one evening when they were having people to dinner, friends they would have said but of course they were business friends and quick to disappear when the business wavered, and he came into the dining room with bottles of red wine to open and sit breathing on the sideboard. He hurried in with that efficient preoccupied speed that was the way he did everything in those days, and stopped short so that the bottles clanked and for a moment he feared the ten-year-old Penfolds (the poor-man’s Grange, people called it, though hardly for the poor) feared the bottles might have broken and spilled, for the room was awash with red. The sky was filled with puffy clouds and their swollen underbellies were stained with a bitter crimson sunset which spilled into his dining room and smeared the glasses, the cutlery, the white linen with colours of wine and blood. If I were superstitious, he thought, if I were a medieval person, or a credulous man who believes in signs, I would be filled with terror, but as it was he was filled with admiration for this dreadful sight, and paused and without looking at them uncorked the bottles and watched as slowly the blood faded to rust and then to pallid grey, when he pulled the thick velvet curtains which were a tasteful oyster colour and shut him inside more pallid greyness, and even switching on the lamps didn’t dispel the coldness to his eye. Next day he read in the paper that there had been bushfires fifty kilometres away that had filled the air with smoke and that was what caused the sunset reflections to smear themselves so luridly across his dining room.


  Later still he thought he should have seen it as a portent, when he couldn’t keep up the credit card merry-go-round any longer and he borrowed from the trust fund and didn’t get it paid back in time and disgrace came and everything was lost, his wife his children his grandchildren, you understand, don’t you, Dad, it’s better if they don’t see you, if we all don’t really, better if they just don’t get to know you, now while they’re too young to remember, let alone house and friends, business or otherwise, and cars and antique furniture and unread books and fully stainless-steel kitchen with continental appliances and all that life he’d known, and left him daily examining these vast skies for any clues they might offer, or any comfort. Blood smearing the heavens, smearing his dining table, and then terrible events. Wasn’t it presumptuous to suppose you knew for certain they had no meaning? And wasn’t it equally presumptuous to suppose that something so grand as a red sunset and a sky filled with bushfire smoke was a message for one puny person? It’s all in the seeing, he thought. The world is full of warnings, the heeding of them is our choice.


  And the fact was he didn’t miss those things because he’d never really had them. Sadness for the loss of his wife should have happened years ago, and it was hard to feel fond of a stainless-steel kitchen. He had more affection for his ferry-stop shelter. Where no ferries stopped. An admirable edifice, surprisingly cosy. It has a wooden base which could be meant to be boat-shaped and above that is glass, with pillars supporting a roof that has twirly bits like a pagoda. It’s painted blue, and serves to show how the lake never is. If you put your feet on the seat you are mostly safe from the wind. He hunkers down in a corner. Maybe Spenser’s bride rode across the water, in a barge, with banners. With the swans keeping the procession company. Not in this weather though. Getting on for red wine time. But maybe a bit of a doze first. He is impressed with how well he sleeps these days. Never anything to worry about, nothing on his mind. He sleeps the sleep of the innocent. The untrammelled. He wonders what untrammelled really means. What is trammelling?


  He senses rather than sees the other person. Opens his eyes, squints, recognises the jumper, not the person, a skinny striped thing that he last saw cuddled up to The Point’s refrigerator vents. The person is female, as he’d guessed, a waif, thin, and her flesh a mauve-white bruised colour. Her hair is stringy, brown from the roots then halfway down turning brass-yellow blonde in a jagged stripe, and her eyes are enormous and purple-smudged. He can’t tell whether it’s cold or dirt or something else that gives her this purplish-mauve colour. She clutches her arms across her chest and her right hand smoothes her hair behind her ear, over and over in a lifting and smoothing gesture, though her hair is greasy and stays where she puts it. He lifts his feet off the seat and unhuddles. If he was his father and wearing a hat he’d tip it.


  Is this taken, she asks, and he replies, No, feel free. It’s a bit sheltered from the wind. Not a lot.


  He realises that she’s shivering. But he has nothing to help except his own closeness and knows better than to offer that. This waterfront is so tidy, no newspaper or old cartons, no old rugs or bits of rag.


  He offers his scarf, just for a moment, he says, not to keep, but she refuses. I’m always cold, she says, I’ll stop shivering in a minute.


  She sits and stares at nothing with eyes so big in her face they must make it ache.


  He closes his again but no longer feels dozy.


  My name is Clovis, he tells her.


  Really? No kidding?


  Why should I say it was if it weren’t?


  All kinda reasons, but hey, okay, if you say it’s Clovis then Clovis it is. What sort of name is it, anyway.


  It’s the name of French kings.


  I suppose that’s why it’s news to me.


  There’s another silence. He asks, What’s your name?


  She gives him a look. Gwyneth.


  That’s an unusual name.


  No it’s not. There’s … She stops, and gives him another look that he is starting to think might be crafty. Well, my parents had kinda funny ideas. She says again, Funny ideas, as though there is something bitter about the flavour of the words in her mouth.


  Do you live here, she asks.


  Round about.


  Have you for long?


  Yes.


  Don’t you have anywhere else to go?


  Possibly.


  You mean you choose to live here?


  We always choose our lives, he says, even if we do not know we are doing so.


  No, she says, no, some of us have no choice, no choice at all.


  So we may choose to believe.


  No, it’s not true, she says. Fuck, who’d choose … She stamps her feet on the seat, drumming them violently until she falls back exhausted.


  Would you like some red wine, he asks.


  You got any?


  Would I offer if I didn’t?


  Yeah. Well, you might. Some people would.


  Wait here, he says.


  In a few minutes he is back. In one hand he has a pair of handsome oval glasses. Hold these, he says. Be careful.


  When he passes them to her it is apparent that they are broken off at the stem. The bowls are their perfect curving selves, but they have snapped somewhere in their long stems, and lack feet.


  One night I was going past the restaurant, he says, and there was a box of empty bottles outside. And on the top four glasses. One had a cracked bowl, but the others had snapped stems. Must have been a design fault. Or maybe nervous diners.


  He takes a cask of wine out of his bag. Only rough red, he says. Château Cardboard.


  Gwyneth holds out the glasses and he fills them half full. Gwyneth downs hers in several long swigs and holds the glass out again.


  Steady on, he says. It occurs to him that maybe wine isn’t the best thing to be giving this waif.


  It makes me feel better, she says, and he pours her another glass, not stopping halfway this time, realising that this is a carryover from the days of drinking wine that demanded sniffing and tasting and not at all necessary for plonk out of a bladder.


  Are you planning to stay long, he asks.


  I dunno. I’ve got to think. When she says this the expression on her face moves from baffled to blank, dead almost. It seems to him an expression that’s the negation of thought. He squirts some more wine into her outstretched glass.


  Lucky there’s more where that came from, he says. He’s okay for money, there’s not a lot to spend his money on, and if she knocks off most of this, well, he can get cleaned up and go and look at Spenser tomorrow.


  The girl tries to lean back into the corner of the shelter but it’s too hard against her bony little body and she sits up and hunches down into herself. Tell me your story, he says, and she looks at him, a mixture of her crafty and her baffled looks and is silent. After her fourth glass of wine, she suddenly says, Gotta go. She stands up, stretches, says, See ya, and makes off up the slope.


  He dips the glasses in the lake, sloshes them about, shakes them dry. A glass like these should be dried with a fine linen cloth, but even puddled and murky and without a foot it is still a beautiful piece of work. He doesn’t care, it’s a vessel, that’s all.


  The sunset is reddish again tonight, muddy against the thunder-purple clouds. Clovis looks at it and remembers the blood-red sunset staining his dining room, but as though it had happened to another person. Whom he observes, but is not. Observes the rage of those days, that what was nearly so perfectly well done should have at the last minute gone wrong, and his shame that he should have committed – should have needed to commit? – so criminal an act, and grief that his family should so entirely cast him off. No affection, no care, no flash of gratuitous love.


  He’d gone to live homeless like Lear fleeing into the wilderness, away from the ingratitude of family, the Lear image his, how he saw himself, and intended to be short-term, a gesture, no, more than a gesture, an act, but not one that needed to be maintained. And yet it had been, here he was; that other fellow, the Lear character, might have gone back to some version of his own world, but Clovis somehow did not. This Clovis character looked at the world with his own blunt eyes and its hazy shapes were sufficient puzzle to his mind. He no longer raged, but he had not gone back.


  It was you might say Lear that had brought him undone. A gala charity premiere, famine in Africa or something, at the Seymour Centre, with champagne and caviar and the people who went to that sort of thing. Did they see any ironies in a performance of King Lear in these circumstances, he wondered, but not at the time. At that time he paid the large sum the tickets cost on one of his credit cards, and so did Lindi, the new dress she had to have, since the people who went to that sort of thing had all seen her old ones, other ones, and suddenly it was too much; King Lear and a new dress a small thing in the context, a straw of a thing, and suddenly his camel was belly-flopped in the dust, its legs splayed, its spine cracked, and all its precious load scattered and irredeemable.


  He often thought of that camel. It was out of a painting one of his great-aunts had, mostly rather sepia, with a brilliant orange sunset, a desert sunset he supposed, and some palm trees in black lines against this coloured sky. The camel still unbroken.


  How sharply he’d seen that performance of Lear, how clearly and brightly, from the best seats in the house and through one of his several pairs of up-to-the-minute prescription glasses. He remembered it very well.


  Remembered that Lear had fled into his own particular wilderness – it was a renovated Lear, set in Fascist Italy, and it was the rubble of a bombed town rather than a desolate moor – and run mad for a while, but in the end, for a moment, redemption had come. Even if death had followed soon after. His daughter Cordelia had saved him and for a little while there had been love. Simple, perfect love.


  Well, his daughters wouldn’t come and find him. They were more in the Goneril and Regan mould. Were paying him to stay away, organising it, with their brothers. A small stipend, Dad, and stay away. Not even a sacrifice on their part. His edifice had collapsed, but there were plenty of assets. It was his own money they were paying him. And he was spending it on Château Cardboard. Excellent stuff it was too.


  Goneril and Regan. You were just a sperm, Dad, and didn’t even end up being a good one. He hadn’t any hopes of a Cordelia. But maybe one would come. Maybe this Gwyneth was a Cordelia. He was quite certain she wasn’t a Gwyneth.


  8
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  A journalist from one of the colour supplements wanted to interview Flora for a glossy article with photographs about the restaurant. He wanted to come when the evening service was in full production.


  No, you can’t possibly, said Flora. Far too dangerous. Boiling water, boiling oil, naked flames, sharp knives. No way. The staff wear steel-toed boots. Kitchens are ugly places.


  That’s just what I want to capture.


  No. You want to interfere with the machine. A good kitchen is just that, a set of cogs and wheels that spin in their own trajectories and all together work in perfect harmony. Whereas you would be the spanner in the works. Setting it all aglitch and awry. Or worse still, the body in the works, chewed up in some terrible nineteenth-century industrial accident. And endangering others.


  We wouldn’t get in the way.


  The safety of my staff depends on the skill and familiarity with which they work together. I said the kitchen is a machine. It’s a dance too, you have to know the steps, the movements.


  The more you say the more I want to do it.


  I don’t want my lovely machine stuffed up by your interfering bloody body, said Flora. Think of the mess. Come early in the afternoon if you must. I can give you half an hour then.


  The journalist who is called Bim Becker, a fuzzy-haired charming young-looking man, believes he can spin it out much longer than that. Especially if the photographer runs a bit late.


  He begins by asking her about her food as a work of art.


  Have you thought about that, she replies. It’s such a glib thing to say. My food is food, it’s meant to be eaten. Think about Cézanne, painting apples, picture in your mind a Cézanne painting of apples. They’re no longer apples, they’re paint on canvas, they’re a work of art. However much they remind us of the originals, the fruit off a tree, they are not they. Those apples withered and were thrown away over a century ago. Or somebody ate them, and that person’s flesh that was nourished by them is dead and buried long ago.


  But, says Bim.


  And yet, curiously enough, we can believe that Cézanne’s apples are even more essentially apples than the real transient thing ever manages. They are you might say a Platonic idea of apples.


  There are different ways of recognising works of art.


  Consider a Chardin. A just-killed rabbit, a quince, chestnuts. A piece of salmon, a loaf of bread. He puts two or three things together and there is a painting to break your heart. But who knows what they were like as food? The rabbit may be stringy, the bread stale, the salmon not in its first youth. But the painting: sublime.


  Bim leans back and narrows his eyes at her. Hang on, he says, I think you’re falling into the representational fallacy here. Agreed, Cézanne’s apples have little to do with fruit, everything to do with paint. Chardin ditto. But let’s skip the still lifes. I think your food is a work of art in the way, say, a building is, the Parthenon, the Opera House, made of its own necessary raw materials and transcending them.


  There’s a difference between stone and wood and marble, and food.


  They both exist in space and in time too, though the food in a shorter span of time. Possibly relative. A cake may seem to have a very long life if you’re a butterfly.


  Flora frowns. Isn’t this a sort of nonsense?


  Okay, one is ephemeral, the other less so. You can compare art forms in a useful way without needing them to be identical. Another comparison: food and music, both one-off performances.


  And the recipe the equivalent of the musical score?


  Precisely.


  Flora is having fun with this man, as she hadn’t expected to.


  I always think that recipes are subject to all sorts of errors. So fallible. I hate giving them.


  Mozart probably thought that about his music written down.


  What about a recording, says Flora. Food may be a recipe, and it also can exist as a memory, but no more. Whereas the performance can be captured in virtually all its power. Philip Glass, conducting his own composition – I can’t do that with a recipe.


  You can …


  There are so many imponderables with food and its reproduction. A piece of beef is not the same in Canberra as it is in Florence as it is in Tokyo. Peaches may be floury and flavourless, or sunripened and scented. Bread industrial, or artisanal. Cheeses are where and what the animals graze. There is the terroir, always the terroir, and the care and skill of the grower, the use or not of chemicals and poisons.


  Terroir meaning territory …


  More than that, the earth and the climate, the angle of the sun, the rainfall, everything that makes a growing place its individual self.


  It’s all terribly poetic, says Bim.


  And pedagogic.


  Of course the optimum of one of your dishes, where it achieves its highest pinnacle of art, is prepared by you in your kitchen, your territory, and served in your restaurant. But Mozart played by a skilful child on a moderately well-tuned family piano is still absolutely Mozart.


  Flora laughs. She makes some of her wonderfully powerful coffee and puts out a plate of Kate’s petits fours. It’s as though Bim has passed a test. He is a clever journalist. She is losing her wariness.


  Okay, she says, I do have strong views about my food. And of course it’s not just something nice to eat. It is like any kind of art, it’s craft plus imagination, it’s the dance of the senses and the intellect, elaborate, elegant, strictly patterned yet spontaneous. With all the ambiguities that these things imply. Consider: a dish in its final form is made by the eye, the tongue, the belly and the brain. That makes it, you could say, more complex than any other art form. I think you should feel when you look at it some of the tender awe you feel before a Chardin painting. That this is one person’s view of the simple beauty the world has to offer.


  Simple, but also extremely complex.


  Heartbreaking simplicity usually is.


  Do your customers see all that?


  No. Not often. But so far, often enough. Just now and then, someone pays that kind of attention. And, I’m sure you know, artists make art for themselves. It’s nice if people notice, but you do it for yourself. Your own demands, your own standards.


  You have to be tough, says Bim. You have to believe in yourself.


  Any artist does. They don’t survive, otherwise.


  Can’t stand the heat get out of the kitchen, eh?


  Flora smiles faintly. It’s evident she’s heard this before.


  I could make claims, she says. Music is for the ear. Painting for the eye – try touching a Cézanne, however much you want to. Dance is the eye and the ear. Mine is eye and touch and taste and even sometimes hearing.


  The musical slurping of soup.


  I was thinking more of aural textures – crispness, and such. Mayonnaise, the audible softness of it.


  You have the words for what you do, says Bim.


  And Flora, after all, lets his photographer take pictures of the kitchen in full working mode, but only through the long window which opens on to the restaurant. Bim does quite a good job of writing her up, he is not dishonest, he uses her words exactly as he taped them, but because he leaves out his, the arguments with which he led her to tell him how she feels, the responsive nature of her passion, she comes across as pontificating, making grand rotund wordy claims for food as art. Spouting a diatribe, humourless and didactic. The journalist with his insistence on making the cook admit her passions is simply absent. Her delicacy disappears, her reticence is invisible. The glamour of the piece is the photographs of the kitchen working, taken on quite a slow shutter speed so the figures of the cooks in their starched jackets and toques are whitish blurs across the precise steel and copper spaces of their surroundings. The Dance of the Kitchen, the caption says. Living Dangerously, screams a box heading. The pictured food looks beautiful. Flora is enraged. There, she says, that’s exactly the problem, the eye is involved but not the tongue or the belly or the brain. It’s all diminished. I knew I was right not to want to do it.


  She gave the journalist one of her favourite recipes, the tripe dish that is a version of the Lyonnais fireman’s apron, thinking it would be earthly and humble and lacking in pretension, but of course it is long and quite complicated and seems precious, and in words like this not at all delicious.


  Your own book, that’s what we need, then you can take control of it, says Elinor.


  Maybe, says Flora. That interview shows just how hard it is. After all, I do believe that Bim Becker’s intentions were good.


  You were furious. Beside yourself.


  Oh yes. But I still think his intentions were good. And yet look how it turns people out. I think I should just cook, not write about it.


  9
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  Jerome usually walked home from The Point. He crossed the sloping lawn and walked up behind the High Court. The night was cold, with a moon and the kind of windy cloud that makes the moon look as though it is scudding across the sky at great speed. He craned his neck back and gazed at it; the illusion was inescapable. Even knowing it wasn’t true couldn’t stop you seeing it. There’s a poem about it. The moon was a ghostly galleon tossed upon cloudy seas. ‘The Highwayman’. And the highwayman came riding – Riding – riding … Not a terribly good poem, you were supposed to think later, but kids loved it. The highwayman riding to his lover, The landlord’s black-eyed daughter, Bess, the landlord’s daughter, Plaiting a dark-red love-knot into her long black hair. The highwayman comes riding, riding, but she has been turned into a trap, tied to the bed and bound to a musket so that its muzzle presses into her heart. The forces of good, but evil because they are against the heroes of the poem, expect her lover to come galloping in and they will have him. But when she hears the sound of his horse’s hooves she manages to pull the trigger, and warns him with her death. Saves him with her death. He remembered arguing about it in the playground. Would you do it, would you shoot yourself through the heart to save your lover from capture? He still didn’t know the answer, but expected not. But the poem, the galloping glamorous rhythms of the poem were still in his head.


  It was quiet, not silent, plenty of rustlings and stirrings, but no traffic. He took the road beside the High Court. He enjoyed walking alone through the night, thinking about highwaymen and black-haired beauties and the nature of love; he’d get home and do some hours work, Flora’s sublime meal sitting comfortably in his stomach. Even her rich antique peasanty dishes managed a digestive lightness.


  There was a violent screaming skidding noise from the road in front of the art gallery, the sort that you expect to hear end in a rending crash of steel and sudden steaming silence. But that didn’t happen, instead a car came hurtling round the corner, weaving from side to side, going too fast for such a narrow road. It was a VW, one that had been cut down into a convertible, and it was full of people. He had a sense of it being stuffed with bodies, pale floppy bodies like celery in a glass, as many as could be shoved in. They were shrieking, laughing, singing. Jerome stepped off the bitumen, there were no footpaths and some hedgy groundcovers grew close to the edge. When the car was only a few metres from him it swerved and mounted the gutter and he realised that it was driving directly towards him, and he threw himself into the prickly bushes. The car swerved back to the road with another shrieking burst of laughter and screamed round the corner and up past the gallery.


  His legs were shaking too much to get him out of the bushes. When they calmed down, and his heart stopped flapping like a bird in a cage, gradually he clambered out, scratched, bruised, aching, stinging. His stomach turned over and he vomited his dinner back into the hedge. He knew he should feel grateful he was alive.
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  I always liked to work in the night. On my own work. Especially after one of Flora’s meals. They gave you such a sense of wellbeing, and the wine loosened the bonds of reason on the brain. I don’t say untied them, or broke them, but loosened, so they weren’t so tight and strong, left some room for … what should I have called it? Imagination? Intuition? Those small cross-flashes of thought that a good brain achieves without its owner knowing how.


  But, as I say, on my own work. For me to pursue what generations have found ineffable, but was so close. One of these nights I would work it out, and there it would be.


  Not that night, indeed. How often have I thought back over it. It’s as though there were two events, the horrible experience of its actual moments, which I can still relive, and then its place as the first violent event of that violent winter. Not that that was apparent then. I suppose much of what happens to us has such levels of meaning: what we perceive at the time, and what we make of it. Writing this, I try to catch how it was then, before … before hindsight cuts in.


  I had a bath and put on self-indulgent pyjamas, wrapped myself in a cashmere rug and made a pot of Yunnan tea. Hot and thin and dry. The house was warm and I was cold. I feel the cold now I am thinner. At least I could make the leap into the bushes; I doubt my portly Franciscan self would have managed it. I lit a fire and sat on the sofa in front of it. I could still see that cut-down car stuffed full of bodies like celery in a glass. Why did I think of celery, so harmless? Their paleness, maybe, or perhaps their vegetable nature. Stringy, a bit limp. Did I want them to be harmless? Young people, they were. Drunk of course. But murderous as well? I wondered if it was a new sport, running people down. They were playing a game, indeed, but what was its end? How deadly its intent? Were they pretending, always intending to swerve back in time? More likely they were simply out of control.


  My body ached, my face was scratched from contact with the bushes, my eyes bulging and strained from the vomiting. I resented feeling so painful when I ought to have been feeling snug in the tummy and comfortably at work. Of course it occurred to me that the young people could be dead, already; failing to kill me, but successful in killing themselves. What is it with the young, I asked myself. Do they think themselves invulnerable? It’s often described, that sense they have that death is not for them, that they can play with it and tempt and tease it yet still be safe, and the evidence of how wrong they are there crying out in the statistics. Or maybe it’s the opposite, a kind of deathwish, life so meaningless that they actually want to throw it away. Like the young Russians playing roulette with their revolvers, letting fate, chance, luck, decide what will become of them. Not, I have read, quite so random as it seems, for apparently when one spins the magazine of a gun with one bullet in it the bullet tends to weigh that chamber down, so it ends up at the bottom; it is likely that the bullet will not be in the firing chamber, which is at the top. But not certain, by no means certain. But playing death games with motorcars seems to leave less room for salvation. Or do these ugly children believe they have destiny on their side. Destiny, fate … Do they even know the words?


  Unanswerable questions. By me, certainly. Apart from being too long ago, my own youth was so abnormal. I look at the young people of today and they could be a different race, a different species. That son of Laurel’s, for instance; he used to come into the restaurant quite often. She often said how clever he was; I thought that was as may be, but he was certainly very beautiful. In fact he made me think of a Greek kouros. His smile, I suppose, the archaic expression, the lips curling in that ambiguous smile called Daedalean. His hair fair and long, caught back. I’ve thought about that smile. It’s not one that engages others, it’s one that proffers itself as a serene and perfect object of contemplation. I thought that he would not be an easy sort of son to have. A quite charming boy; I noticed the sweetness with which he’d embrace his mother, such a personable lad, curiously dressed in the manner of the young but not unattractively. How she would smile, slightly, even unwillingly, but with tenderness. And something else, I puzzled over that. Now I think it may have been apprehension. Nothing archaic in her smile, just the ancient and everlasting anxiety of mothers.


  I’d notice she’d go to her handbag when he came, and would be discreetly giving him money. Once I saw her take some notes out of the till and give them to him, and then write a cheque to replace them.


  Afterwards I thought about that Daedalean smile, and how it is named after Daedalus the sculptor, him who made the labyrinth which contained the minotaur, and constructed wings of feathers and wax for men to fly with. Maybe he used as his model the face of his own son Icarus, who out of hubris flew too close to the sun so that the wax in his wings melted, and he fell to earth. Fell into the sea, and drowned. I could imagine him smiling like that when his father warned him about the danger, smiling and taking no notice, as is the way of children.


  At the time, sitting on my sofa, sipping the hot thin tea, I had other thoughts. I was considering that general state of the young that my near-murder gave cause to think on, and remembering Laurel’s cryptic remarks about her boy, his cleverness being a cause for worry, and suddenly it came to me.


  Laurel’s son Oscar. Oscar Luft. What was Laurel’s surname? I didn’t know. But that her son should be Oscar Luft …


  I pride myself on my filing system. I keep things that may come in handy, one day. I have a pantry of filing cabinets. It didn’t take me long to find what I needed, under B for Blackhat. A plastic envelope of cuttings, getting on for three years old. A bit faded, but the lad in the photographs, that same kouros smile; I had no doubt it was Laurel’s Oscar. He was in the news because a computer virus he’d written as a schoolboy had shut down the Australian Tax Office for three days. The virus was called Genericus. There’s a kind of illiteracy and yet ambition about these names that disturbs me. Of course this one is famous, but I had not known it began with Oscar. The newspaper articles were written for the ignorant; they did their best to describe what a virus was: a malicious program that can alter, damage or destroy files and computer memory. A rogue program that behaves in the same manner as a biological virus, multiplying and spreading from computer to computer via infected floppy discs, or over the Internet, or by downloading infected programs. All the images in terms of human disease. Useful for the layman.


  So that was young Oscar. Not one of my favourite kinds of people. He wouldn’t like me to get my hands on him.


  The journalist quotes him as saying he has no knowledge of this attack on the tax office, since it’s two years since he had anything to do with his virus. By this time he’s in second year at university. It’s a ghost from the past come back to haunt me, he says. I thought it was dead and buried long ago.


  Instead of which, it had spread around the world, since his first version of it shut down a couple of banks as well as getting into his school system – grammar, I noted – and went on to become one of the most prevalent viruses in the world. Oscar tells the journalist that this is all a mystery to him; he’d shown his schoolmates some of the codes and somebody stole them. He’d contacted one of the anti-virus companies and offered them the codes so they could deal with it but they just called the police.


  So why had he written it? Since he claimed innocence of any malice.


  As a programming exercise. He learnt a lot writing it, but never intended it should get into circulation. He kept claiming it was never meant as a destructive virus, it didn’t have a destructive code, but because of an oversight on his part there was a flaw in it which could corrupt some kinds of files.


  The angelic innocence of it all. Well, maybe.


  He kept on insisting, article after article, the press had taken up this youthful hacker in a big way, that he had no idea how it had got into the tax office computers, it was all so long ago, but he was shocked that it had, it ought to have been picked up by modern anti-virus software, he was horrified and amazed that it hadn’t been. But even so, given that it had got in, it shouldn’t have taken days to get rid of, only hours.


  Some lad, this Oscar. The police didn’t actually charge him, on this occasion, or earlier. His associates, said the journalist, described him as a genius, who probably knew more about viruses than just about anybody in the world. Oscar himself said he wasn’t interested any more in writing viruses, he was much keener on combating them. It was much harder to stop a virus than write one. He tried to get a job with anti-virus companies but they didn’t trust him.


  Hardly surprising. As it wasn’t that his mother should worry about him. But then, a lot of us do things at fifteen or sixteen that we regret later. I should know.


  Normally … ha. I look at the word. What is normal? Normal now or normal then? Normal now is this bare bright room where the movement of the light is the grand event, and Leonie’s bum parked on the page where my pen writes. Pen, you notice. My sweetly scented cat, whose fur smells of sun-dried washing, who purrs when I stroke her and dribbles, so if I am not careful the ink runs. Were later eyes to read it they might think I wept, but I do not weep and there will be no later eyes. This is a private diary, a letter to myself, I squirm at the thought of anybody else prying … I could not write if I thought that it …


  Normal then … ah then I might have wept. Tears of grief and rage that anyone let alone a boy who ought to be innocent and grateful for the wonders the world would offer him should instead bend his talents to their destruction. Could study to abolish these complex works of the human mind in all their beauty and elegance. Oh, I know that most of them might seem to be simple practical daily managing of the banal business of life. But even the dreariest are programs of the heart. I would like to sit him in front of his own beloved work and make him watch one of these malignancies slowly and inexorably eat it away. Make him create more and have them eaten away. A kind of Sisyphean hell. Except Sisyphus had the respite of walking down the hill, looking at the flowers, the sky, smelling the air, deliberately sauntering perhaps, before he had to push his stone back up it again, and I would give this boy no respite. And that would not be bad enough, no, nothing would be bad enough for the hackers and crackers. The black-hearted blackhats.


  But he was a beautiful boy and kissed his mother sweetly when he came to touch her for money.


  I think of all the young men who worked for me in the heyday of my business. So clever, yet so oddly malformed. Thinking they could program the whole world to their will, yet not knowing a fraction of what was in that world they so insouciantly believed themselves to have mastered. Consider the word hubris, I said to them. Increase your vocabularies, spiritual as well as mental.


  I remember how surprised they were by the spaces I provided for them to work in, the lofty ceilings and arched alcoves, the old books, the furniture delicately fashioned by long-ago craftsmen who thought no detail unimportant, no skill too refined, as indeed do my young men in their sphere, though they did not see the connection between themselves and ancient skills, they expected bareness and bright colours, synthetic surfaces and formless shapes, the architectural idiom of tomorrow, at least as guessed at by the latest young designer.


  I had in mind the study of St Augustine, as painted by Carpaccio in the Scuola di San Giorgio degli Schiavoni, in Venice. Not to copy but to emulate. Its clarity and richness, the sense of it as a fruitful working place with books all about and wondrous objects as well, an armillary sphere (do you know, I said to them, that the word armillary is to do with bracelets, precious objects that go round arms, and they gave one another there-he-goes–again looks), a shell, candlesticks held out from the walls in shaggy paws. A mappemonde. I have a picture of the painting before me now. There are sheets of music and a bell, a statue of the risen Christ on an altar in a sort of apse, and a figurine of Venus on a shelf. This is after all St Augustine, who famously prayed for holiness against the sins of the flesh, but not just yet.


  I had carpets on my floor, dim glowing old Turkish ones, worn into rich ancient colours – aren’t they just a bit, well, shabby, said one of my young men – in spirit suiting an Augustinian study, but not true to Carpaccio; his painted work table and bench, the chair and prie-dieu, are raised each on their own dais, for this is a Venetian study, contemporary with the painter, and prone to flooding. Never mind that Augustine wasn’t in Venice, but in Hippo in North Africa, and that his century was the fourth, the fourth into the fifth. A Venetian study in the fifteenth century is a perfectly appropriate place for him. Anachronism is not a concept that would have occurred to Carpaccio; there is a continuity of scholarly life that sees Augustine at home in a Renaissance study in Venice, progress is not relevant. I wanted my lads to see that they too were at a point in a long and sinuous process, not progress, not steps upward, not anything to do with improvement, and that they were not newly invented out of their own heads.


  They thought it was I who was eccentric.


  I am forgetting to mention: Augustine has a little dog, a white rough-haired perky little fellow sitting at attention on the floor. Not parked on the page, like my Leonie.


  It was thought until quite recently that the saint in his study was a painting of my namesake, but scholars (American of course) have worked out that it is in fact Augustine, writing a letter to Jerome on the question of eternal beatitude. At this moment the room fills with light and a voice tells him that Jerome is dead and ascended into Paradise. The painting is called The Vision of St Augustine.


  That light, so clear and luminous … a light to live in, and know. The light of God, and the light of man also, the highly wrought light of the city of Venice, as created in paint by Carpaccio. A fine amber light, water borne, that bathes the room and is the gift of the city, and the painter, and the story.


  I have Carpaccio’s painting of the death of St Jerome in front of me, too. The earthly part, not the ascending. He lies on the ground, while various religious recite the office. There’s nothing tragic in the scene, it is busily peaceful. The saint’s long body is lean, hardly more than white-shrouded bones, his white beard combed down his chest.


  In the middle distance is a Turkish-looking figure with a turban and scimitar, mounted on a delicate spirited horse with its head in the air. He is a mystery. Why is he there? Unless it is because the horse being simple and animal can see the saint’s soul mounting to heaven. That is a sobering thought, that animals may see in a more spiritual manner than is vouchsafed to us humans.


  I remember my delight when I saw these pictures in their place in Venice. I knew them when I was with the Franciscans but only from a small book with such poor smudged reproductions it was hard to see any detail in them. The real thing was a revelation of light and colour and space. I thought I might see this as an emblem of the vast difference between the world God made and our dull perception of it.


  I look at St Jerome lying beyond all mortal care. I do not have his long white beard, though I am becoming as lean and bony as he. I shall not die in the odour of sanctity. My young men could not have played the part of the ceremonious monks, solemn but not grief-stricken, knowing their elder in a better place. They kneel with bent heads, lowered lids, they contemplate themselves in his passing, with a kind of humble radiance. He is beyond care, but attention is being paid. My young men, those children – once I forgot and said to a client, The children will sort it out for you – bent their heads and lowered their eyes over my computers and believed themselves masters of the universe. With no notion of the way they had to go.


  This was not to decry their good natures. I would not have expected them to stuff themselves drunk into a car and attempt to kill people. I believed them to be very moral young men, in their own way. And ascetic. You notice I talk all the time about young men. I do not know why young women never applied to work for me. At the time I thought, maybe female intelligences would have been more inclusive, but I did not get the chance to find out.


  They were beautiful, my young men. I did not quite see it at first. I noticed their difference, their oddity, a deliberate avoidance of the ways of being that ordinary people, people like me, would have chosen.


  I used to be a bit of a dandy, but within the conventional. The acme of the conventional, perhaps, at a certain extreme of cut, colour, fabric, but within a space of quiet good taste. My young men were flamboyant, they invented themselves, invented and reinvented. Wondering what they’d be wearing, how they’d be looking, became a habit, a small pastime, as I paced about my Venetian workroom, waiting, you could have thought, for them to come.


  Jake, Novica, and Clement. They were the lads in my employ at the time I am writing about. Even their names had a certain rare and beautiful quality, juxtaposed. They were characters in a poem, sprung to mysterious instant life.


  I wondered, to begin with, if they belonged in my Venetian space, with its timeless poise and gravity and limpid light. They were hardly scholars, and certainly not philosophers. And yet … their energy, the disciplined flamboyance of their lives: I could see in that some piratical questing Renaissance spirit, a desire to know, to do, to find. Heroes of virtuality, swinging on their swivel chairs from screen to screen, travelling through infinite possibility without needing to go anywhere.


  Jake, with his hair spiked into blond bleached points above his brown face, his treacle-coloured eyes with the dark-stained whites, Novica’s pale curls tumbling to his shoulders, Clement close-cropped with a small beard as cultivated as topiary. You can see them in paintings of the period, the Renaissance I mean, dazzlingly dressed, gorgeous even, looking out of the canvas at you with wide knowing eyes. I could tell you what’s going on, their faces say, I can see what is happening here. The red taffeta cape is held with an indolent long-fingered hand, the shapely leg in green tights sketches a graceful diagonal.


  And had I said any such thing to them? To Jake, Novica, and Clement? They would have thought I was playing some game they had never heard of, okay for me, of no interest to them.


  Moreover … they see, they observe … but is there any doing?


  Once I said to them, When men worked in rooms like this – meaning my lovely Venetian study – they believed they could know everything there was to know. That all knowledge was available to them, and could be held in the brain of one man.


  And could it, asked Clement.


  They believed it could.


  Yeah, but the thing is, was there any one person who actually did have all this knowledge in his one head?


  I expect not. But the fact is, people believed they could, it was what they tried to do, it seemed a possible ambition. Noble of course. A bit more study, another book read, more candles burned, they would have it. It was the belief that counted.


  Not if they couldn’t actually do it, said Novica.


  These days, I said, we know it isn’t possible, we know there is too much knowledge for any one person’s brain, even to contemplate, let alone know.


  But not for these babies. Novica patted his computer as gently as if it had actually been a baby. All knowledge is in here, or it will be soon. It can be. Not an impossible ambition. The pute will have it all.


  Ah, I said, but only if you know what to ask it.


  If we don’t know to ask it we don’t need to know it, said Clement.


  I was silent, in the face of such ignorance. Such petty stupid innocent ignorance.


  Besides, I said, after a long pause, during which the young men sat at their screens, eyes bright and darting like small birds looking to alight. Besides, who will tell the machines? From whom will they learn all knowledge?


  Well, said Jake, they’re already cleverer than we are.


  You don’t mind?


  Somebody needs to be, said Clement, and laughed.


  My Venetians wouldn’t have cared to let a machine do their thinking for them, I said, but softly, turning away, seeing this conversation had gone as far as was likely.


  They had their faith, these young men, and it wasn’t, couldn’t, oughtn’t to be St Augustine’s, or Carpaccio’s, or even mine; they could not have caught up to me yet.
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  Gwyneth got into a more than occasional habit of visiting Clovis and drinking red wine with him in the evenings. It is as though I am having an At Home, he said to himself, here, and available, offering refreshment. He didn’t mind. In fact, he liked it. I suppose I have the habit of hospitality, he thought. She drank a lot of wine, but he could afford it, though going and buying it was a bit of a nuisance. He wondered if he was getting fond of her. She was quite prettily endearing, under the bruised and purplish pallor. He liked talking to her. She didn’t have much education, didn’t know the kind of things he knew, but she looked at the world and judged it. Didn’t filter her views through expectations or assumptions or make demands of him. You could say she gave, her time, her talk, her desire.


  Sometimes, anyway. Sometimes she was morose. Drinking the wine as though it were medicine, suddenly leaving without a word. He didn’t mind. He took slow sips of his as if it was a decent vintage, and thought how she was a bit like the lake, she had her moods, but they were for contemplation, not irritation. And being moody she was still, like the lake, herself.


  He kept remembering the King Lear in the rubble of the bombed city. The program had said that there was a tradition of having Cordelia and the fool played by the same person, which was probably originally because of the necessities of casting, having the pretty boy who played the heroine do the fool also, because they are never on at the same time, and note this, it said, you could make a case for Cordelia being actually the fool, in the real life of the play, and therefore never on stage with him for that very reason; maybe she disguised herself as the fool to look after her father. Who at the end says, standing bewildered with her inert body in his arms, and my poor fool is hang’d. In the production he saw, the elegant pale-skinned girl who played Cordelia did the fool in gelati-coloured commedia dell’arte costume, which gradually ragged away as she became more pinched and mauvish pale. It didn’t commit itself to their both being the same person, just let you think it was possible.


  If Gwyneth were going to become his Cordelia she was in her fool incarnation. Later she would wash her face and her hair, put on a pretty dress, and save him.


  That was the kind of complicated fanciful thought he had time to think these days. No harm, really, unless he started believing himself. Lear didn’t recognise that the fool was his daughter, but it was a play, and in this real life he’d looked carefully enough to be quite certain Gwyneth wasn’t.


  One evening he was sitting on the wall of the lake looking up at the sky and thinking it was like being inside an enormous oyster shell. The world is my oyster. Ha. All those pearly luminous translucent effects, all those masses of cloud that were grey but all different colours of grey, the light yellowish on one fringe, bluish on another edge. Open your mouth, Clovis, and swallow it. Or maybe you are the grit that will irritate into a pearl. He felt doubtful about that; it seemed a strange grandiose thought.


  He looked at the swans and wondered if he’d remembered another line of the Spenser poem. The bridal of the earth and sky. The kids were walking up the grass slope with their baseball bat. He wondered where they played. He squinted his eyes and saw Gwyneth, her bee-striped jumper, suddenly jump up out of the bushes and hurry at an angle away from them, and them running to catch up with her, standing in a circle round her. He wondered if they were asking her to join the game. Here looked like a good place to play, unless it was too sloping, the lawn brightly green in the slanting afternoon light, which made a yellow haze that slowed sound. Until the scream, loud, sharp, repeated, rising, the kind of scream you want to make in a dream, when you can’t, you can’t summon up the power. Here the power was summoned. He stood up and started to run towards the group. A small woman came out of the front door of the restaurant, followed by another in a black dress, and people in white aprons came out from where the kitchens were. The kids danced off up the hill jostling and tossing the bat backwards and forwards. Gwyneth stood silent, and then walked down to the edge of the lake. The people from the restaurant watched for a moment, then went slowly inside.


  What was all that about, asked Clovis.


  They were going to rape me. They were going to push me down in the bushes and rape me, every one of them.


  How do you know?


  Because they said they were, why else.


  Surely they were joking.


  Of course they weren’t. They said so, they meant it. I know! she said, furious with him, her small chest heaving inside her jumper. I may be a lot of things, she shouted, but I’m not stupid.


  I thought it was going to be a game.


  Oh yeah, a game. Dead right. A game. Good fun for all. Except me.


  She drank three glasses of wine down faster than usual.


  I’m going to have to get you to come shopping with me, he said. Help carry all this wine we’re drinking.


  Oh no, she said, I couldn’t do that. No. She began to cry. Tears made watery paths in the dirt on her face.


  We could go up to Mancare on the way and get you something warm to wear.


  Don’t you see, she said. Don’t you see. They’ll catch me.


  Those kids won’t hurt you if you’re with me. I reckon they don’t mean it. One scream did for them.


  She shook her head. Not them. She drank another glass of wine and scrubbed her eyes with her wrists.


  I was in gaol, she says.


  Straightaway he wants to ask, why? What were you in gaol for? But has enough sense to let her go.


  I was in gaol and then I got out, and I was going to stay out of trouble, I had this job. In a massage parlour, it was good money and I was thinking I could get a flat and I could have Brad with me.


  Brad is …


  My little boy. He’s three.


  Clovis thinks, this child has a child?


  But then I got back in again.


  She keeps stopping, and it is hard for Clovis to know whether to give her little pushes with his own words to get her going again or just wait.


  What happened?


  Parole. Breaking parole. But then I get out again. She sniffs and wheezes and her breath sobs in her throat. Well, I’m … you know, don’t you … don’t tell me you didn’t know, I need my methadone. I go down to the doctor with Saul, that’s my de facto, no he’s not Braddy’s dad, and I couldn’t believe it, they kept me waiting, three quarters of an hour, and Brad’s running around, he’s going spare, that’s no place for a little kid, so next time I went on me own, without Saul, and that’s when things went wrong, didn’t they. There was some Rohypnol, so I took it, that’s good stuff that is, handy to have, it was just there, I know I shouldn’t have, and then I was going home and I just wanted to get Braddy some things …


  You mean, shoplifting, says Clovis.


  Yeah, and I got m’self some underwear, it’s nice to have nice underwear, and perfume and jeans and things and if I hadna been on my own it would never have happened, I shouldna been on my own. So I’m back in again.


  I see.


  Well, I got out again. Just for a bit. It was my stepfather, he died. Daryl. The funeral, and all, they let me go to it. But everybody was horrible. They reckoned I killed him.


  But you were in gaol.


  When I was a kid he abused me, and I said I was gunna tell people, and he said he’d hurt me if I did. But then when I was in gaol I thought it’d be all right so I said about it. I was threatening him, they reckoned, they reckoned that’s what killed him. Oh, so I killed him, did I, he died of cirrhosis of the liver, I suppose what I said caused that. When it was long past time he should of died, the rotten old bugger. Been bashing my mum for years. And still she said I was lying


  She’s just sipping the wine now, staring past the footless glass, running her finger over the broken edge of the stem till the blood bubbles up.


  And now?


  Well, I’m on the run, aren’t I. So I can’t go to Mancare, can I. Or off buying wine.


  Where’s Saul now?


  Back in Cowra, with Brad. My mum’s there too.


  She pulls up the striped jumper and feels inside her bra, pulling out some pills. She smiles slyly up at him, and sighs. Only enough for a coupla weeks.


  And then what?


  She shrugs. He understands that she’s quite drunk after all this wine. She can name her troubles, but not at this moment think of what to do about them. It occurs to him that she possibly never can.


  Are you eating, he asks.


  There’s a restaurant just there, she says, pointing her thumb over her shoulder. The food’s pretty good.


  You don’t …


  Not the garbage bins. It’s just there. In plastic bags, beside the bottles. Quite nice and clean. Real fancy stuff. Can’t be fussy, but.


  She dozes in the corner of the ferry-stop shelter. It’s quiet, nobody around. A powerboat is making its way up the lake. The police. Nobody else is allowed powerboats on the lake. He doesn’t think they’re looking for Gwyneth. But quite soon, he supposes, they will find her.


  Nevertheless, on his way to buy the wine he calls in at the Salvation Army shop. No overcoats, the young snap them up as soon as they come in, they’re a fashion item. He finds a thick knitted jacket, long and large with a deep turned collar, grey in colour, and lined with some padded material. She can wrap herself in it like a blanket.


  He wonders what will happen when the methadone runs out.
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  Often have I written on these pages that I was in love with Flora, and it is not possible to write it too many times. But notice I also said we all were. We all adored her, anyway, which may not quite be the same as being in love, but we did adore her, this un-young waif who made amazing meals for us, and our eating them was the consummation of our love for her. At the beginning I did not see myself as any different from the others, I mean the regulars, us addicted ones, who kept coming back, except I saw what we were doing, and put it into words. I am not sure that the others did.


  You often hear about the meal as metaphor for sex. What about sex as metaphor for the meal? You start with the visit to the beloved, with a certain tentativeness. To begin with there are words: the menu that you read with your eyes and with the tastebuds of your imagination. This is desire. It has been with you since long before you picked up the menu. At this point all things are possible. It is perhaps the most exciting part of the meal because so far no choices have been made, which inevitably will narrow and confine the experience. The wine comes; this is like the first sweet kisses. We sip kisses like wine; we sip wine like kisses.


  So we move to the entree, the foreplay. The main course, the climax. The dessert, the delicious aftermath. And so out into the cold night. (It is true, a lover may not dismiss you so abruptly as a meal, once it is all over. Though she may.) The end of the climax, the main course, is sad, always, it means the best is over. The dessert can’t hide the end from us, it’s at its best a postponement. Maybe the night won’t be cold, will be balmy, and we can wander through it nursing our memories of the pleasures of that recent intercourse and the melancholy of its passing. Though the melancholy is sweet, since the pleasure will be renewed, we have faith in that.


  Oh yes, we can come back again. And our beloved the meal will always be there, waiting with a variety more infinite than Cleopatra’s. So when I say we were all in love with Flora it was Flora in her food that I mean, and none of us thought that she could ever belong to just one of us.


  At this time in my life I was happy. So I said to myself. I had my work, which was going remarkably well, the business in the clever hands of the children was gathering clients and pleasing them and making money, and my own studies were progressing. I sometimes remembered Anabel and my passion for her, but I knew that passion doesn’t last. The baby she killed I still grieved for, but let’s not talk about that. Not now. Sometimes I went about with handsome women, less often to bed with them. I didn’t often take them to The Point, that could have resembled an orgy.


  I lived in my house in Barton, I lived the good life. I was happy, I said. I was not unhappy. I was content. In the sense that what I was trying to do I thought I could do. Hadn’t done it, but didn’t see that I wouldn’t, that I shouldn’t.


  One night I had been working late; my lads long gone, I thought I would wander across to The Point, drink a bottle of wine, eat some cheese; it would be too late for dinner, most likely.


  But even if it was too late for me to eat I could watch the other guests in the last transports of their meal. Does that make me a voyeur? Oh yes. The religious life is a life that watches, that trains itself to the regarding of others. Their sins, and perhaps their joys too, their struggles and cares.


  I walked across, I hadn’t given that up simply because some louts in a car nearly killed me.


  But when I got there it was long too late for me to be a voyeur of other people’s eating. The restaurant door was open but when I went in the room was empty, tidied and fresh and ready for the next day. Flora was standing on the terrace, nursing her elbows, gazing out across the lake. Through the open door shone yellow bands of light. And music.


  I danced with her. I do not know how to dance. The music was boys’ voices singing a psalm, Parry perhaps. Not music for dancing. And yet, there on the terrace, I took her in my arms, not like a lover but like a partner, and gravely we danced, our bodies turning but not touching, our feet interleaving, in a pattern mine didn’t know it knew. Until the music stopped. And we stopped, and looked across the dark glimmering lake.


  Would you like a glass of wine, she said.


  I did not need wine. I was intoxicated by the way our bodies had spoken, without needing words. But I said yes. Yes. She brought white wine in big transparent globes and the moon rose and shone upon them, they were like our own moons in our hands. That was the feeling. My own moon held in my hand, mine to hold, while the great yellow moon of heaven rose in the sky. And I thought, this is being in love, and I have not known it before.


  I look at these words and see how beautiful they are on the page. Round and black, firm, shapely, with a fine calligraphic rhythm. As beautiful as the moment they annotate. I would like the moment to be always this moment, as it may be, here, in the perfection of this recording of it. The moon forever hanging in the sky, the glasses in our hands, and I forever knowing what love is.


  Well. Words may stop the moon in the sky. Life cannot.


  I have been and made my dinner, stopped writing for a moment. A boiled egg, a cup of tea, bread and butter. A childish meal, and such comfort in it. And now I sit down again to my page.


  The moon. Stopping the moon. Good grief. Should I cross it out? But my rule is not to reread, so I cannot do that.


  Anyway, there it is, my falling in love with Flora the woman, not the cook, surprising and unexpected and maybe even unlikely, as falling in love so often is. And there is another beginning, if you like. So many beginnings, and all the same end.
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  On winter mornings the fog hangs over the lake and its shores so nothing can be seen but thick wet whiteness. Eventually it starts to shred and allow angles of the landscape to become visible. A corner of the metal octagon forming The Point, for instance. Clovis opens his eyes to the mist and wonders how much is in his eyes and how much around him. That’s a game he plays with himself.


  One morning he looks across to the restaurant and beyond it sees an activity he can’t understand. He knows he can see well enough to function in the world of his short sight because his reason supplies much of what his eyes can’t decipher. He likes the idea that it is reason seeing for him and not idle thoughtless mechanical sight, but this morning reason fails him. There is something happening, figures, busy movement, indiscernible objects, but he can’t tell what. He dips his fingers in the icy lake and wipes his face. He forgets how long you survive if you fall in: is it one or two minutes, or two or three? Not long enough to get rescued, anyway. Then he walks warily towards the restaurant. There isn’t usually anybody about it at this hour.


  There’s a bloke and a girl. They’ve got a great pile of longish whippy sticks, poles, what would you call them, canes maybe, and a few tools, strange knives, secateurs, a thing for poking holes in the ground, a dibbler, that’s the word for it. Morning, they say, in a natural way. Clovis is surprised because usually he’s invisible. Good morning, he says, his voice creaky. He finds himself stopping, not sloping off as he usually would, stopping and staying to watch.


  The bloke looks a bit like him. Beard, rumpled coat. Rather more mud than he allows himself. The girl in a parka. Scarves, caps, no gloves. They are fixing the sticks in holes they make in the ground then bending and plaiting them into a pattern of diamond shapes, grafting them where they cross and knotting them together with quick intricate knots. He knows they are intricate because of the speed and complexity with which their hands move, not because he can see much of the final tie.


  Cold weather for it, says Clovis, squinting at their blue hands.


  Got to be. Got to be midwinter, just the moment when the sap starts to rise, but before your wands start to leaf up.


  They work silently, deft and long practised. Clovis watches.


  Can I ask … what you are doing?


  A double diamond trellis, says the girl.


  It’s your willow, says the man. It’s a sculpture it’s making.


  So, do you have to do it on the site? Couldn’t you, well, make it in a studio and bring it and install it?


  Oh no, they’ve got to grow, see? We’re planting them, they’ll take root and grow. It’s a living sculpture. Living leafing wands of willow.


  We’re willow weavers, says the girl.


  They speak slowly, comfortably, telling him things but not yapping on, their hands plaiting and knotting, dextrous and quick. He’s standing quite close now, peering, not crowding them, but leaning to see close. The knots are willow too, fine fronds of it, the way they twine and twist and fold in and over is a little work of art by itself. They remind him of some lace makers he saw in Belgium once, only the scale is grand and the raw material long whippy canes, not thread.


  Is it hard to get them to grow?


  Not usually. Mainly water is all they need.


  Willows siphon up water faster than an elephant, says the girl.


  All the water poured on this slope to keep it green, a lot of it runs down here. A real little sink. They should root in no time. And the grafts, they’ll take. Then you’ll have to watch it.


  Why?


  It’ll grow like mad. Need clipping three times a year, at least.


  The girl says, Something so beautiful, people have to look after it. You have to be involved, if you want a willow sculpture. Pay attention to it.


  I see, said Clovis.


  He thought it was time to move along. Good luck, he said. Well, it’s not good luck, is it, it’s skill, and I can see you’ve got that.


  We need the goddess to smile on us as well, said the man.


  I hope she does, said Clovis.



  A willow sculpture, said Elinor. Whatever made you think of that?


  This day she and Flora were eating in a cafe near Foreign Affairs that sold twenty different sandwiches, named after artists. Elinor had chosen a Chihuly, with bacon and lettuce.


  I should have known the mayonnaise wouldn’t be real, she said.


  That’s why I didn’t risk it, said Flora, who was taking her several bites out of a Roberts, with roasted sweet potato, humous and almonds. Nice but a bit all the same, she said.


  Friends of mine in England had a willow sculpture, Flora said, the most beautiful little Gothic pavilion. Except they went away too long in the summer and it turned into a monster.


  Why?


  Willow grows really fast. I saw a screen in the Chelsea Flower Show, it was growing at the rate of more than three centimetres a day.


  Yikes.


  So you have to look after them. Keep trimming so they don’t grow all wavy and wandy at the top and bare in the real part.


  I suppose it’s an ancient skill.


  Willow working is. There are beds all over England for cutting the canes. Here it’s a bit more hit or miss. Oh Elinor. You can’t imagine how beautiful the sculptures are. Ever since I saw that Gothic pavilion, I’ve wanted one. It’s the growing that’s so wonderful. She puts the Roberts decisively down.


  Thank god for wine, says Elinor. You’d die of malnutrition otherwise. But where did you find someone to do it, here?


  I wrote to the people who did the pavilion, and they told me about this pair. Ted and Julia. That wasn’t hard. It was getting permission. I don’t own the restaurant, you know, it’s not my property even temporarily. I had to talk the local powers into it. Public property, not ours to deface, they said. A work of art that would beautify the foreshore, I said. And it’s a screen too, it’ll hide the kitchen. I do my best, but even my kitchen yard isn’t pretty. They took a lot of convincing, even so. In the end I got Bill Skaines – do you know him? Curator of sculpture at the gallery – to tell them they’d be mad to miss it. Wonderful philanthropic gesture etcetera. Only one of its kind in the country, great tourist attraction. Got out his trowel, Bill did, laid it on.


  So it’s willow, growing, and plaited into patterns.


  Mmm. A double diamond trellis. Classical. We’re using Salix triandra. The male catkins come at the same time as the leaves in the spring and they smell lovely, like mimosa, Ted tells me. Oh I can’t wait. They say it will be well away this spring.


  I won’t even ask you how much it’s costing.


  A bomb, says Flora.


  I know about willow wands, says Elinor. People used to tie up packages with them and then sometimes they’d plant them. Pope did. Alexander, the poet.


  Oh, that Pope.


  Okay, I suppose there isn’t another. Anyway, he had a willow at Twickenham that came from the twine round a parcel some lady sent him.


  You never fail, says Flora. Always a mine of abstruse info.


  Yup. Well, mine’s an encyclopaedic dictionary, we go into things. What’s more, all the willows in Oz are supposed to come from Napoleon’s tomb on St Helena. He was keen on them too. Ships passing cut twigs and kept them in cool dark damp sacks of seeding potatoes. They take root easily. And kill your drains.


  Not mine, says Flora. I shall keep my willow out of my drains. Their drains. Ted and Julia are planting by the moon, you know. It has to be midwinter, before the wands leaf, but they make sure the moon is right, too.


  So did my father. Had a moon chart for planting.


  Rather New Age, isn’t it?


  Not in his time. And why shouldn’t it make sense? The tides are pretty powerful things, and they’re controlled by the moon. Why not plants?


  Why not. Yes, why not. It’s quite powerful on people, too, isn’t it. Turns you into a lunatic.


  Moonstruck. I’m not sure it actually turns you into one. I think it mainly makes you worse if you already are.


  Like dancing to psalms.


  Elinor looked at her. Oh yes? Come on, Flora, tell.


  But Flora smiled and wouldn’t.



  Flora did not have a garden. Plants were vegetables and flowers and you bought the best in a market. Or they were trees and you looked out at them from a large airy apartment, several floors up. She sat at her desk and stared into the treetops. Scribblings against the sky at this time of year.


  The scribblings on her page seemed to have no meaning. Or they had meanings, but didn’t go anywhere. Sat stumpy and silent, not even fluid enough to type on a computer. Basil erotic and sinister, she had written. The royal herb. Erotic and sinister. People would want recipes. Basil equals pesto. She was impatient with recipes. Too much numbing detail. Bumbling detail. Too prosy. She looked at the bare branches against the sky. She wanted her words to be poetry, allusive, elliptical, glancing not defining. Not poetry like Sidney Smith’s salad poem, poetry like Wallace Stevens.


  Cooking was what you did in your head, in your kitchen, spending hours getting it right, doing it over and over again until it worked as you had imagined it would when you first thought of it. Patience endlessly repeating, until it came right and you felt as if you had swallowed a fish, darting and dancing its queasy pleasure in your gut. You couldn’t reduce that to a list of ingredients and a paragraph of method. You could do it in many pages, like Elizabeth David’s recipe for spinach in butter, but then it was a curiosity. Not to mention a quotation. And yet, somewhere there must be words to tell people what food means. Oh! Blessed rage for order, she wrote. The maker’s rage to order words of the sea.


  I need to find a voice in which to sing my song, which will be my song only, and will make order of my world and art out of it. To be the single artificer of the world In which she sang …


  The name of that poem was ‘The Idea of Order at Key West’. For a lot of people Key West was the name of a kind of lime pie. Made of egg yolks beaten into condensed milk, with lime juice, and the whites whipped into meringue, not a dish she’d ever wished to try. And then of course Key West was a place in Florida, and that was presumably where Wallace Stevens had been when he heard the girl singing on the beach, and Knew that there never was a world for her Except the one she sang and, singing, made.


  That poem spoke so profoundly to her that she felt her eyes widen and glaze and for a while she was seized by a sort of atavistic knowledge of it, as though she had been possessed by it, not just the words but the huge whole meaning of it. She stared at the paper. But her gaze was not anywhere on the things around her, but inside, until with a shiver she came back to her own words on the page.


  Basil erotic and sinister. Take a large bunch of basil. A handful of parsley big as a bunch of violets. That was Pomiane. On the radio, in Paris between the wars. Radio Cuisine, his book was called, and in it he talked to his listeners with zest and wit. So effortless, so beautiful, the words of others.


  What did Morgan le Fay eat for breakfast? But that wasn’t a question to ask, and she wasn’t a sorceress, and maybe the answer would be to write a novel. Make it all up. But she wasn’t a novelist.


  She looked at the Perceval angel, wicked ceramic impish creature, standing safely on its head on a shelf above her desk. Her mother had bought it years ago for twenty pounds. An enormous sum, my dear, and never better spent. Maybe it was best to be a collector of the works of art of others. Wallace Stevens poems, willow sculptures, ceramic angels.


  My food is a work of art. But I am failing to put it into words. And maybe that is as it should be. A painting is a painting. A symphony a symphony. A Beatles song, a Perceval angel. I should do it and not talk about it. Redo Stevens for my own purpose: There never was a world for her Except the one she cooked and, cooking, made.


  But. She had a contract. Already two extensions. She could give the money back. Other people wrote about food … And that was it. I do not want to be like them, she wrote, in bold black ink on a yellow pad. On the other hand, Bach wrote his music down, so that other people would have the pleasure of playing it. They could never be Bach, but they could play him. Play with him, play at him.


  She sat at her desk but she was thinking about making cassoulet. Not writing it, making it. Not the heavy duck-fatty dish of Carcassonne, but its lighter, fresher child. She went into the kitchen, easier to think with the tools of the trade. Beans of course, but not too many or too stodgy. And the duck; maybe a Chinese method of cooking, not the flavours, but the manner, to get rid of the fat but keep the skin crispy, rather than the soggier confit. Long winters and harsher times needed duck preserved in its own fat; not any more.


  It was the beginning of her making this dish. Jerome could be present as it evolved, she would do it before him.



  Everybody who comes to the restaurant admires the willow sculpture. It is a narrative which has to be told over and over. Laurel is the keeper of it. Customers arrive and straightaway speak about it. So beautiful, so mysterious, when, why, how? Laurel has a spiel which she keeps changing, for her own amusement. As it is, her eyes sparkle, she is as keen to talk about it as those who see it are to know.


  Gwyneth talks to Clovis about it. She wishes she could do something like that. She is good with her hands, that’s why the job in the massage parlour was just the thing. But to make something like a willow sculpture, and have the whole world see; they are so lucky, she says.
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  The boys with the baseball bat walked across the slope towards the art gallery. Three of them peeled off to catch buses home, two made their way towards Manuka. One of these was Chad Shenstone, the other Julian Lett. Julian danced about like a monkey looking for a tree to climb. Chad was carrying the baseball bat. His street kid’s cherub face was vacant. He’d just swallowed a handful of Serepax.


  As they were walking along Canberra Avenue a car stopped for them. It was a Volkswagen convertible and its driver was Steve Costello. His beefy arm was draped over the door and his neckless head constantly pumped back and forward to the music booming from the stereo. They got in and Steve drove to Manuka, then round and round the shopping centre which was busy with people buying stuff and sitting at the cafes. A lot of the cafes had gas heaters so people could sit out on the pavement, even though it was so cold. They were mostly people who wanted to smoke, rugged up warm. It was still light, in a grey livid sort of way, and there were the remnants of a thin sunset. Soon it would be dark.


  Just think, we could be living in Bali, said Steve, banging the wheel with his sausagey fingers, and here we are, stuck in this hole.


  Do people live there? I thought it was just for holidays.


  Of course they do, shit-for-brains, said Steve. This year when we go I’m not coming back.


  Your parents won’t like that. What about school?


  Tough, said Steve. When did school ever get you a decent job? It wasn’t school that made my parents’ business. He drove in a casual manner, arm hanging over the door, finger on the steering wheel. The car belonged to his mother, and she wasn’t that keen on letting him drive it, but his father said it stood to reason, it was the logical car for the boy to use, she didn’t need it all the time, not like him, going to work, and Steve could do errands for her. Sometimes he dropped her off and picked her up, that way she could drink as many cocktails as she wanted, and she did quite enjoy being chauffeured around by her beautiful boy who did seem to drive quite carefully. She sat behind large sunglasses with her long blondestreaked hair whipping in the breeze and imagined people would think he was her lover.


  Doing the circuit in Manuka Steve accelerated and braked abruptly, made the engine roar, and then sometimes the car couldn’t move because the circulation was held up by cars parking and by the crowds of people using the frequent humped-up pedestrian crossings. On one of these stops they saw Chad’s brother, Hamish, and his friend Oscar walking along the footpath. Chad gave a piercing whistle and the older boys came over to talk to them.


  Hiya, Hamish, hi, Oscar.


  What you boys up to?


  Oh, just drivin’ round.


  Just drivin’ round?


  Yeah. Bit light yet.


  Julian giggled. His face helped the monkey effect, being brown and a bit squashed up and inclined to crinkle up and show his teeth in meaningless grimaces.


  Say, Ham. Wanna come poofter bashing with us? Down the toilets in the park?


  Na. Not tonight. Got a few things on.


  Bet this’s more fun.


  Maybe.


  The traffic moved, Steve accelerated three metres, then braked violently so they all flopped forward.


  See ya.


  Later, bud.


  Awesome.


  Steve gunned the engine and the car roared off, but very slowly, in its place in the line of cars. Hamish and Oscar sat at a cafe table and ordered coffees. They rolled cigarettes, skinny ones out of packets of natural tobacco, plus some of Hamish’s special herbal blend, as he liked to call it.


  Not a great idea, said Oscar.


  Nooo. But try telling them that.


  Yeah. Oscar sighed. It’s too crude. You wish they could get their brains round something more than the disgusting gratification of their primitive urges to violence. They haven’t the foggiest notion of the idea of the universe, or their puny role in it. That’s where some inkling of philosophy, some notion …


  Hamish said: Chad’s been putting in some time on the web.


  Well, maybe there’s hope.


  And Julian’s a bit of a nerd. He seems to have the odd clue.


  Still, a baseball bat and a queer, time they grew out of that as the ne plus ultra of fun.


  Raoul Garvan came and sat at the table with them.


  Did I see you conversing with a heap of coprolite, he asked.


  If you mean that shitty pile in the VW, yes you did.


  They reckon they’re off poofter bashing in the toilets in the park.


  They may learn to chill out, one day, said Raoul.


  It’s certainly not cool, bashing poofters in toilets, said Oscar.


  Not nice for the poofters, either.


  Young Chad can’t help it, said Hamish. He comes from a shocking family background.


  He’s your brother, for fuck’s sake.


  Chad and Hamish looked about as much alike as the Marx brothers, Chad a pretty Harpo with fair soft curls and Hamish a calmer Groucho with a number one haircut in a dark brush over his skull. Raoul’s hair was dark too, but long and floppy, he and Hamish were the ones who looked liked brothers, being slender and angular in their movements.


  That’s how I know, said Hamish.


  And it means bugger-all. You live in a large mansion in Red Hill and want for nothing. The butler wiping your bum.


  It’s the mental cruelty. You know that’s the worst kind. Low self-esteem. Parents making money, paying no attention to their children. Chad’s a fucking mess. He needs help.


  What about you?


  Probably I do too. But at least I’m trying to get my fucking head together. Working through my problems. I’m becoming a vegetarian – and if you want mental cruelty, you should see the angst that’s causing. A big growing boy like you needs red meat, you’ll get sick, you’ll get feeble in the wits, you’ll fail your exams, don’t think we can support you all your life, a big hulking boy like you needs to take a bit of responsibility for himself.


  Sounds familiar, said Raoul.


  But I’m sticking to it. I reckon it’s having a purifying effect.


  Getting rid of the toxins, said Raoul.


  If you look at the people were vegetarian, said Oscar, you’ll see that they could think.


  Who?


  Well, um, Gandhi. George Bernard Shaw. Bertrand Russell, I think. Aristotle?


  Hamish dug in his pocket and took out some pills that he passed around. They sat smoking and drinking coffee. It’s quite excellent, this coffee, said Oscar. I’m trying to cut down to three cups a day but it’s so excellent.


  There were a lot of people walking past. It’s quite a passeggiata, said Oscar.


  A tall thin boy waved at them, Hi, Damian, they said, but he didn’t stop.


  Hamish leaned his head into the group. You know Damian’s been off heroin, he’s got himself on a methadone program, you know, the legal thing, you have to go to the hospital or somewhere and they give it to you in a little paper cup and watch you swallow it. No takeaways, you can’t even go on holiday. He was telling me that some of the people don’t swallow their dose, they hold it in their mouths and go outside and spit it out and people buy it from them, for injecting.


  Eech, said Raoul. Injecting other people’s spit.


  Dirty needles is one thing, but injecting spit, wonder what it does to you.


  A neat subversion, said Oscar. My body and my blood I give to you … I’m thinking of writing a play, about drugs and sharing, this special form of communion that somehow has gone bad, not for us, I don’t mean, we can handle it, but for a lot of people. What sort of fucked up world is it when sharing is a dirty word?


  They went home to Oscar’s place. His mother wouldn’t be back till late; she’d put her head in and see them at work over the computer, say a few words and go to bed.


  Oscar was writing a piece about nitrousing out for the chat room they’d set up. But first they sniffed some of the gas out of soda siphon bulbs.


  That’s wicked, breathed Raoul.


  You can see the whole edifice of the argument, said Hamish, storey on storey, with the fastidious attention to detail of a Sullivan skyscraper, all cornices and pediments and strictly within the heritage of the Greeks and all the freedom that implies and yet with a modernity all its own.


  It’s the detail, said Raoul. Being able to hold multiple factors in your mind at once, not to mention the visualisation of the abstract. You can even see the force of gravity.


  They were at work when Laurel came home. The interplay of thought in the particular mental environment that such an altered state of consciousness can construct …


  Night, Mum, said Oscar.


  Goodnight, Mrs Luft, said Hamish and Raoul.


  Such polite boys, thought Laurel. Why should that seem somehow sinister? Don’t stay up too late, guys, she said, you don’t want to be working too hard.


  Though she wasn’t certain it was work they were doing.



  The three of them were sitting on the same cafe terrace in Manuka several evenings later when a girl wrapped in a thick long grey cardigan sat at their table. She spoke to them in a soft voice, almost inaudible. They looked at her, not saying anything. She spoke again, pulling up the sleeves of her cardigan. What she was saying looked urgent. The young men glanced at one another, then said something, with a jerk of the head in the direction of the underground carpark. The girl gave a small smile, and went off.


  That was how Gwyneth found someone to sell her some of the tablets she needed. She used the money she stole from the restaurant. There was a computer to do up the bills, but there was also money in a drawer. Gwyneth had found it, late one night; she crept in, just to look, the restaurant was empty except for man and a woman doing some strange dance outside on the terrace. She didn’t take all the money, just as much as she thought she’d need and a bit extra.
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  Flora said, Do you like picnics?


  Jerome said yes, though in truth he hardly knew. He never went on them. But a Flora picnic, like any Flora food event, would be a wonderful thing, not to be missed. And anyway it would be with Flora, so it had to be a pleasure.


  We’ll go into the country, she said. I’ll bring food.


  They went to Paddy’s River, to a sunny hollow on the bank of the creek. They had to go early, said Flora, because in winter the sun suddenly sank behind the mountains and it was straightaway gloomy and cold.


  She brought a cane basket. In it were two large white linen napkins, two long-stemmed wine glasses, two faïence plates, two horn-handled knives, three pears, a piece of Parmesan cheese in a blue china jar with a cork lid, a chunk of sourdough bread, a small flask of olive oil, and a ten-year-old bottle of pinot noir from Martinborough in New Zealand. She’d brought a thin old kelim rug to sit on, with cushions to match, in faded pinks and khaki greens.


  You pulled off a piece of bread, dipped it in oil, chipped off some Parmesan, sliced a pear, and ate these things and drank the wine. It was an amazing picnic indeed, but not the amazing opulence and variety and feasting Jerome had expected. Luxurious, of course, but also strict and plain. Jerome had noticed before how little Flora ate. A piece of cheese, a morsel of bread, a couple of slices of pear, her share of the wine. Jerome ate more, on this occasion, but not a great deal. There was something in the austerity of the food, and at the same time the glamour of it, that demanded attention be paid. You couldn’t gobble up a picnic like this, lie back and sigh and snooze in the sun; it required a measured response. Everything had to be tasted and savoured, along with the utensils, the satiny polish of the linen napkins, the crystal ping of the glasses, the faïence plates with their rather worn paintings of pheasants and garlands of flowers.


  You should do picnics, he said. Flora’s Takeaways. This is exquisite.


  It’s not everybody who could appreciate it, she said.


  And of course she was right. Jerome was not sure he was all that good himself. He’d have liked more to eat. One of Kate’s religieuses, perhaps, only not miniature, with their two fat rounds of choux pastry filled with cream custard and coated with coffee icing. He wondered if the nuns were as plump as the cakes named after them.


  But the whole thing was charming, with the river running over and around its stones and that marvellous quiet noise that only nature can manage. The sun-warmed hollow, the cushions to recline on, another glass of the pinot noir. And talking.


  Jerome loved the murmuring of their voices. The way talking to Flora was like his own thinking, natural, revealing, a game and full of learning too because it made him think about the ideas he talked about. At the same time as it was edgy and self-critical.


  Do you ever worry about your clients, he asked.


  Worry?


  Well … their crassness.


  Blokes in suits with plenty of money and smug about what it can buy them? Women ditto? Oh yes. I’ve thought about them, and … well, you’ll probably think this is a bit grand of me, but, you know, art has its price, and I need people who can afford to pay it. I’m not exactly saying that the end justifies the means, not if it’s immoral, or wicked, or cruel. But it’s like Michelangelo, he was paid by that pope …


  Julius.


  Julius who probably wasn’t a good man or at all nice, popes weren’t in those days, and certainly into self-aggrandisement in a big way. But he was where the money came from, and artists need money. And what about the Medicis? I bet they had a lot in common, except maybe scale, with my customers. And possibly more actual literal murders.


  Short sight, said Jerome. The Medicis. That’s what made them patrons of the arts. They were gouty too. They didn’t have the eyesight or the physique for hunting and battle. Didn’t like being on horses so acquired paintings to look at instead.


  Flora laughed. Well, the Medicis. Being venal and vain, the getters and keepers of this world. And if I see myself as an artist, an artist–craftsperson, well, I need their money or I can’t keep on doing what I do. I’d love to have the place full of beautiful sensitive poets, but their art mostly doesn’t allow them to afford my art.


  Very elegant reasoning.


  You think it’s some sort of justification? A rationalisation? Filthy compromise? My customers aren’t so evil, you know. They’re rich. You’re rich …


  Yes, but …


  … being rich doesn’t make you an insensitive lout. Of course it might, or it might not save you from being one. But those people, Hugh, Terry, Marilyn, who come back week after week, they know what I do, they pay attention, maybe not as much as I’d like but that’s the cry of every artist.


  Clay Brent?


  I hate to say it, since his taste in most things is so loathsome it’d be better to be hated by him, but I think he probably knows what I’m up to.


  Like Nazis liking Mozart.


  Nazi might be a bit strong. Mozart’s okay. Bach might be better.


  Jerome laughed. Flora’s voice was perfectly straight, but he knew this was a joke. Partly a joke.


  Clay Brent, Brent Clay. He’s such a creep, he said. Archetypal slime. Practically primeval.


  Maybe I should stop taking his money.


  I suppose it’s as good as anyone else’s.


  I’m not sure. I think it’s pretty dirty money.


  I’m sure by the time it gets into your hands it’s nicely laundered.


  I think dirty money is probably like Lady Macbeth’s hands. No way in the world can it ever be clean again.


  Jerome made himself shudder, as though the slime was creeping over him. Flora burrowed her body closer. He said: What’s his sexual preference, do you know? I’ve never seen him with a woman, I mean not one who might be a lover, and somehow he doesn’t seem, well, I was going to say nice enough, or even charming enough, to be gay.


  Children, said Flora.


  How do you know, breathed Jerome.


  I don’t, but I bet. That business. Travelations. Sex tours of brothels. Plenty of kids there if you want them.


  Jerome’s brain provided him with an image of Brent’s over-scented naked bulk looming above some delicate child, his yellow corkscrew curls jiggling. How could such obscene flesh have any congress with smallness, unformedness, without damaging the spirit as well as the body? He shuddered, and shook his head to shake the picture out.


  Flora said: He told me about the newest, the most select, the most expensive of his tours. You’ll love this, Flora, he yapped, you being into food and all. You get a lovely young girl, a virgin, not too young, eighteen, nineteen – oh nothing sleazy, mind, no penetration, nothing crude – plus the most delicious high-class expensive food you can find, and you spread the girl naked on the table on a satin cloth and arrange the food all over her, the best delicacies, well, you can imagine, he says – you know how he leers – the most delicate bits in the most delicate parts, it’s a treat for a party of six, or four is even better, but of course more expensive per head, men, naturally, who sit around her and pick the food off with chopsticks, all very fastidious, very nicely done. A proper work of art.


  I said, Yuk, and he looked surprised. They wash her first, he said, it’s a sort of ritual cleansing, with special lotions that don’t alter the flavours of the food, they take their food very seriously the Japanese, as you’d appreciate, Flora.


  Flora’s voice had taken on the unctuous timbre of Clay Brent’s, his oily come-close-and-hear-my-secrets tone.


  Maybe I should start refusing to serve him, she said.


  Well …


  Except, how can I? I’m a public restaurant. I do have my obligations. Though I do say we’re full, sometimes. So sorry, Clay, we’re booked out. And we’re not.


  Flora was silent for a while. You know, she said, people who are into one kind of porn are likely to be into more than one. What do you reckon?


  Sounds likely.


  What’s the bet he likes it on his computer, too?


  Pictures of children?


  Exactly. And that’s not legal, is it. So you could have a look in his computer and find them, and goodbye Clay Brent.


  Hang on, Flora, I’m not a hacker.


  Sometime when you’re doing a bit of work for him.


  But he’s not a client of mine.


  Oh, I thought everybody was. Well, maybe we should just report him to the police and let them find it.


  And the evidence? You have to have some evidence to suggest the police might be interested.


  Pity. Flora yawned. You’ve only got to look at him, really.


  Let’s not even think of him any more. He makes me feel dirtied.


  What about you, she said, suddenly sharp again. You have a lot of the same clients as the restaurant. Do you worry about them and their crassness?


  Food is so much more intimate, somehow.


  No it’s not. It’s a commercial transaction. And when art becomes a commercial transaction you lose control over it. I can choose who I invite to dinner in my house, but not in the restaurant. Like a composer, he can’t keep the Bonds or the Skases or any such corrupt money grubbers out of his performances, or a novelist, she can’t say she doesn’t want child molesters to read her books.


  If Skase came to The Point would you serve him?


  Maybe I’d ask for cash in advance.


  Jerome laughed. Then he said: Oscar’s a hacker.


  What! Laurel’s Oscar?


  Mm. One of the best in the business, I gather. One of a handful worldwide.


  Are you suggesting I get him to hack into Brent’s computer?


  Oh no. No. He’s going straight. Wants to save the industry from hackers and viruses, not do it, any more.


  Poor Laurel, no wonder she looks worried.


  Of course, I suppose you might say the end justified the means, if hacking catches a child pornographer. Set a child to save a child.


  Not Oscar.


  No, not Oscar.


  He does a good enough job breaking Laurel’s heart without us encouraging him.


  He’s a beautiful-looking lad.


  They’re likely to be the worst. Flora was silent for a moment. It’s the beautiful ones that have the power to make you miserable. He’s been on drugs …


  What, heroin?


  I don’t think he’s gone that far. Speed, and those sedatives kids use to chill out. But he’s supposed to have given all that up.


  Along with hacking.


  He’s working hard at university, doing well, Laurel says. Could have a brilliant future.


  If he can overcome his past.


  Would you give him a job?


  For his mother’s sake?


  Or his own?


  Depends, I suppose. If I could be sure he’d given up his wicked ways.


  Do we ever give up our wicked ways, said Flora, drowsily, and closed her eyes. Her breathing slowed as though she was going to sleep but Jerome guessed from the tautness of her body that this was a matter of desire rather than fact. He wondered about giving Oscar a job. He’d fit in quite well with his children. It would be a way of saying he trusted him. When the question arose, it wouldn’t until Oscar finished university, he could consider it. He laid his hand across the sharp bones of Flora’s pelvis and closed his eyes, but suddenly the sun was gone and a chill crept over them.


  Time to go, said Flora. The sun has spoken.
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  Jerome


  Once I said to Clement, If you could call up any woman from history, who would it be?


  You mean, like a hologram?


  Well …


  Some kind of virtual reality thing? I’m not really into that.


  No, not exactly. I was thinking more of magic. A spell. A conjuration.


  Yeah?


  Suppose you could call up any woman who’s ever lived …


  How do you mean?


  Well, the most beautiful, say, Helen of Troy.


  Why? said Clement, wrinkling his small eyes at me. Why out of history? Why not now? Madonna, say. Or Sharon Stone. Nah, they’re a bit old. Gwyneth Paltrow? Cameron Diaz? But really, why would you bother? You can see them on the screen any time you want.


  But Helen of Troy: The face that launch’d a thousand ships And burnt the topless towers of Ilium.


  Topless Towers? Sounds like one of those bars where the waitresses go naked to the waist. You dunno where to look.


  It’s Helen causing the Trojan War, I said. With a sigh of patience, I have to admit.


  Oh, said Clement. Well, the thing is I’m going with Emma, I don’t really need to think about that sort of thing. Other women.


  I gave up. At the time I thought he lacked imagination. Didn’t know his own history or literature, and what riches were held in their words. As well as having a touching kind of innocence which I supposed came from dealing with computers instead of the real world. And the real world as writers have shown it to us.


  But then I started going with Flora, and I knew what he meant.


  Going with. Funny phrase. But I liked it. The ordinariness of it. And yet the immense simple power of it, too. It made me think of how life is a journey, and the most important thing is who you go with. And I knew that I could happily travel the rest of my life with Flora. Better to travel hopefully than arrive. I could travel hopefully with Flora.


  I was already in the habit of going to The Point at least a couple of times a week. I started ringing up Laurel to find out who else would be there, looking for nights not too busy so Flora could come at the end of service and sit and drink wine with me, and we could walk home to her place or mine or when the weather was lousy or she was tired take a taxi. I liked to avoid nights when Feldman was there, so I didn’t have to hear his Fleurissimas. I sat at my usual table and read a little, and left it to Flora to send out whatever dish she wanted me to eat, and watched and listened.


  I wondered if Marion Mahony had known what she was doing with the acoustics of this place. You could eavesdrop on a whole lot of people. I’d sit, pensively, apparently miles away, listening to conversations. Rarely though were they very interesting. Salutary, sometimes. A thing that was going on at the time was one of the phone card scandals, the foreign affairs minister giving his PIN to his mistress, and her giving it to her husband, who gave it to his secretary, who gave it to her boyfriend, and so on, altogether racking up several hundred thousand dollars worth of calls. At the taxpayer’s expense, was the righteous cry. It was Anton Boyer’s mistress of some years ago, this had happened over a period of time. You’d have expected him to resign, but of course ministers in that government didn’t, they just hung on while scandals broke about them. This night Boyer was there with his personal assistant, I supposed she was, a painted-up woman in short skirt and tight jacket, and their conversation was mainly about various journalists and other scum, somebody called the poison dwarf seemed to feature a lot, the whole thing a kind of litany of complaint. A threnody, a song of lamentation for the dead, only it was they who were dead, dead to any vision, or ideas, or momentary sparkling wit. You see how I had got bored, my own thoughts were more interesting.


  The Point was never associated with any one political party. Each had its headquarters restaurant, but all sides came to The Point at one time or another. It was fun to see Boyer and the shadow minister for immigration running into one another and amiably chatting, while you recalled the slanging matches they fought in parliament. I always felt the Opposition indulged in the uncovering of scandal with a mixture of glee and fear: glee that their own misdoings were still hidden, fear that they might suddenly cease to be.


  Martin brought a plate with a small cup and a shallow bowl, with an air of solemn delight waiting to watch me take a mouthful. I dipped the teaspoon into the cup and didn’t need to pretend. It was a custard with a delicately fishy flavour, not sea fish. Marron, said Martin. And here is some of the flesh, in a beurre blanc with a bit of tarragon …


  I was glad that I wasn’t a restaurant critic. I’d’ve been giving words like sublime, bliss, heaven a bit of a bashing. Not proper vocabulary for a former Franciscan, but what else would have done justice?


  I heard Boyer say, Have you ever seen such tits? I’ve never seen tits like that on a woman. Not with such a small bum.


  She’ll end up with back trouble, said his companion.


  Tip over, flat on her face. Boyer giggled.


  Arse over tit, said the woman, and Boyer giggled louder.


  I stopped listening, that’s a technique I’d learned in my convent days.


  Martin brought veal. Miraculously young, he said, milk fed. Not bled, of course, Flora wouldn’t have that, even if it was legal. With a sorrel sauce.


  I thought of my father taking me to Cahill’s, when I was a kid. In the city, somewhere, I didn’t know Sydney then. It was such a grand place, the tablecloths, and all the chairs matching, and heavy curtains. We ate Viennese schnitzel, very smart and foreign, crumbed veal, with pickled red cabbage and potato salad, and for dessert their famous caramel sauce on ice-cream. You could buy it to take home, I think, or was that later, in a little cardboard bucket of the kind that you got ice-cream in; anyway, we didn’t. And only a few years ago there was a correspondence in one of the newspapers, concerning what the recipe was; it got quite heated, disagreements flew back and forth, people accused one another of being totally wrong about it. Interesting to see passions running so high over cardboard cartons of caramel sauce.


  Martin said that Kate had made some tiny bombes Alaska, if I’d like one for dessert. Her orange ice-cream faintly flavoured with cardamom is a wonder, he said. I remembered the waitresses at Cahill’s, those tired women, stout and a bit lumbering as though their feet were always sore, but good-natured usually, and my father saying, Poor things, it’s a beggar of a job, and it struck me that being a waitress then was a class thing, we were nice to them but in a quite hierarchical way. Whereas now, look at Martin. And a few days before I’d been served coffee by one of the Prelec girls, Cressida or Candida, pretty names, pretty girls, I never did get to tell them apart, it was one of the terrace cafes in Manuka, and she was working there two nights a week, she said, she was doing law at university. Slender charming young people with light feet and no fear of dead-end jobs. Not like the big-busted plodding sober women of Cahill’s. Where are they now, now the elegant daughters and sons of the middle class are doing their jobs? Not the actual women, of course, happily retired, we hope, quite likely dead. But the women like them, what do they do? Or aren’t there women like that any more?


  I made a mental note to ask Flora, but never did remember to.


  I went off into a brown study, mutatis mutandis, tempora mutantur kind of thing, until I heard the words ‘white picket fence’. It was Di Caprio, the shadow minister for immigration, dining with an English politician, he’d had his picture in the paper that morning, and a colleague.


  You’ll notice it’s not a core promise – he won’t keep it, Di Caprio was saying.


  Won’t there be an outcry?


  Oh yes. But nothing will happen in the end. It’s quite amazing. He keeps making promises, people believe him, then he breaks them, says, Oh well, that wasn’t a core promise. You wonder how long he can keep it up.


  The colleague said, How long’s he kept it up now? Two terms! He reckons he can do it for three.


  I notice he doesn’t believe in ministers resigning when they get caught in scandalous behaviour, said the Englishman.


  When he was out of office he did, said the colleague.


  You see the evidence before your very eyes. Di Caprio jerked his head very slightly in the direction of Boyer. There’s one as ought to have gone if there was any integrity.


  I got thinking of white picket fences. I grew up behind one, but I doubt it had much effect one way or another. It’s a flimsy kind of emblem. Didn’t keep much out; a decent-sized dog or a kid could jump it, didn’t take much to knock a few palings off, or trample it down if you put your mind to it. Not even really Australian, an import. The perfect image of small-minded unquestioning nostalgia.


  Whereas Canberra, now. A place where fences are illegal. Don’t fit with the concept of the garden city. You can have a hedge, which in the old days the government cut for you. And of course people break the law. High walls round courtyards, iron grilles, brushwood, all designed to fortify and exclude. I sometimes wonder, what if government cracked down, made everybody demolish them? Of course it doesn’t, it turns blind eyes. And not everyone is nervous, or shy, some have lawns to the street.


  And the bugger won’t even live here, Di Caprio was saying. What message are you giving, when the government of a country chooses to build itself a capital – and does a pretty good job of it, let me tell you, had a chance to look round yet? – and the PM of that government won’t even live here?


  Why, asked the British politician, who seemed a rather taciturn man but I suppose he was on a fact-finding mission.


  Di Caprio pressed his finger to the side of his nose. Rumour has it, he said, and don’t ask rumour to explain itself, or confirm, because it’ll back right off, but rumour has it that the good lady wife of the bloke in question, she said, Not while that woman lives there.


  So … because the PM’s mistress lives in the capital, the PM’s wife refuses to let him do so …


  Exactly.


  How bizarre. The Britisher looked truly astonished. Where would a wife expect a mistress to live?


  This made me reflect; I stopped listening, in my own thoughts again. It is true that we don’t have sex scandals the way the Brits do, the whole circus of suspender belts and crotchless knickers and strangulation orgasms, but we doubtless do have like events (I don’t imagine that we are less decadent than old Mother England), it’s just that journalists don’t report them in this way. Are they lily-livered, or is it some elegance of mind? Hard to believe, that. More likely some sort of tricky bargain.


  I was staring at the window as I thought this, my eyes not focussed, when they registered a pale face against the glass. Looking in, intently, it seemed, when I blinked at it. A disembodied face, just floating there; it was very strange, though maybe I could discern the faint shape of a body below. I squinted and blinked, the face floated, pale, bluish, the face of a ghost, and receded, faded, disappeared.


  Is the restaurant haunted, I asked Laurel, but she had never heard of such a thing. I don’t believe in ghosts, she said.


  Well, of course, I don’t either. But I had seen that face, I knew that. Some lost energy, perhaps, or shattered, scattered by violence, haunting its old place, taking shape for a moment … I think there is more in the world than we know.


  Martin came to take my empty dessert plate away. That was superb, I said, meaning it, I’m not a great one for sweets and this one had a wonderfully complex unsweet quality. Please tell – Kate, isn’t it? – just how brilliant I thought it.


  Martin looked as pleased as if I was complimenting him.


  Kate is your … intended, is she?


  She’s my partner, said Martin.


  In life?


  Yeah, we live together.


  And in art?


  I suppose so. We want to open a restaurant together one day.


  I think it will be very good. I would like to come to it.


  Martin gave his waiterly bow. It’s a matter of finding the money, to begin, he said, and then walked away quite quickly.


  When I look back on myself at that time I see that I often confused people. Or at least, gave them to think. Indeed, I suppose I did it on purpose. I thought it did no harm for people to have to relate to a somewhat eccentric figure; it stretched their minds. There I was, finely suited, with my silk shirts and bow ties – silk too of course, and of course tied by hand – and saying things that puzzled. I’m sure they thought, queer old bird – well, not queer, weird – old fogey, old bore even. But maybe they took in the words, a bit formal, a bit unexpected, and possibly they thought about them.


  A partner, in life and in art. What a charming thing. Like Ted and Julia, the willow weavers. They met on the job when they were apprentices in England and came to Australia in that New World way, the young so filled with desire for it and who’s to say they are deluded.


  Whereas Flora and I were not partners in life yet, and would not be in art. In obsession, maybe, in our separate pursuits of our separate ultimates, partners we could be in that.


  When Flora came to sit with me, finally – Di Caprio had taken an age to leave, calling for Flora, introducing her to his guest, raving on, at least Boyer had the grace to slink out quietly – and she’d taken deep mouthfuls of the white wine she liked to drink at the end of the evening’s work, she said in a sad voice, There’s money missing.


  From the till?


  I keep it in a drawer. Not a lot. Missing, I mean. Not all of what was there. But a considerable amount. Laurel discovered it.


  Have you told the police?


  I don’t want to. I think it has to be somebody from here. Laurel wants to make it up, but I wouldn’t let her. Told her I’d start to think she’d done it if she insisted.


  You don’t think … it’s Oscar?


  No, I don’t really. I don’t see how he’d have had a chance. Or that he would. I think it has to be somebody that’s around. But I can’t bear to think it of any of the staff. And I’m afraid that Laurel thinks it might have been Oscar.


  You don’t think it would have been a customer?


  How could it? They’re never alone. Laurel’s always there. And how would they have known?


  A person from outside?


  But there’s always someone here.


  You do need to find out who it is.


  I know.


  Your fancy dishwasher?


  Joe? She bit her lip. I thought I might call everybody together and say I know and I’m worried and I don’t know what to do. And stop keeping money in the drawer.


  It’s unpleasant. Having to be suspicious.


  Horrible. And I’m not going to think about it now. She put her finger on my cheekbone. Now is a kind of magic time, for me, a kind of out-of-category time. I want to enjoy it, while it lasts.


  I want it to last. I want it to be normal, too. Magic, yes, but normal as well.


  She smiled at me in an indulgent way that made me miserable.


  There’s a real world, we have to live in it, she said.


  I’m not saying anything else. You’re saying we. We, you and me, in the real world.


  I told her about the idea of going together, and the sense of a journey in this, and the possibility of change, but going together through all of it.


  She was restless. Her thin shoulders twisted under the white tee-shirt, her velvety head bent. Let’s just be, now, she said. I’m afraid … I’m not sure … I don’t want any more hostages to fortune.


  She wouldn’t explain that last bit. It wasn’t until much later that I found out about the baby who died. Maybe I could have convinced her I understood her grief, or anyway had some inkling. My baby who was killed, and hers who died, they were the same grief, though in different measures, if measures is a word you can use. If I could have explained to her that if I could feel such desolation over a person who barely existed, who never was a person, then how much worse for a child who had entwined himself in your life, and I could understand that.


  At the time I thought that by hostages to fortune she meant simply children, potential children, but now I think she meant herself, her own life, anything she valued … maybe, possibly, me. At the time I thought I could change her mind about not having children, a child, she was young enough, plenty of people her age have children or at least a child, if we were quick, it was a joy we could achieve.


  And her saying, I am afraid … I thought it was one of those manners of speaking. I’m afraid I can’t come to dinner on Friday night, I’m afraid I’m not fond of D.H. Lawrence. But looking back I think she meant simply that: that she was afraid.


  I’m not sure that we can live without offering hostages to fortune, I said.


  Maybe. But there are some risks more terrifying than others.


  I took her hands and said, I would like to save you from terror. She smiled, a small dazzling wisp of a smile that made my heart wobble like a spinning top stopping. Flora, I muttered, I do love you.


  Don’t say love, said Flora, don’t say love.


  I mean it.


  Don’t say it.
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  Gwyneth says: Have you ever eaten at that restaurant?


  Not that one, says Clovis. Ones like it.


  Are they good?


  Well, yes, they were good. It was something one did. Make pilgrimages in search of good food experiences. Tell your friends, compare notes, get up parties to go to them. It was one of the ways you patterned your life.


  Gwyneth wrinkles her face. Clovis recognises this as her expression of confrontation with new ideas. Or maybe, even, with ideas.


  You don’t just go for a good feed?


  Well, you do. Of course you do. But, there was something more. He is finding it hard to grasp what it was there was. He looks up at The Point, at the dim windows, misty with distance and his muzzy eyes and perhaps also fogged up with warm breaths and the steam of food and the gasses of digestion. It hangs there. The promise. The rituals. The exquisiteness of desire.


  Or else just something that people with quite a lot of money can afford to do.


  I been and looked up close, real close, right up against the glass, says Gwyneth. It doesn’t look like fun to me. I mean, people don’t seem to be having a good time.


  I suppose it depends on what you mean by fun, says Clovis. Serious eating can be a solemn business.


  Do you ever wish you was in there, doing that like you used to?


  No.


  Afterwards he wonders about that no. It had come so firmly, so quickly. No time to think. And it did seem to be true. He had no capacity for desiring himself into fine clothes and fine company … maybe that was the sticking point. You had to have somebody to go to a restaurant with. No point in dining on your own.


  I tell you what, though. One night, you and me, we’ll get scrubbed up and go in there and have the works.


  Gwyneth looks at him. She doesn’t even smile. Fuck off, she says.


  The wine would be better. Clovis squeezes some more into her glass.


  How?


  Softer, more mellow, better flavour.


  She frowns. Then she takes a mouthful out of her glass, swills it round her mouth, and spits it out elaborately.


  Clovis finds this immensely funny. Not in the restaurant, though, he says.


  I still think it looks dead boring, she says. But it’d be nice to be on the inside, instead of the outside.


  Depends. Depends on what it costs to be in there. I’m not talking about money. Or not just. Besides, I thought you were doing your best to stay on the outside, avoid inside.


  There’s inside and inside. You know that.


  Possibly. Though maybe all insides have a lot in common. Gaols, restaurants, banks, offices. Schools. And possibly the outside is always about freedom. When you think about it. You and me, we’re free … it might not be much, but it’s better than a lot of things.


  I’d like my own inside, just for me.


  It would be solitary.


  Cosy, says Gwyneth. With the TV for company. I miss the TV.


  After a while she makes off across the grass. Clovis is sorry to see her go. She gets him talking, and talking shows him he’s been thinking. He’s interested in what he says, doesn’t know he’s going to say it until it comes out.


  All that time not talking, it seems to have starved out that idle bushy habit of yapping on that was so much part of his old life. Now words are simple attempts at meaning. If he does mean them. His alter ego says: That’s for me to know and you to find out. Ho ho.



  The food left outside the restaurant is getting tidier and organised into separate plastic pots. Far more than Gwyneth can eat. Plenty to choose from. She’s crept up early enough to see that it’s a young guy putting it there, carefully and somehow secretly, a bit out of the way and quietly so no one sees. She watches him and then says, softly, Hi. He jumps, and goes furtive.


  Thanks, she says.


  It’s okay.


  She doesn’t say anything. Clovis has noticed how good she is at not saying anything. It’s made him wonder if it comes naturally or is something she’s learned.


  It’s good food, the guy says. Hardly touched. I thought I’d give it a second chance.


  Sorry it’s not hot, he says.


  I’ve seen you round, he says. Do you live hereabouts?


  Where would I live hereabouts, says Gwyneth, with delicate scorn.


  I dunno. I haven’t been here long. My name’s Joe.


  Gwyneth.


  That’s a pretty name. It’s …


  My mum’s name.


  I’m finished, really, he says. Everybody’s gone, except Flora and her, her friend.


  They are standing and looking at one another, wondering if this is all there is to say, when they hear strange sounds, a sort of whistling and rushing and a soft violent commotion. Thudding noises, and heaving, and the release of pent-up …


  The screen, shrieks Gwyneth.


  There are figures attacking the willow sculpture. Someone with a thin club-like weapon, others bashing and pulling at it with their bodies, someone running and throwing himself at it. She lets out one of her screams, and rushes towards them. She screams a number of times, and in between screams she shouts: Fucking bastards, stop, stop, fucking bastards. She is on the opposite side of the screen but she rushes at them, shouting and screaming, and the figures stop.


  Flora comes out of the restaurant, and the tall man who’s often there. What’s going on, he asks, in a loud calm voice. Flora, call the police. He gives her the mobile phone out of his pocket.


  He starts to walk towards the screen and the figures on the other side run away, off across the slope of grass, with whoops and catcalls. It’s a normal winter night, dank, frosty, with fog in the air. Impossible to see who they are, all wrapped up in overcoats against the cold, but the nimbleness with which they run suggests they are young. No sign of the weapon. They plunge up the hill, their coats flapping wide like the cloaks of vampires.


  Flora is standing looking at the screen, her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide and staring. Jerome takes off his coat and puts it round her shoulders, tries to persuade her to come inside.


  The screen, she says, in a voice that can barely manage a whisper. It’s a hostage too.


  Jerome bends his head. He has his arm around her. But then she tenses, a summoning up of muscle, courage, energy, and turns to Joe. What’s happening here? Her voice now sharp.


  She frightened them off, says Joe.


  Who is this person? Is she a friend of yours?


  He’s a good friend, says Gwyneth.


  Flora looks at her. The light, one of those that come on automatically, is bright, but the night is large and it quickly loses itself in the inky shadows. Indeed, she says. Joe, it’s time you finished. You can’t stay all night. Off you go, both of you.


  Hadn’t we better stay and be witnesses?


  That’s a point, says Jerome.


  Flora is walking round the screen, trying to see the damage. I don’t think it’s too bad, says Jerome, more hopefully than certainly. One end is battered, twisted, partly uprooted, but the ties are strong, it is still lozenges in a double diamond pattern.


  First thing in the morning we’ll get Ted and Julia, he says.


  They could be anywhere by now.


  Actually, I think … I think it just needs replanting. An ordinary gardener, I think – oh Flora, it’ll be as good as new. Come inside now, it’s cold.


  This is when they notice that Gwyneth has disappeared.


  Where’s your friend?


  Gwyneth? Oh, says Joe. He’s not much of an actor. His exaggerated surprise is of the order of farce.


  There’s something going on, says Flora.


  The police come and take notes. Joe has to admit he doesn’t actually know Gwyneth at all, he’s just seen her round. In the middle of his statement about Gwyneth’s speed and ferocity at chasing off the marauders the mobile phone of one of the policemen rings. It’s a colleague. They think they’ve got them.


  Flora, Jerome and Joe go to the police station. Flora is sure she recognises the boys who muck around on the grassy slope with the baseball bat.


  Us, says Chad. Baseball? At this time of night? We’re going clubbing. Night clubbing. Music. Dancing. Rage.


  Wouldn’t you be better off home in bed?


  You would, maybe. Not us.


  Joe thinks the club he saw the attackers using might have been a baseball bat. But in the end it is not possible to identify them. Their parents come, full of distress and anger that anyone could suspect their children. Of course there is a mistake. Julian’s father is a lawyer, and very precise about what can and cannot happen here. The police give the lads a generic warning – if it was you, cut it out, next time you might not be so lucky.


  Luck? says Julian’s dad. The only luck here is these poor kids’ bad luck in being wrongfully accused. It is the police who ought to watch out. Wrongful arrest could be the least of it.


  Flora questions Joe who admits that he puts food out and that Gwyneth comes and takes it. It’s so good, says Joe, some of it, it seems a wicked waste to throw it away. He tells Flora he thinks Gwyneth is a homeless person.


  And what about you, asks Flora. Do you have a home to go to?


  Joe is indignant. Of course he does.


  Flora and Jerome go back to his place. She sends Joe off in a taxi.


  They go to bed and lie close together, warm and gentle. It’s probably illegal, says Flora, to put out food like that, rats and god knows what. God, if an inspector saw. But she doesn’t want to reprimand Joe; he is a good boy. He has a point about the waste of food. Though there is food poisoning. But it must be safer than garbage bins. She is sure he did not take the money. You have to have faith that you can know what people are like. Joe would not do that. Would he.


  Neither feels sleepy, they are both jagged and wakeful after the night’s events. Flora tells Jerome one of her favourite horror stories. It’s about restaurants in Paris in the nineteenth century.


  You start off with grand dinners, she says, in the most elegant of restaurants, or perhaps palaces. Glorious food for ladies and gentlemen, who only pick at it. Darnes of salmon, milk veal cutlets, fillets of sole normande, pheasant breasts, venison, foie gras, quail, puddings and ices and cakes as architecture, all practically intact, barely tasted, the sauces hardly disturbed. Dealers buy up this uneaten food and take it to cheap restaurants, in large baskets covered with a dark cloth that is known in the trade as the black flag. The cheap restaurant shakes some disinfectant over it, trims it up a bit: voilà, a classy menu. These places also hire magnificent fruit platters and whole stags and hares to hang in the doorway, but nobody ever gets to eat them, not there. Only second-hand dishes. The places smell of burnt fat, carbolic acid and vinegar – so say contemporary historians.


  Wouldn’t they have just loved microwaves?


  But, Flora goes on, it doesn’t stop there. The remains of these remains are sold in the open-air markets. All quite legally, they’ve been inspected. The name for this stuff is le bijou. The gem. And that’s still not the end of it. The leftovers of these leftovers of leftovers are also sold. No longer really legally, though. Fish heads, lamb bones, chewed ends of chicken, fragments of cakes and tarts. All mixed together, with all their different sauces, mayonnaise and madeira, anchovy and chocolate, custard and capers, mustard and raspberries.


  Just like nouvelle cuisine, says Jerome.


  Less fresh. Not entirely rotten yet, about five days old. Pretty high. This is called the harlequin.


  Sounds like Barry Humphries’ technicolour yawn.


  And, we’re not finished yet. The remains of this, the stuff not sold at the stalls, is peddled through the streets of Paris by con men, called coal miners. Houilliers. They come up to you furtively in dark alleys and offer you game which they say is wrapped only so it won’t attract the attention of the police. The price is low, you’re tempted, you think it’s so cheap because it’s been poached, and then, when you get it home … eughhh.


  At least Joe is only taking it one step, and that for charity.


  Jerome laughs, happier than he can ever remember being in his life. They make love, sweetly, and sleep.
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  Jerome
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  Flora did not have any pets. Once I said to her, You should get a dog. (I think I mentioned an Italian greyhound, lean and delicate and fine as herself.) Not altogether seriously, an idea for her to try out. She replied, But what if it died?


  When I saw her stricken face gazing at the willow sculpture on the night of the attack it was that fear I saw, though I did not then quite understand the real terror in it. I said, We can get a gardener, and first thing next morning I rang and found a man who would come straightaway. He was a good man who was entranced by the beauty of the willow working and angry that anybody should try to damage it. He thought that he could replant it and that it would most likely grow as planned. Its fineness was its strength, he said, the great number of knots and grafts meant that it was not easily pulled apart. If they’d used a knife, now, he said, and slashed through it, that would have been your true disaster.


  But under the brutal clumsy onslaught it had bowed and bent in its whippy willowy fashion and could be put to rights. Flexibility is the secret, he said. He was sure he could save it. Flora said she would ring Ted just to check.


  I think your hostage is safe this time, I said, and she gave me a weak smile. I thought to myself: a willow screen is not a child, it can be neither so beloved nor so entirely irreplaceable. I put my arms around her and said, I want to look after you, I want to keep you safe, and she gazed at me with her golden brown eyes that seemed at this moment especially large in her small velvety skull. It was only later that I realised the problem. If she accepted my love and my care for her, and then I betrayed her or she by whatever means lost me, then she would be so much more desolate than if she had never allowed herself to depend on me, or feel fond of me.


  This was still before I knew about the baby who died and Vic her husband who could not comfort her in their loss. Later, when she told me this piteous history and I said, I would not be like that, I would never abandon you, she said, That is what Vic thought.


  I did do a clever thing, though, at the time of the attack on the screen. I did not ask her to marry me. I was frightened of her saying no, which could be an irrevocable thing between us. I thought I would make myself necessary to her, and then ask. I simply kept saying, I want to look after you, and her gaze shifted sideways, and I thought, I shall show you.


  On Sunday she said, I want you to come for dinner, I am making cassoulet. It is early stages yet, but it will be all right.


  I did not have the heart to say I disliked beans, that I had resolved never to eat them again, and moreover that I did not care much for duck, and it was lucky I mentioned neither thing, since these beans were unlike any I had ever tasted, light, creamy, sweetly garlicky, and the duck crisp and not at all greasy as is so often the disappointing case with this bird.


  I have eaten cassoulet in Carcassonne and it could not hold a candle to this, I said.


  I should think not. Cassoulet in Carcassonne is lowest common denominator. It’s for tourists. There are real ones to be had, if you know where to look. This isn’t really a real one, not the peasant dish, it is a different kind of transformation. And I think you will find the beans will not be so windy as sometimes they are.


  I told her about my namesake Jerome the exegete, who forbade his nuns to eat beans because the resulting farts might tickle their genitals and give rise to impure thoughts.


  Flora laughed at that. I hope these beans give rise to farting after all, she said, so that I can try it out for myself.


  I made some remarks, like if they failed offering to do it for her, and such, the idle dirty talk of lovers that so amuses them.


  She told me about some little French biscuits called pets-denonne, nun’s farts. Because they are so delicate and whisper light, she said.


  I am sure St Jerome was closer to the truth, I said. Why wouldn’t nun’s farts be as vigorous and hearty as anyone else’s? Given their diet. Else why would they tickle so lasciviously?


  And smelly, said Flora. Not an attractive thing in a biscuit. Or maybe a sign of holiness is odourless farts.


  What fun we had. How we delighted in one another’s words. Sitting in front of this page, writing down the words that so bound us, so enchanted us, I cannot decide quite how I feel: is there more pleasure in recalling them, and the old happy times they embody, than misery in recording their loss? If I could live in that past, in my head, I could be a soberly contented man. But you cannot control what you think, and though so far it is the happy times I am transcribing here, in my head they are inextricably bound with grief.


  Leonie is not sitting on my page today. She is asleep by the window. A champion sleeper is my tubby little cat. There is a patch of sun on the floor and she has found it. That is one of her gifts. To find sun. Even when it is not cold, like today’s high summer, she finds the sun.


  For in her morning orisons she loves the sun and the sun loves her.


  For she is of the tribe of Tiger.


  For the Cherub Cat is a term of the Angel Tiger.


  Dear Christopher Smart. I love his mysterious utterance.


  This script is fading, because my pen is running out of ink. I keep the bottle tightly closed against the ink monkey. A little creature smaller than a hand, with fur that is black and silky and soft as down. Its eyes are scarlet. The ink monkey is fond of ink. It sits with its forepaws crossed waiting while you write. When you have finished it drinks what is left of the ink and then sits back, happy and quiet.


  But this is older technology even than mine, with my fountain pen. It needs an inkwell and a dipping pen, possibly a quill, or perhaps a brush. I remember the inkwells at school when I was a small boy, the little bluish china pots each sunk into its hole at the right-hand top of the desks (who knows about inkwells any more, who is not as old as me?) and how there never was any ink left when you came back after a short absence; the ink monkey must have flourished there. The ink monitors had to get the big bottle of ink out of the press and refill them.


  Perhaps I should leave the cap of the ink bottle unscrewed, so the ink monkey could drink his fill. He comes from China, from the north, and my report of him is dated 1791.


  I should be sad to lose this pen. The writing it does for me is small and well formed, quite round. I have another which writes large and scrawly, with blots, and does not please at all. And another with upstrokes and downstrokes, quite calligraphic, that I use for notes, the polite kind. Now Leonie is awake and comes stalking across the desk. She bats at my pen, which she knows I wind across the page purely for her entertainment. Why else would I make such intoxicating curves. Silly girl, you have blotted your own name, it would be illegible did I not know it was itself. It is necessary to stop before all the words smudge out of existence. I pick up a toy I keep for her, a little Russian painted carving of an axeman and a chicken, fastened with string to a wooden ball. When you manipulate it so that the ball rotates the chicken pecks, up, down, the axe rises, falls, and you think that you will be able to organise it so that the axe beheads the chicken but you can’t, when the chicken pecks down the axe is up. It’s inexorable. Down comes the axe, up goes the chicken. Forever safe. Leonie watches with her yellow eyes, mesmerised it seems, then leans in to bat. But she cannot change the fate, of the chicken to survive, of the axeman to fail. When she gets bored she puts her head against my forehead and gently butts it, purring, and breathes on me with her fishy breath.


  Montaigne said, When I play with my cat, who knows whether she isn’t amusing herself more with me than I with her.


  Sometimes Flora cooked fish for us. Always starting with whole ones, filleting them with her sharp skilful knife. I would stand in her kitchen and watch her. I remember their anguished faces; vividly they are present to me. Yet that anguish I know is simply anatomy, gaping mouths curving downwards, glassy eyes. They did not know grief, and death had probably come kindly. The fishes of the deep, gazing at us with impenetrable eyes, know nothing of tragic fates.


  But hindsight taints. There was a golden time, and with its own time that put such value upon itself that it seemed so much longer than it was. I have been writing this diary now for rather longer than its events took to happen. There were nuns’ farts and long gazes, and words, endlessly spinning, and us weaving them into conversations of rare and precious cloth that we carelessly put away in the cupboards of our minds because there was always more where that came from. And her work and mine. Of course, that is one reason I wanted us to marry, to live in the one house, so we could spend more time on our work. But time was at that time almost sufficient, or no, not sufficient, but there was the promise that one day there would be; in my Augustine study I was happy, I knew I was making progress.


  On my wall I had a Celtic poem. St Jerome said the Celtic language of Ankara – the Turkish Ankara – could be understood in Northern Gaul at the end of the fourth century. I find that immensely moving. Christendom in a sentence. I do not know about Ireland, which is where my poem comes from, but I do not see why not. Celtic that could travel comfortably comprehended from Turkey to France would not get lost by Ireland. I’ve still got the poem. It’s called ‘Pangur Ban’. I copied it out because it was so much me and Leonie, my brown Burmese small slender beauty, not the present tubby little earthling, though the poem is her too. The cat is a he; I translated Christopher Smart’s poem into the feminine pronoun, in this one I just think, she. The heroism applies. The writer would have been a monk, perhaps only male cats were allowed in the monastery. As in certain Cambridge colleges, I believe. In the past, of course. Here it is, Pangur Ban, cat and emblem.


  Pangur Ban


  I and Pangur Ban my cat

  ’Tis a like task we are at;

  Hunting mice is his delight,

  Hunting words I sit all night.

  Better far than praise of men

  ’Tis to sit with book and pen;

  Pangur bears me no ill will

  He too plies his simple skill.

  Oftentimes a mouse will stray

  In the hero Pangur’s way.

  Oftentimes my keen thought’s set Takes a meaning in its net.


  ’Gainst the wall he sets his eye

  Full and fierce and sharp and sly;

  ’Gainst the wall of knowledge I

  All my little wisdom try.

  Practice every day has made

  Pangur perfect in his trade;

  I get wisdom day and night Turning darkness into light.


  And so do I. So do I, I said to myself.


  Well. Leonie is a great mouser. But I no longer see myself turning darkness into light. The monk who tried all his little wisdom against the wall of knowledge did it for the glory of God. Whereas I

  well, hubris is maybe a word. I did it for my own glory. Perhaps not glory, I need not be so harsh, but for my own intellectual desire.


  Perhaps my mother was right; had I been a Jesuit I might have found sufficient mental exercise to keep me in the religious life. The Franciscans were not the greatest thinkers. But again no. I need not send my regrets back so far. That would be to lose even more of what is precious to me; I cannot afford to do that, even if ignorance might have left me happy.


  Sometimes I remember the colours in my Venetian study, a certain fresh green, glowing as an emerald, and particular reds, vermilion, coral, or the pale biscuit colour of the gem in a cameo, colours so delicate yet so rich, and equally in their naming for precious things. And then I can hardly bear to look at my present feeble walls, the blank bagged concrete tastefully bland, oh how I could spit out those words if I spoke them aloud, the blank bagged blandness, and I gaze at my bottle of red ink and think of casting it over the wall, the way the ink would soak in and stain it, but then I remember blood running down and I refrain.


  There’s a picture of St Jerome, by Caravaggio I think, a naked brawny hermit in his study, wrestling with the word of God. He has on one of his open books a skull. And so do I, so do I.
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  Clovis sleeping in his hidden place against the warm air vents of the library woke suddenly to find Gwyneth sitting beside him, not looking at him, just sitting waiting. He felt a small pang which he expected to be irritation but which in fact seemed pleasure; he was happy to see her.


  I’ve brought some food, she said, unpacking a plastic bag of pots, picking their lids off. There was salmon, and a piece of very pink lamb, a lobe of brain crumbed golden brown, something that might have been tripe, a length of black pudding. Small portions, but lovingly separated.


  Not exactly breakfast, is it.


  Food’s food, doesn’t matter when you eat it.


  True.


  He took a mouthful of salmon. It had a quite spicy crust on one side and inside was rare, hardly cooked, creamy and quite raw. There was a grassy flavour of dill and the sweetness of onion. The flavours were strong and intense; he was interested to see that he could still so easily recognise them. Mostly he ate fruit, bread, packets of biscuits, cheese sometimes, a pot of yoghurt, a paper of fish and chips from the Fisho if he was pushing the boat out. He took a bite of black pudding; it was so richly excessively savoury. Almost unbearable. There was some green gloop, a puree of vegetable, broccoli it turned out to be, and a paler one, Brussels sprouts.


  These your spoils from the restaurant?


  Yup.


  Gwyneth was eating. She wasn’t talkative this morning. She sat in her moods like a saint in a glory, untouchable. He looked at her curiously; he was happier now she had her big grey knitted coat, she didn’t look so pinched and bloodless. There was some bread in the bag, too, and he bit on that; a little of this intensely flavoured food was enough. It was somehow greedy. His stomach might turn and say, Stop.


  I suppose this takes you back, said Gwyneth. Now she was taking small occasional mouthfuls. He wondered when she would tell him what was on her mind.


  Well, you know, it doesn’t really. I never tasted food in quite this way before. Just glugged it down and yapped on about whatever was on our minds. It was a greedy kind of life. And I suppose I was a rather greedy kind of person. Fat. Well, a lot fatter. He knew he was lean now, he could feel the bones of his ribs and pelvis, the muscles stringy under tight flesh. I suppose, now, I eat to live … it’s not an entertainment any more.


  There was an attack last night, she said.


  Clovis looked at her.


  On the willow sculpture. Those same kids, the ones that were going to rape me. With that fucking baseball bat they go around with. Baseball, my arse.


  You saw them?


  I was talking to Joe. The guy who puts the food out. Flora, that’s her name, she’s the one I saw dancing, you know how the restaurant is like one of them lanterns from the olden days, you know those I Am the Way, the Truth and the Light lanterns in the Jesus picture books? at Sunday School? and I saw her, one night, dancing. Churchy music it was, too. She was real upset. About the screen. He, the bloke, the one she was dancing with, he called the police. Joe said we would be witnesses.


  Did you talk to the police?


  No way. I was outta there. Thin air. And I thought, I should tell you, we better lie low for a bit, because I think they might be hanging round.


  Lie low, you think. Right. We’ll go up the other side of the bridge. Up near the wetlands, Oaks Estate way. You can disappear up there. Clovis began to put the lids back on the pots. We’ll take the food. Have a picnic.


  Gwyneth stared at him. Then she gave a funny choking snort of laughter. As though like a sneeze it had suddenly pushed itself out, found a route for itself it didn’t know was there.


  All right, she said. A picnic.


  Is the sculpture ruined?


  It’s bashed about. Looks wonky. This morning there was a man looked as though he was trying to fix it.


  You reckon it was the kids? The ones who threatened you?


  Yeah, for sure.


  Who are these kids? Where do they come from?


  They’re very okay. They’re fucking nice kids. All the right gear, you know, the Nikes, the Calvin Kleins, all the stuff with proper names you have to have. They go to college.


  How do you know?


  I just know. All right?


  So … Clovis hesitated. What are they on about? Rape. Trashing screens.


  Gwyneth shrugged. Having fun.


  Is it lack of love, would you say, loveless families … Or is it that they are quite simply wicked.


  Wicked! Gwyneth snorted. They’d like that. You know what wicked means. That means something’s really terrific. Wicked. She breathed the word in two yearning syllables. They think they’re wick-ed, all right.


  You know that’s not what I mean. I mean bad, evil. I don’t understand evil, I don’t think anybody does, I don’t know how to talk about it. But these boys, you’d have to say, they just seem naturally so, somehow.


  Like Daryl. But he was a drunk, you could blame the drink. Though I suppose you could say it was more fun fucking me than Mum, she’d be asleep and snoring like a pig before she even got to bed. Once he told her she had a cunt like a bookie’s bag.


  Clovis screwed up his face. I wish you hadn’t said that.


  An’ I don’t? Wish wish wish. What the fuck good’s wishing? You could blame the drink for what he said too, as well as what he done.


  So you think there is some blaming needed? Who is to blame for these boys?


  Maybe it is the way they are. Maybe they have cruel hearts.


  That is what I would like to know. Cruel hearts. Are there such things?


  What else?


  Is it drugs that make them behave so badly? Is that what’s to blame?


  Look who’s blaming now. Nah, I don’t reckon, drugs don’t do that. I reckon it’s because they have cruel hearts, they are not good people, they don’t have good parents.


  You believe in goodness then.


  Yeah – don’t you?


  I suppose I do. Yes.


  They set off. Clovis looked at Gwyneth. Might I suggest – a bit of a wash of the face? The aim is to look eccentric, not derelict. There’s a fountain over there. Always a fountain when you need it, in the garden city.


  She frowned, dipped her fingers in the water, rubbed at her face. Okay?


  He wet his fingers and rinsed the places she’d missed. She pushed into his hand like a cat, then grabbed his arm and dried her face on his sleeve.


  He suddenly felt extraordinarily happy. A picnic, he said to himself. A picnic.


  They went in a wide arc, to avoid The Point, around the library, keeping as far under trees as possible, past the government buildings, through Barton and then down to the lake on the other side of the bridge. Beyond the old powerhouse sites, the destroyed printing works, behind the railway station, was waste ground. There were strange bare huts, or shacks, with glassless windows, Gwyneth wondered what they were. Hides, said Clovis, for bird–watchers. There was a lot of dry reedy dead-looking swamp, which might come good again in the summer. Though what would happen to the dead sticks of the reeds? With a bit of clambering they could find a sunny sheltered spot. The water ruffled and plopped against the bank, and there were willows trailing in it. Their long whippy leafless fronds were russet gold colours, and the grass underneath the colour of claret. They could hear kookaburras laughing.


  It would be nice in summer, with the leaves on the willows, said Gwyneth, they’d hang down and make secret caves for us to hide in.


  There’s something about willows and summer, said Clovis. What is it? Processions. Girls in white dresses, with willow wands. Fertility, that’s what it was. Some movie or other.


  Fertility, who needs it.


  You either do or you don’t, said Clovis, and both equally badly. Wasn’t recent, this procession, some old ritual. The country, well, England.


  Clovis had put the food in his faded blue Kathmandu backpack, along with the bladder from a cask of wine and two glasses. One of the glasses got broken along the way, so they had to share. Down to two, now, said Clovis. We can’t have any more visitors.


  After they’d eaten they had a bit of a snooze but then the sun started to come and go behind clouds and the breeze off the water was cold, so Clovis stood up and did some stamping and arm-waving exercises. The sky was full of monumental clouds and he could hear a solitary aeroplane, with propellers softly burring, though he could not see it. The inky green water trembled.


  Lying low, he said. You could get bored with it.


  Like life, said Gwyneth.


  It’s something you have to do. I’m not used to having to do things.


  Gwyneth heaved a sigh, huge, theatrical, melodramatic even. But full of pathos as well. Clovis looked at her, firmly. What are you going to do, Gwyneth? You can’t stay here forever.


  Gwyneth said, What are you going to do, Clovis? You can’t stay here forever.


  Clovis was shocked. He thought it a question he could ask, that did not apply to him.


  I’m living, he said. I’m being alive. I am content. I’ll know when it’s time to do something. In the meantime, I’m living. You don’t get bored with that, not like lying low, which is a distinctly low-level activity. What I am is free. You’re not free when you’re lying low. It’s somebody else’s agenda. What about you?


  Gwyneth squinted away across the lake. She shrugged. Clovis was about to say, You’re a fugitive. On the run. You can’t hide forever, you’ve got to make some decisions, maybe you should face the music, get it over and done with. All these clichés ran through his head, so that he thought, that’s Dutch uncle talk, whatever that means, while Gwyneth squinted across the lake. Do I want to talk like a Dutch uncle? Do I need to? What is a Dutch uncle, anyway.


  Suddenly she said, Let’s cut some willow wands. Got a knife?


  Clovis did, a French folding knife with a handle of ebony and brass, his precious Laguiole, bought for a great deal of money in Paris, and wasn’t sure that he wanted to cut willow wands with it. Gwyneth was pulling at him, so he ended up standing under the weeping branches of the willow. This one, she said, this, this, swiftly choosing them all of a thickness, showing him what length to cut, and then pulling at the thin fronds to use for knots. The Laguiole was a peasant knife, with a spike for letting the gas out of bloated animals; he hoped it could cope with willow wands.


  Oh, she said. I dunno the knots, do you know the knots?


  No, said Clovis, but we can experiment.


  They stuck the branches in the damp soil by the edge of the lake, pushing them deeply in.


  What pattern, asked Gwyneth.


  Basic?


  No. Complicated.


  How?


  We’ll just make it up.


  They worked until the sun went and the cold seeped up out of the ground. Clovis tried out knots to hold them and ended up with reef knots with little bow-like ends protruding. Gwyneth proved deft and wove the willow in arching patterns from side to side. Clovis said it might not be very strong without grafts; Gwyneth thought that using a lot of knots would be just about as good. And no shitheads to knock it down. Not bad, she said. Not very good, yet, but not bad.


  They didn’t go all the way back together. The wine bladder was empty, so Clovis went to the wine shop while Gwyneth flitted through empty bureaucratic spaces to the warm vents of the library. The Point shone with a clear faint light. It was calm, no police, no kids, only, eventually, the arrival of customers, to the muted expensive thud of car doors closing. A powerfully excluding sound, even when the owners of the cars were on the outside, too. But then, what was on the inside might be what you were glad to be excluded from. Had worked at not being included in. It made Clovis think of the policeman’s hand on the head, maybe protecting you from bumping it on the frame of the car door, more likely shoving you in, certainly shutting you away. He was glad the lying low was over, and he was back to the chosen rhythm of his days, but that was no help to Gwyneth, she was always lying low, and the policeman’s hand hovering, ready to put her away.
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  One dark winter morning when I had got up late from Flora’s bed I thought I saw Anabel windsurfing on the lake. A gorgeously fat woman in a purple wetsuit that corseted but didn’t conceal her outrageous curves, indeed delineated them against the grey waters. Her shape and the long black plait down her back made me believe she was Anabel. Could there be two such windsurfers on this lake? She skimmed across the water, darting, turning, with nonchalant monumental skill. It was as if the figurehead of a ship had grown legs and taken sail, to disport at this skimming speed before the wind.


  There’s a story I read when I was a boy. I think it might have been R.L. Stevenson. About an immensely fat man who wants to lose weight, Pyecraft I recall his name was. He tries all sorts of means, none of them work. Then he’s offered some nostrum (my details are vague, but it is something he swallows) and this is successful. He loses weight. Loses a lot of weight. But alas he does not lose size. He remains an immensely fat man who weighs nothing, who hovers at ceiling level inside his house and dares not go out in case he floats away. Maybe he has to be tethered to the furniture in order to get around. Is that the end of the story? I’m not sure. It is the interesting bit.


  I imagined Anabel as weightless as Pyecraft, in her airy skimming across the choppy grey waters. Flora on the other hand, so slight, so lean, seemed dense and full of weight; Anabel all feathers, Flora not lead, but something precious and heavy. Not gold, not Flora worth her weight in gold, but maybe mercury, heavy, fluid, with its own mind. Difficult to grasp.


  Of course it might not have been Anabel at all. But somehow, on this cold winter day, the sun shining but the lake grey and the wind sharp as blades against the skin, it seemed just the sort of thing she would do. Possible, difficult, odd. Anabel exploring new experiences. A pneumatic woman in a purple wetsuit having fun, against the odds. Although you might wonder, what was the point of it?


  I wished her no harm. Well, I never had, but I could think of her benignly, and comically, zooming into and so cleverly exploiting the bitter wind. While I was warm from Flora.


  I got to work late and found my three lads clustered round the table, the one surface in my Augustinian study where I allow no computers, nothing electronic. They were looking at a pencil sketch on a piece of paper. Unusual for them, to be paying attention to a piece of paper, and one not generated by a computer. They were as outlandishly and as carefully dressed as usual, in shirts that hung straight outside their trousers. Novica’s seemed to have fluorescent piping on it, I gathered it glowed in the dark. Clement had a World War II type long leather coat on, not vintage, imitation, very glossy and black. Jake had his jeans tucked into high brown boots. Their clothes were an education for me, but not one that I could do anything with. The three heads, the blond curls, the bleached spikes, the dark cropped with beard, all leaning together; they looked like a painting, or a performance, something structured by a discerning eye.


  They were giggling a bit, in a bemused way, and not furtive about my looking, they seemed to want me to see. In fact to be a kind of tableau, inviting my attention. The sketch was of a circle, about the size of a fifty-cent coin, with a dot in the middle, and two sets of parallel and intersecting lines drawn across it; imagine a noughts-and-crosses diagram, on top of the circle. I supposed it to be a game.


  It’s Clement’s brother, said Jake.


  Curious-looking lad.


  Well, it’s part of him, said Novica.


  His penis, said Jake. If you see the circle as the head of it, then those lines are the four cuts he’s had made across it, so when it’s erect it blossoms like a flower.


  Good heavens, I said. They were looking at me to see how I would react. I felt quite squeamish. My own penis was shrinking up inside itself. Didn’t it hurt, I asked.


  Clement shrugged. His leather coat creaked when he moved.


  Have you seen it, asked Novica.


  Oh yes, likely. My big brother’s always waving his hard-ons in my face.


  He might have given you a demo, said Novica. Quite scientific.


  After all, said Jake, he’s the clever one, he should be interested in the experiment.


  Well, he’s not a scientist, really.


  I recognised a sibling dismissiveness in Clement’s voice.


  He’s got a PhD.


  Yes, but not in science, said Clement.


  Well, he could show a scholarly interest, said Novica.


  Scholarship is scholarship.


  Why don’t we all ask for a demo, said Jake. I’d like to see a dick blossoming like a flower.


  It makes for mad sex.


  If it doesn’t get poisoned and drop off.


  Where does this sort of thing get done, I asked.


  In Laos. This one did.


  Ah, I thought, it’s still with us, the mysterious East, where strange and wonderful things happen, to make us shiver and admire. Covet yet fear. Though these days it’s almost entirely to do with sex.


  There’s this guy Brent, said Clement, Clay Brent, he runs tours. Travelations he calls his company. George’s been working for him. Discovery tours. George is on the language side of things.


  What do they discover? (This of course was a disingenuous question; I had a pretty good idea. But wanted to see what they said.)


  Whatever there is, I suppose. The country, customs, food, that kind of thing. It’s awesome, George says. In fact he was saying that Brent might be keen to become a client, get us to sort his business for him. It’s quite big.


  Oh yes, I said. Remembering my conversation with Flora, on the picnic. And I realised: serving him your food in a restaurant is one thing, it’s quite detached, a commercial transaction, with no obligation of judgement on the part of the provider. As Flora said, you can’t stop a serial murderer reading your novels. But having him on your books as a client, with all that implies of care and promotion and acting for, and we do look after our clients very well, it seemed to me a very different thing. Well, we’ll play it by ear, I said, when the time comes. Right now, isn’t it time you chaps did a bit of work? That stuff from Treasury, has it come in yet? I reckon they’re going to be outsourcing quite a bit, let’s make sure it comes our way, hmm?


  George called in to the house a couple of days later. A good-looking lad, like his brother, but in a quite different style, a little taller than Clement, his hair longer, in a shapely cut with a lock that fell over one side of his face. He reminded me of an Englishman in a drawing room comedy. His clothes fitted that image too, a pale-coloured suit, exquisitely rumpled, a silk shirt open at the neck: maybe the play was set in a Raffles type of hotel, in the last days of Empire. Naturally I wondered about his penis, opening like a flower when it was erect, and now, how would it be, would he be aware of it? Would it be somehow consciously in bud, waiting to bloom? I have heard of women wearing certain underclothes that rub or pull in particular ways and constantly arouse them, which I have always thought counter-productive; isn’t the point of arousal that sometimes you are not? And the delight of it, moving from one state to the other, with satisfaction at least in the offing? I was also a bit irritated at being given to think of another man’s penis, it’s not a habit of mine.


  What a charming room, said George. Is it, do I detect a Venetian influence?


  Ah. I did have in mind a Carpaccio painting …


  Of course, the study of St Augustine, yes, I see.


  I had to respect him, he was indeed clever, and sharp with it. I said, Not a copy, of course.


  No, indeed not. An influence.


  Is this your field of study? The early Renaissance?


  Oh no. And yet, yes, of course, as it must be for any educated person. But it’s not, for my sins, what I wrote my thesis on.


  He told me what that was, and I almost immediately forgot it. There was a catchy beginning to its title, a normal English phrase, and I do remember that: Damned to Hell. But that doesn’t tell you a lot. I think linguistic intimations, or were they images, came into it somewhere, and so did salvation, and post-medieval, or maybe that was later. It struck me at the time as a fine example of post-modern jargon, and I did not even try to remember it.


  I said, So, that would be religious studies?


  Fuck, no. Language. Japanese is my particular area of interest, which is why my present job. But the thesis was a comparative thing, that’s where post-medieval Europe came in. Of course you should be careful how you talk about Japan in this particular context. That could straightaway label you as Eurocentric.


  I see.


  But a Phid is about precise distinctions, in a way that everyday conversation isn’t.


  Of course, I said. And now you work for Travelations.


  Like they say, an education takes you places.


  I sent George off to the lads. A very clever young man, indeed. And charming, so far as he could help it. And yet … I berated myself. It was his connection with Brent that made me doubtful. I was guilty of supposing he must be somehow tainted by his employer. Then again … I found myself thinking quite fondly of Clement’s culturally innocent expertise. I suspected that there might be a whiff of ancient cultivated corruption about George. Rather unfairly, really, since my main grounds for this was his knowing what I know. George would have understood my remark about summoning up Helen of Troy.


  I dismissed all that when I took a good look at Clay Brent. He did get in touch with me, about taking him on as a client. I have to say, the man fascinated me. Words like plump, beringed, curled came to my mind. His flesh was considerable, but there was something massaged, something tight about it, as though his skin and muscle were a corset holding in an even greater bulk. And his yellow curls, corkscrewing and greasy. I am sure his hair was not unwashed, nobody’s is these days, he must have put something on it. That would be part of the heavy perfume that hung in the room after he had gone, like an oily residue. He wore a lot of gold, a watch on to which worms and grubs of the metal had been extruded, a heavy linked bracelet, a huge embossed ring waiting to seal the fate of nations.


  I could fit him into my Renaissance painting. He is the slave merchant, just off to the left, you can tell by the way he smiles, a patient and sinister smile that knows it will have its way in the end. If he’s not actually fingering a dagger, it’s certainly tucked into his belt. What he is holding is a bag of gold, the painter has wonderfully delineated its heaviness, and you can see the man weighing it in his plump beringed hand: everything has its price, for selling and buying.


  Beside Clay Brent, I realised, George is a fine wholesome lad.


  I said no to Brent. Politely; I have no desire to fall out with anybody. Pressure of work, over-extended, couldn’t give him the attention he’d expect and deserved. He was not happy.


  And Clement was greatly disappointed. He’d liked the idea of bringing his brother’s work into a connection with his, of helping but also performing for him, he liked to perform, did Clement, and an older brother is an excellent audience.


  Of course, I jumped to conclusions, where Clay Brent was concerned. But not very far, I didn’t think. Not very far.
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  Elinor is looking at an invitation on the screen of her computer. It has been sent as an attachment to an email. It is formal and formatted and in full colour, a blushing cream with dark sepia print, a perfect picture of a real thing that Elinor understands has no existence, and quite beyond what she knows Flora’s skills to create. Flora does handsome invitations, from a printer in Fyshwick, on stiff cards with chosen fonts, and delivered by the postman.


  This is an invitation to Elinor and Ivan to come to dinner. Elinor rings: Alas they can’t, not on that day. What day will suit, asks Flora. And another invitation, formal and formatted, arrives with the new date.


  It is a dinner in honour of the Spensers, says Flora, because they are going overseas. But only for three weeks, says Elinor. That’s a long enough excuse to have you for dinner, says Flora. She is going to do her new thing, the main-course-less meal.


  This from one who has often said that the shape of the classical French meal is so perfect it could be a force of nature. The little nibbles, the amuse-gueules she calls them in this company, for entertaining the palate, or if you like, the gob, the entree, the main course – the plat de résistance, perhaps – the salad, the cheese, the dessert. It is a narrative, with a beginning, a development, a climax, a denouement, a conclusion. Aristotle would have recognised it, she says.


  Once Ivan asked, Aren’t some of those synonymous, and Flora said, Not really, overlapping maybe but not synonymous.


  So the main-course-less dinner will be a curiosity.


  Flora rented several apartments in the area before buying this one off the plan, and had it built without most of its interior walls, so there is a large space with the cooking area in one corner and sofas in another, with a long table to eat at in the middle. She has two large pale-coloured walnut armoires, one for linen, the other for china and glasses. One is quite plain, with small scallopy scrolls for decoration, the other is carved with ribbons and doves and roses. They remind Elinor of the armoires in the house in Séverac, not surprising, they are French. There’s an antique shop in Sydney where you can buy such furniture if you have enough thousands of dollars; Flora brought hers from England, one was her mother’s, the other came from her marriage. In this large white plain room with its bright Antipodean light they are old and decorated and beautiful; apparently complicated but in fact plain and useful.


  Elinor has expected there will be a number of people for dinner, but only four places are laid, on one end of the long table. The other has a hydrangea in a pot, bowls of fruit, and several tidy piles of books. There is a desk with Flora’s rarely used computer against a window, but the books pile up on other surfaces and on the floor. There are bowls of pistachio nuts and tiny radishes and olives on the low table between the sofas, but nobody will sit there for long; soon people will be standing round the kitchen space, then sitting on chairs at the table, even before dinner is served.


  The fourth person is already there, taking big white linen napkins out of the armoire, an intimate act not wasted on Elinor. Can he be the psalm dancer, she asks herself, meaning to remember to make this remark to Ivan, later. Jerome shakes hands and inclines his head in a courteous grave way.


  The tiny radishes are grown by a woman at Pialligo, in a vegetable garden on lush river flats. You dip them in coarse salt and smear them with unsalted butter, and eat their crisp red flesh, stalk and all.


  First course is oysters Rockefeller. Flora’s thing of the moment. Large South Coast oysters domed over with a spinach puree and grilled.


  We used to eat them in the sixties, says Ivan. Or at least, people did. I think I was a bit of a purist then. Raw, with lemon, not even cocktail sauce; I thought that was the only way.


  These are, in some ways, quite pure. The oyster is still cool, quite uncooked, the spinach part is grilled and hot.


  I’ve got interested in sixties food, says Flora, I think we are unfairly critical of it.


  You didn’t live through it, says Elinor.


  It was quite good fun, I thought, says Ivan. I remember some great meals.


  Chicken Kiev.


  The real thing, not the industrial job, it’s rather good, says Flora.


  Yes, so it was, says Ivan.


  Jerome is not saying much. I’m trying to remember what I was eating then, he says. Stew, I suppose. A lot of pearl barley in it. Plenty of vegetables, that we grew.


  Good grief, says Elinor, I’d forgotten about pearl barley.


  Your good luck, wouldn’t you say?


  Oh no, says Flora, pearl barley’s lovely, if you treat it right. Turkish people do very good things.


  So’s everything lovely, if you treat it right, says Elinor.


  I can’t think of anything that isn’t.


  For a while they try, but everything they mention Flora vetoes, on the grounds that it’s an industrial version, or not done properly, or a matter of prejudice. Like Jerome’s turnips; has he ever had them gently sautéed in duck fat, with the duck? Or rice pudding; Elinor promises to make him her recipe, which has two teaspoons of rice to a pint of cream. Once Jerome would have said tripe, or kidneys, or liver, but he’s eaten often enough in the restaurant to learn about them. All food is good, says Flora. Pigs’ ears, chicken feet, ox cheek. Coming from thrifty people, making any food desirable. You mightn’t like it, that’s okay, but that’s not to say it isn’t delicious. And a good hamburger is a fine thing.


  With beetroot, asks Ivan.


  Well …


  Pizzas with pineapple, says Jerome, if you want truly awful. Flora vetoes that too, on the grounds that it’s a travesty.


  There are a lot of oysters, there’s something comfortingly excessive about such a quantity of them, let alone the nature.


  Next is soup, a zippy light puree of vegetables: potato, leek, carrot, says Flora vaguely, meaning she’s not going to give them the recipe. Then it’s the moment of the no main course. Instead there is a large platter of raw ham, and a salad of thin beans with walnut oil and sherry vinegar. Flora puts this on the table, and another bowl of lettuce salad, and at the end, pushing aside the book piles, a plate with cheeses, another with red and yellow pears, and a small pyramid of lemon tarts. Made by Kate in the restaurant.


  There, she says, what you see is what you get. Now I am sitting down for the rest of the meal. Though she does fetch clean plates. Jerome pours the wine.


  I see no main course doesn’t mean fewer courses, or eating less, says Ivan.


  Oh Ivan; I think you didn’t trust me.


  Of course I did. I was just curious, that’s all.


  I believe you and Flora are writing a book, Jerome says to Elinor.


  Elinor looks at Flora, who has gone rather pink. It is a long time ago that they planned to write a book about the women in the Séverac story of the duchess murdered by her husband in punishment for her adultery. A sort of vertical cross-section of all the lives of all the women who lived in the castle at that one moment in history. Start with Gloriande and work down. Or with the scullery maid, pot girl, and work up. Including the hideously ugly and Calvinistic mother-in-law, who schemed and perhaps invented the duchess’s downfall, and Catherine her maid, her lady-in-waiting, her confidante, whose husband the steward betrayed Gloriande to the duke. Gloriande the spirited, witty, beautiful woman who’d repulsed the steward’s amorous advances. How to work out whose side Catherine was on? Husband or mistress: who had her loyalty? Great stuff there, and in past times they’d plotted their use of these narratives. Even though Ivan said that neither of them was a historian, did they have any idea of the work involved?


  I’m not sure that writing is the right verb, says Elinor. Pondering maybe.


  Pondering, says Flora. Imbroglioing.


  That’s nice.


  Whatever it means.


  Maybe hatching, says Elinor. Gestating? No. Hatching. A couple of broody hens sitting on a clutch of eggs that might not even be fertilised. Just going rotten while the poor old clucky hens hatch away, hoping for golden chicks.


  I see, said Jerome. But you’re not exactly lost for words.


  She’s a dictionary maker, says Flora. She knows words that the rest of us can only have nightmares about.


  They’re all common currency, says Elinor. More or less. Sometime or other. Besides, she says, and she knows she’s being a bit unkind here, but seeing Flora sitting beside Jerome so safely means she can risk a bit of bracing malice. Besides, I thought you were going to write your food book first.


  Perhaps, says Flora, faintly smiling. Séverac is another country, and I am not the person I was then. I did not know what life could do.


  Oh yes, but who does, says Elinor, seeing where Flora’s thoughts have gone and hasty to move them away. Ivan was having his fling with the floozy then, she says, and I was rather prone to noticing wronged women. Gloriande, I mean, and wanting to slit the floozy’s wrists and ankles, the way the duke did to his wife. I remember doing a lot of bleeding her to death.


  Elinor is about to add, Fancy you still thinking about that book, all these years on, remembering Flora in the beautiful self-containment of her youth. Instead she says, We should go to Séverac, one day, and do it.


  Oh, says Flora. One day.


  Jerome says, Tell us about your overseas plans. Isn’t this a farewell dinner? He lifts his glass. To hopeful travelling, and happy arriving.


  22


  [image: 9781741152111txt_0173_001]


  The Spensers have no intention of going to Séverac on this trip. It is to be a stay in London, with Ivan working at the British Library, and then to Paris, to the Bibliothèque de France. Elinor is going for the ride; her work is not done overseas. She will do Paris things, walk about a lot, catch her favourite buses, make her usual pilgrimages. To the Marais. Ste Geneviève du Mont. Cluny and the Lady with the Unicorn. And they will see old friends.


  Particularly Marie-Claude. Marie-Claude is now a widow. Christophe has died. Every now and then Elinor says these words over in her head. There’s something terrifying about them because they seem to have lost their meaning. She is used to words obeying her. She expects them to be transparent. These she can say, but she cannot understand them. Christophe: the charming elegant funny man she made love with the summer of unfaithful Ivan’s winter with Samantha. He is the man who taught her the notion of loving friends, who said he did not love Marie-Claude any less or any less importantly because he was having sexy fun with Elinor. She’d always wondered if Marie-Claude saw it quite like that. She’d said to Christophe that Ivan certainly didn’t; having sexy fun with Samantha meant that he wanted to go and live with her forever. Christophe said in that case Ivan was a very foolish man and everybody could only hope he would come to see the error of his ways.


  Christophe. Lovely lively Christophe. How can he be dead? It is as though there is a rather poor joke going on and he will slip into the room and say, Boo! in that rather endearing nursery way his English often takes him.


  Marie-Claude does not look any different: thin, quick, neat, in smart dark clothes, perhaps a bit more severe but they are all getting older and this is how it shows with her. As usual, she makes Elinor feel large, like a horse beside a pony. Once she might have thought, like a carthorse beside a racehorse, but now she is not so hard on herself. Ponies are okay and so are horses.


  Elinor contemplates her friend’s grief. She has expected silence, and weeping, and the avoidance of difficult subjects. Instead, Marie-Claude talks about Christophe all the time. She is even more garrulous than usual. She tells stories about him, and that he told, his jokes, his habits. If Christophe were here, she says, he would make us eat lettuce soup – and they all remember eating lettuce soup to cure the liver. He would not let us eat such smelly cheese in the summer. The wines would be considerably more thoughtful. He would make us go to that dreadful play at the Comédie Française. Listening to her talk it is as though Christophe were somewhere and will be home soon. You almost expect him to telephone. Elinor is at first taken aback but very soon she likes this mode of grieving, remembering and celebrating the beloved person. They sit over meals and with a sort of modest hilarity, and pride as well, tell tales about him.


  His death is one of them. Not sudden, but quick. A heart attack, quite severe, although he did not lose consciousness, his brain wasn’t damaged. I do not know how I would have borne it, said Marie-Claude, if he had lost his mind. His mind was him, I did not lose him before I lost him. He was frail, in bed, but we could talk, I could spend the days with him and talk. The doctors spoke of an operation, but I knew he was too fragile for that. I may be a pediatrician, but I knew that. We talked, we lived our lives again in the words.


  Christophe had another heart attack, and that one killed him.


  He did not suffer, says Marie-Claude. Poom. Fast. My gratitude for that is out of bounds.


  He was young, says Ivan.


  Sixty-one.


  Too young.


  Oh yes, says Marie-Claude.


  It is that moment that Marie-Claude asks Elinor to go down to Séverac with her. Elinor is surprised to be asked, astonished even, which is why she says yes. Ivan can’t, he has to be back, but Elinor rings up her dictionary and tells them she will be away a while longer. They can manage without her. They will have a little play while the cat is away? asks Marie-Claude, and Ivan says, That’s no problem, they all play together. Ivan is always saying, Elinor has such fun at work it’s almost obscene that she gets paid for it, and Elinor replies that there’s no point in having a job if you don’t enjoy it. It’s your luck, says Ivan. It’s not normal.



  They drive to Séverac. No longer the Ami 8 that her friends lent her to make the journey all those years ago, the difficult old car that trundled through the dreaming countryside at its own leisurely pace. Marie-Claude has a quite new Peugeot 406, two-door, very sporty, a dark green colour. It does 180 kilometres down the motorway, no bother. Marie-Claude loves driving. Though she has not been to Séverac for a long time. It was Christophe who loved the house, she preferring her family’s place on the Mediterranean coast. Elinor doesn’t talk much on the way, thinking it best to let Marie-Claude concentrate on the driving, at that speed.


  There is a lot of overtaking, and weaving through traffic. The massive churning wheels of trucks seem very close to Elinor sitting in the passenger seat. 180 kilometres an hour. If something goes wrong at that speed you won’t know much about it. She misses the old landmarks, the necessary crawls along the valleys, beside the rapid-flowing still-pooled rivers, past old cafe-hotels clinging to impossible verges, keeping watch for the castles growing out of the high cliffs’ vantage points. Only the arrival in the Auvergne is still signalled by the great curving uplands of ancient volcanoes and the sky suddenly huge above them.


  They arrive late in the afternoon, and there is the valley, full of its particular light, thick greenish-gold. A palpable and languorous light, as though the sun dusts it with some emanation, like pollen, thick and yellow and as well a kind of hushing substance that slows sound. The house as always smells sweet, old, dusty and spicy. It smells of the times when the children were small and Elinor and Ivan were happy here, of the summer love-making of Christophe and Elinor, sweet and extraordinary as the jam he amused himself with making. To Elinor it smells of these meanings, but she cannot tell what the smells are saying to Marie-Claude.


  They open up the shutters and the hazy light fills the lovely shabby old rooms. Marie-Claude climbs up the hidden cobwebbed staircase to turn the electricity on. They go through all the rooms closing the taps. A lot of the bedrooms have washbasins in them, and when at the end of the summer the water is turned off and methylated spirits poured down each drain hole, all the taps are left open. To prevent the pipes freezing. So next time it is necessary to remember to close them all otherwise there will be a flood. Not forgetting the odd ones, in the closet, in the cellar. For the first time ever Elinor sees Marie-Claude doubtful; of course she remembers how to turn the water on, in the depths of the third cellar, but she would like Elinor to come with her, to hold the torch.


  The cellars are full of junk and swags of cobwebs like Miss Haversham’s wedding feast. Maybe there will be rats too. Marie-Claude turns on the master tap but when Elinor tries the tap in the cellar no water comes. They poke about. No success. The taps splutter a bit of water, then stop. Marie-Claude goes to see the plumber. He won’t be home till eight-thirty, then he’ll come, says his wife.


  Lucky she has brought bottled water. Why, Elinor had asked, doesn’t Séverac have delicious water from the sources of the Avéyron? Not since the motorway, apparently. Lucky, they can wash their faces and clean their teeth in Evian water, for the plumber cannot fix theirs, it is a matter for the mairie, the council, first thing in the morning he’ll have them come.


  They are rather glum over their evening meal. Neither says, though Elinor is sure Marie-Claude is thinking it too, that if Christophe were here it would not be happening. Of course it would, says Elinor to herself, but her low spirits don’t believe her.


  The man from the mairie is handsome, brown, lean, with solid arms and legs and a fine moustache. He is charming to them. He cannot make the water work, either. He uses a metal detector device to find the pipes under the street outside, and digs holes down to them, but cannot find the answer there. He examines the pipes in the cellar, but that doesn’t help. Nor does bringing in a machine to blast compressed air through them. He is downcast. They will have to dig up the street. But first he will put a pipe through from the neighbour, to tide them over. Elinor understands that they cannot be allowed to live without water, it would not be appropriate. Digging up the street seems drastic. It is one of three routes from the old town on the hill down to the main town below; it will be severely inconvenient for a lot of people.


  Idly Elinor turns on the kitchen tap. Water flows.


  Un miracle, says the plumber. He is pleased not to have to dig up the street. He makes Elinor feel very clever to have turned on the tap and found water. He tells her so with gallant Gallic charm.


  But why was there no water? Oooh. Stones in the pipes, perhaps? They are very old. Look, he says, 1923. The date is impressed in an iron cover. Un miracle, no doubt, to have it back, from pipes that old.
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  The trees have grown tall and straggly. The garden is a mess. The grass is too long. It is like hay. The mower won’t work in such a savannah. It will be necessary to get a man with a scythe.


  The jam is mouldy.


  Elinor loves the house. She believes she understands it. I do not know what people see in it, says Marie-Claude. There is nothing to do here. Nothing but the country at work. Industrial agriculture, at that.


  She is thinking of the Mediterranean, of fishing and swimming and sailing and windsurfing. Of golf and tennis. All the busy sports.


  They are sitting over dinner, looking out across the valley brimming with ever more intensely golden light. An enormous tractor big as an insect is weaving back and forth across a field, too far away for any noise to be heard. Elinor is drinking most of the bottle of wine. Marie-Claude is a glass-and-a-half person. They speak English. Elinor will never speak French to someone whose English is better than her French.


  How does one fill one’s days, Marie-Claude asks.


  Elinor stares at the thick yellow light. She drinks some wine. She says: One has to pay attention to oneself. To what one is.


  To be metaphysical, you mean?


  When I first come here I read detective novels. Greedy simpleminded fiction. At first. Then I stop.


  Oh, detective novels. I have never found them interesting.


  There’s a time for them.


  Morbid. Oh, too morbid.


  Not really. A game. A puzzle. No emotions. They clear the mind.


  Yes? says Marie-Claude. I think, tennis, for clearing the mind.


  I suppose, says Elinor, there are different ways of clearing the mind. The energetic kind, and the still kind.


  She’s surprised to find herself saying these things. Marie-Claude is looking baffled, so she changes the subject. This Roquefort, it’s so good. She spreads some on bread. The baguettes here are shorter and fatter than in Paris, more crumb less crust. Serious, not so frivolous as a thin wand of bread nearly all crust.


  Oh yes, this is how it should be, and that is proper, here, this is nearly its home. You don’t want it hard and white.


  Elinor knows this, but she also knows that Marie-Claude has a French housewife’s pride in knowing how to find the right best things.


  The shutters do not stay open. The catches are broken, they slam shut when the wind blows. There are cracks in the ceiling.


  The curtains need washing, says Marie-Claude.


  What will happen to the house?


  Elinor does not ask this question, but Marie-Claude says it for her. I do not know what will become of this house, she says. Falling about as it is. And there are the inheritance taxes to pay. At fifty-five per cent, for family. All these deaths, and always inheritance taxes. All this property. The ambiguous legacy. The children are not really interested. It is a home of Christophe’s family, says Marie-Claude. I never even listened, really. All his family’s stories are here. He told me, I used to like to hear him telling me about them, but I did not really, really … register them. Memorise them. You see all these little bronzes about the place … somebody liked to collect them. The grandfather? The great uncle? He’d go out – but out where? – and come back with something. Where from? How far away? The new town? Or Rodez or Millau? Little villages in the country? You think you were listening but when you try to remember you realise you weren’t. Always something. A dog, a bust, a classical figure. An urn. A little green stone buddha – but maybe that came from somebody else … Some of them are astoundingly valuable. Some not at all. I seem to remember the ones I liked best were most usually the less valuable.


  I should sell it. But who would want to buy it? People want new houses down here. Nobody wants the old ones, except for family second residences. Their own, not other people’s. And it would be a betrayal. The children should know the stories, but who can tell them? Christophe supposed there would be time. My cradle, he used to call it – and Elinor remembered him saying, le berceau de Christophe, comically and with deep feeling, in that way of his, to make a joke of some noble sentiment, so he could get away with meaning it – my cradle, and the children have their belonging here too. But how to tell them? He was going to write it down, the history of the house, the history of the family … just to have a record, not to publish …


  Later, Elinor found her sitting on a footstool covered with faded embroidery, holding a small bronze dog in her hands.


  I have never been a pious person, she said. That was always Christophe. As though because he was I didn’t need to be. And now he isn’t here to be. Pious is the word to say, she asked, staring up at Elinor, her face anxious. Paying attention to the family?


  A good word, said Elinor. The right one.



  In the end no curtains are washed, no grass scythed, no jam thrown out. Marie-Claude’s energy seems to have drained away. She does not buzz round in her usual fashion, putting things to rights. She sits in the window and gazes across the valley, in between reading but not so severely as usual the pile of medical journals she has brought with her. She walks. She drives them down to Séverac Gare and they buy good things to eat from the butcher who makes them, foie gras, brandade, aligot, and the coarse meaty specialities of the region. And afterwards they sit under the bosomy plane trees in the cafe opposite the railway station (whose nineteenth century architecture recalls the handsome buildings of the sewer farm, several valleys down the coast from Elinor’s childhood home, where her family used to go blackberrying when she was small) and drink kir, white wine with blackcurrant liqueur, with the local shopkeepers and farmers perhaps and a few tourists, and on Thursday the market people. They wash their dishes, sweep the floor, take drives in the late afternoon to look at dolmen. Elinor gluts herself on detective stories – old-fashioned ones, Agatha Christie, Margery Allingham, someone called Cyril Hare she’s never heard of, a pseudonym for somebody else she doesn’t know either – and ready to be serious starts on La Nausée which she’s never read, even in English. She walks too, up to the castle, but now you have to pay to get in, because of the restoration work, and it has lost its old melancholy power, when the Renaissance wall trembled and you thought of mutability and squinted the mind’s eye to catch a glimpse of its ancient splendour. The rubble of the great double horseshoe staircase, with its ramps for driving a horse and carriage up to the first floor, has been cemented into place, but the staircase is no more perceivable. Now the castle is all fixed up it could be a new ruin, built yesterday. The stone is remortared and rooms have been reconstructed with doors that lock. Cheerful tubs of flowers stand about.


  She told Flora that she’d do some thinking about their book while she was here but it doesn’t work. The castle with its heavy weight of grim old stories is become a historical exhibit, safe, tidy, under control. You can no longer fall in the well or off the wall-less towers and down the cliff. In one of the empty shops of the old town is a display of pictures, illustrations for a comic strip of Gloriande’s adventures. It looks like a vampire comic, heavily black and white with lots of red gashes in clothes and cloaks and wounds, and evil men with fangy teeth in a Transylvanian decor of coffins and castles. Gloriande has become a hectic gypsy, with wild black hair and mouth in a permanent soundlessly screaming 0.


  She reads in La Nausée: The past does not exist. Not at all. Neither in things nor in my thought. The Gloriande comic seems evidence of that. She remembers her argument with Christophe, when he said that if the castle was useful for people to pave their pigsties or burn in their fireplaces that was a good thing, and she’d insisted that preserving it as a piece of history was more important than people’s convenience. Neither of them entirely agreeing with their own argument, but being passionate about it. You were right, Christophe, she says to him, better to moulder away than this theme-park immortality.


  She wonders about the past’s not existing; it seems an easy idea to refute. The house, it exists, clearly. But if its stories are forgotten then perhaps it is only a present existence. Maybe that is all there should be. A place to live in now, and who cares what temporary lives overlaid it in the past. She knows she doesn’t believe this.


  In the evenings Marie-Claude plays Christophe’s old opera records. I do not normally care for opera, she says, but here …


  It is love and death, says Elinor, and Marie-Claude’s mouth pleats, her eyes grow huge with tears. Yes, she says, in a voice that quavers. Love and death. And sits and listens. So much pleasure in love and death, she says. I wouldn’t have imagined it.


  Elinor thinks: the house has won. Séverac has triumphed. But whether it has won by defeating Marie-Claude or converting her she does not know. And anyway, the verbs are not right. Won, triumphed; maybe prevailed is better, suggesting less action than being. The house’s patient, centuries-long stillness, its mute voice of endurance, its slow dwelling in time … Marie-Claude is understanding them, as Christophe did, and Elinor learned to. Whether it will make any difference is another matter.
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  On warm winter days the sun shines very bright and clear from a sky the intense summer blue of forget-me-nots run wild in a garden. The air is cold, sharp as a blade that nicks the skin and threatens to slice through the flesh, but this benign sunlight shines on you and warms you, and is a blessing as it is not in summer, when you avoid it.


  So, this winter Saturday afternoon Clovis is sitting on his ferry wharf with his head tipped back to the sun and thinking about the red velvety colour of the lining of his eyelids when he hears people approaching. He straightens up, opens his eyes. It is two women. Good afternoon, he says, bold since his encounter with the willow sculptors, and they reply, Good afternoon. They walk a little past him and lean on the rail.


  It is Elinor and Marie-Claude, who have been lunching at The Point, with Ivan who’s now in the library. Marie-Claude has never been to Canberra before; Elinor is always inviting her and suddenly she said yes. Clovis sees the women as neat figures in dark overcoats with coloured scarves at the neck and thin legs underneath, pointed anklebones he can decipher, and one has a fair amount of brown curly hair and one skimpier blonde. Their fine black-gloved hands they keep in their pockets, occasionally taking them out and pointing. The air is so very still and clear, in this sun-dried high country afternoon, without mists or vapours, that Clovis can hear quite clearly what they are saying. He decides that one of the women is French, he recognises her accent, and possibly, maybe, but it doesn’t seem likely, her voice. He squints at them, trying to see them clearly. It is only when he wants to look at people that he misses his spectacles, and that is not very often. He was good at faces, when he could see them, a handy thing in business, remembering faces and the names to go with them.


  We should take a ferry, says the French voice. I like to travel by water.


  You’d wait a long time, I’m afraid.


  Isn’t there a ferry service, to and fro across the lake?


  Elinor shakes her head.


  But in Sydney, ferries all over the harbour. Why not here?


  There’s somehow nowhere to go. I think you might be able to go to the museum by ferry, when it opens, but that’s because the parking’s expected to be so dreadful, they won’t want people to come by car.


  Ah, yes, cars; Canberra the city of cars.


  You’re remembering Christophe, when he was here, saying Canberra was all very nice, but what a horror for pedestrians.


  Oh yes!


  Clovis sitting idly listening to these women idly chatting and thinking how their voices have a particular modulation that enables them to speak quite softly and yet their words carry and can be easily understood at a distance, Clovis thinking that this is class, and confidence, prosperity, certainty, you speak and your words matter, Clovis is caught by the name Christophe. He squints anew at Marie-Claude, whose face is turned to Elinor as they lean on the rail and look out over the water. Christophe. He knows now who she is. The dinner in Sydney, years back. Meals in restaurants in Paris. Christophe. The OECD. Important negotiations. Oh yes they were, he thought so then. Christophe was how he found out about Laguiole knives. The useful peasant knives of the country he came from, as Parisians do, coming from Paris but always somewhere else as well. Pulling it out of his waistcoat pocket, running his fingers along the polished horn of the handle, showing them the brass bee at its junction with the blade, which is the mark of the real thing, and Clovis thinking that he wanted one for himself. His wife saying afterwards, in the hotel room, in her discontented voice: French women are always so elegant, and yet look at them, look at that Marie-Claude, what is there in it? How do they do it? So smart, and yet what can you put your finger on?


  You look very smart, he said.


  Not like her.


  What if he were to stand up, bow lightly, and make himself known to madame. It’s a pleasant little frisson of a thought, but his body stays still, it knows he won’t do it. Important negotiations. He tips his head back to the sun.


  Marie-Claude says: Do you think he sees us? Christophe? In some way sees, knows, is aware of us?


  I’d like to think so, says Elinor. I want to think that people we love who’ve died still know us.


  Clovis’s attention is pierced by that. He listens harder.


  I find it difficult to imagine heaven, says Marie-Claude, how it could not be so so dull. Eternity and praising God without end. But some consciousness, I believe in that. I want to think Christophe sees us here, and likes to be with us.


  In the Antipodes, with too many cars.


  Not too many, just too many where the people should be.


  So, thinks Clovis. Christophe dead. The small figure, so neat, so charming, so suavely full of life. Christophe dead, and me … dead to the world. And he smiles, a secret melancholy quite joyful smile, lying back in the red velvet space under his eyelids.


  Elinor is saying, Ivan did say forty-five minutes, he probably meant it. We should wander up to the library.


  But how can he get a book and read it in forty-five minutes? It’s not possible.


  He called it up yesterday, but couldn’t wait for it then. It’ll be there, he’ll rush in, check what he wants – it’ll make him very happy. He’ll tell us all about it.


  This is the scholarly life, says Marie-Claude.


  And if he doesn’t come we can look at the stained-glass windows, says Elinor. It’s getting too cold here, now.


  Clovis turns around to watch them walk up the slope, their feet pecking neatly at the grass. Good wives, he thinks. Women of virtue, which is a calm and certain thing. What is a good wife? Is it different from a good woman? Thinks of his own wife, whom he must have loved. Didn’t he? When she was slim and blonde and pretty and laughed, no no, that’s a cliché of a wife, Lindi was always a bit angular, and blonde indeed but shortly after they were married he looked at her shouting face and it wasn’t the sweet fair face in his mind but a darker face, disguise undone, when it frowned and shouted at him, and he saw the line of unblonde roots like an antihalo round her head and how drab this real thing was, not dark, not tough brunette turned fake blonde but simply dull, and felt great pangs of deception, not fair of him at all to mind so much because he had always known hair so blonde as hers wasn’t natural but somehow he’d expected the pretty blonde face to be real, but it wasn’t either, there was an angrier harder face that belonged to the drab hair, with a long nose a bit crooked and dark eyebrows too close together. And her laughter a form of malice. But wasn’t the problem not Lindi so much as the eyes of love? He stopped seeing her with the eyes of love and that was when the drabness took over. If he could have not lost that gaze, maybe she would always have been as blonde and charming as he’d believed at the beginning. But then, why had he stopped seeing with the eyes of love?


  A good wife … what about a good husband? He’d tried to be that, as defined by her, but was hers a good definition? Maybe he should have tried being a good man. And now he thinks of Lindi with compassion. Remote, but compassion. His mind owes some of its present furnishing to Lindi. She believed in Art, in their duty to it. First nights. New books. The great European galleries. Lear and his poor fool hanged. You can’t even wonder about the reasons being wrong, he would be arrogant to do that. He now is testament to there being no wrong reasons for paying attention to works of art.


  He stands up and goes and leans on the rail where the women stood, sees the vast indifferent blue sky, thinks, but why should it not be indifferent, would I want it to be paying attention to me? I want it to be itself and thoroughly so, as it is. Vast and blue and beautiful. Between it and the cold lake, the fringes of habitation and vegetation. Relate to those he could if he chose but he does not. No swans today, though the day is fair. Maybe the black swans like darker days.


  Clovis turns his head and there is a bride and her badly done by bridesmaids, their fat and ugly dresses making the bride more beautiful but not more generous, the wedding party standing at the edge of the water being photographed against the bright blue day across the lake. Sweet day, so calm, so fair, so bright … he still hasn’t looked up the rest of it. Not one of Lindi’s, that isn’t, long before Lindi. The two black-coated wives have disappeared into the library. One wife, one widow … and thou must die. Where does that line come from? Out of the blue, adding itself, not following straight on, something missing, but he knows it belongs.


  Gwyneth is suddenly beside him, she has the gift of quiet moving, this girl. He hasn’t seen her for a while. The grey cardigan is looking rather matted. The brassy yellow tideline of her hair is lower. She’s biting her fingernails, her hands are blue and grubby, picked red at the quick. Around the urgent biting of her little finger she gives him a faint smile. He wants to hold her hands, tight and kind, stop her biting them, calm the anxious nerves, but he has not the habit of touching her, nor does she invite it. Hi, he says. The police launch speeds past, up the lake towards the river end, the pontoon of the ferry wharf dips and plashes when the wake reaches them. Clovis squints at the wedding party, and says:


  Sweet day, so calm, so fair so bright,

  The bridal of the earth and sky


  He hums the rhythm of the next line:


  And thou must die.


  Gwyneth winces as her teeth rip the quick of her fingernail. What’s that? What’s this must die? Freaky. Bloody freaky.


  I thought it was a poem for a marriage. But I’m not so sure.


  Tell you what, when I get married, I won’t have dogs like that for bridesmaids. My wedding will be beautiful all the way through. Pale grey I think I’ll have them in, that stiff silky stuff that goes into shiny crumples, with little straps, they won’t be fat, they’ll look terrific, and I’ll be wearing silvery white with a great big skirt. And a really tight bodice, with pearls in patterns sewn on. Not too low, I think low dresses on brides look common. All your boobs hanging out. And a long long train with people to hold it. And you can be the father of the bride, Clovis, and give me away.


  I shall be honoured, says Clovis, bowing, hiding the sudden damp in his eyes. Do you have the lucky man in mind?


  Not Saul, for sure. But little Braddy can be the pageboy, and hold the white satin cushion with the rings on it. My ring will be all diamonds, but the man’s will just be gold, diamonds aren’t the thing for a man. She holds out her hand, fingers spread in a starfish, and looking at it smiles so secretly that Clovis looks away.
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  Elinor had been telling me about reading La Nausée. Clearly it puzzled her a little, at the same time as it fascinated her. The hero decides he has had no adventures. Things – what he calls histoires, apparently – have happened to him, events, incidents. But not adventures.


  She lent me the book, she bought it, in English, after reading it in French when she was in Séverac. In that happy winter of grim events. Oh yes, they were grim, but I was happy. I’ve been thinking about this notion of no adventures. What Sartre – or his character – is actually saying is that for the most banal event to become an adventure it must be recounted – recount, you see, to tell again, to ascertain the value a second time. To give currency once more. We live surrounded by stories. This man in La Nausée says he wants to live his life as if he were relating it, but that you have to choose: to live, or to recount.


  It’s to do with time, with somehow catching it. I have to think, as I relate my adventures, for adventures they were and I do not believe that is in my reshaping of them, for I want my narrative to be transparent, to note down events as they were, and I have to think myself back in that time, and sometimes it is an effort of the imagination that comes near to eluding me, for this person who sits in this room with its occasional bars of dusty sunlight, his cat perching on the paper batting the pen, this person is no longer the Jerome of the adventures of that winter, so perhaps it is right, the choice is made: he lived, I narrate. I sit in my study which is the only room I have with its view of the bare bagged wall and recount, relate, recall. Again, again, again.


  It’s hot, hot. Our days are dogged by the dog star. Not human weather. Dog days. At night, says the weather report, the temperature drops to 17°. Possibly, but for what tiny moment? Between 5.18 and 5.19, perhaps, in the bleak white insomniac hours of the morning, the dying time, when our hold on life is at its slightest, and then after that second’s brief low the temperature begins its climb. Even early in the morning there is a slit of bushfire sun shining through the bent slat of the window blind; go into the room suddenly and its smouldering orange will make you think your house is burning. It’s apocalyptic.


  No? Days of heat enervate, make you fanciful and gloomy. Make words like apocalyptic seem normal. Make that time of cold I am writing about seem like another place, another time, another life, that makes no sense in this one.


  I have noticed that people who write about the past put in a lot of weather. Is it to try to set you back in that time, so you will have a sense of how it truly was, the blue frost on the grass, the indigo sky, the lake the colour of lead, the metallic heaviness of a cold and sunless winter? Though in truth the sun did shine quite often, and the sky would blaze bright blue, though the lake was at best pewter and not given to sparkling, only sometimes the grey water formed glittering sharp peaks under the baffling wind.


  Or is this weather writing a postponement, a distraction of temperatures and elements, from the real business of the stories they find it so hard to tell?


  Okay. Okay. Here it is. That night was cold – not decoration this, essential to the narrative – freezing cold, clear and frosty, exciting weather, inspiriting, still of course the winter, amazing how much can happen in a winter. I had dined at the restaurant but left, not too late. Flora was staying on, and would come to my house later. I wanted to do some work. Flora was so very clear about what she was doing, whereas for me it was grand and nebulous – hazy, as a cloud of stars is hazy. I had been thinking this out over my dinner, not bothering to hear the conversations in my whispering gallery. I had formulated the thought that Flora’s work is about doing, she wishes to achieve a perfect thing. She quoted somebody to me once, to the effect that even in what it offers best, nature gives nothing absolute, and she told me that what she was about was the search for that absolute. That nature cannot manage. That’s where her culinary art, her endeavour, took her. It’s a matter of simplifying to the point of perfection. And simplifying by doing, over and over again, until that point is reached.


  Whereas my desire was for knowing, and that is a matter of infinite complication. But that is what computers do well. Finding ways of dealing with infinitude and complication. Not repeating, but developing. I was getting there, I was sure of that. Sure, and rejoicing in that fact.


  There are words for these things. Greek words; it is not new this. Hubris. The arrogance, the insolence, to think to do what only gods can. Tragedy was the outcome, then. In our time we did not pay attention to those words, and tragedy is not something one stars oneself in, tragedy is for others.


  Well, I was going home. Had had my evening chat with Laurel, and asked as I did not always about Oscar. She was pleased with him, he was working hard, spent hours at his computer, his final essays a breeze, he said. Her smile when she said these things touched my heart, its brave but rather doubtful hope. That smile always made me remember Oscar’s, that Daedalean curve to his lips, which smiled for itself, not others. Laurel brought my overcoat, she did not actually button me into it, but I felt tucked up by her against the outside world. Warm in my own cocoon. I put on my gloves and wound round my scarf. I intended to walk quietly but briskly, pondering my dinner and the work I was going to do, enjoying the anticipation of the moment of sitting down at my terminal. I was just slipping away when Terry Feldman called to me. He’d been with a party, but now was on his own. He paused outside the door of The Point and lit a big cigar, I’d noticed he always had one ready as he left. He was wrapped in a vast camel-coloured overcoat, with a belt around his stomach. Are you walking, he said. Can I come with you?


  Imagine my saying no. I wanted to. He took my arm and drew me down towards the lake. There’s something rather sinister about water at night, he said, don’t you find? I rather enjoy it.


  I suppose it was being a lobbyist that made Terry a one-man conversation. I was resentful at losing my quiet walk, and not inclined to talk much, but Terry didn’t need me. He provided the words and the animation. Every now and then he would stop and take my arm, our rather sausagey arms in their layers of wool, and pull me to him, turn me round to face him, his body as well as his voice talking to me, and not seeming to notice that I hardly responded. The scent of his cigar hung in the cold still air. I quite like the smell of cigars as classy as Terry’s, the rich vegetable perfume of them. I expect he would have drunk quite a lot of wine, but he was not drunk, he was coherent and intelligent and warm. At moments he would stop and lean on the parapet. He was looking over the edge and discoursing on the nature of river water and blackness and I was a little behind him, bored and irritated, wanting to think my own thoughts. He was standing – continuous past, notice, he was standing … and here it comes. The thump of suddenly running feet, whoops, yells, a weapon flailing the air. I think it hit Terry flat across his back and he fell against the wall. There was a crunching sound, and I heard him give an urgent coughing gasp, as though all the air had been knocked from his body. Our attackers, I didn’t know how many, there seemed a mass of bodies, heaved him over the edge. I heard his heavy splash. A voice shouted, I thought it said, Swim on, chocolate soldier.


  Then I was hit, and fell, and understood no more. The rest of the story is as told to me. So it is doubly recounted.


  I woke up in hospital. The blow from the bat – that was the weapon, a baseball bat, the infamous baseball bat – had caught me against the neck. I’d somehow hunched my shoulder against it, and it had not cracked my skull as it ought to have done. But I lost consciousness, and the muggers had hauled me half over the parapet when they were interrupted. Stinking poofters was apparently what they were shouting. Overboard with all bum bandits.


  Laurel came to see me in hospital and she it was who filled in the details. And so I suppose this is triply recounted, since of course she wasn’t there, it was reported to her. Who’d done it – allegedly, I suppose the newspapers would have said. A gang of kids. Poofter bashing a hobby of theirs. She knew a bit about them because one of them was the brother of a friend of her son.


  Those kids, they hang about on the grass slope behind the restaurant, she said. One of them’s called Chad, his brother Hamish is a friend of Oscar’s. I used to think, how pleasant. Boys with a bat off to have a game. And it turns out to be a weapon. They’re the ones who bashed the willow sculpture – I’m certain, even if the police can’t prove it. I knew that Chad was a pretty nasty piece of work, but somehow, seeing them there on the grass, romping like children, I did believe they were playing a game, with rules …


  Where I was lying in bed I could see over the treetops of the remnant of forest that surrounds this place. All greeny grey, more grey than green. I know people say eucalypts have a myriad subtle colours in them, if you have eyes to see, but that day I did not. I lay stiffly propped in the high bed and the landscape was grey, under a grey sky full of lumpy clouds like heaps of damp ash.


  Beside me was my dinner, I hadn’t even lifted the lid to look at it. You should eat something, said Laurel. She’d brought me some tiny pastries made by Kate. Maybe later, I said. It’ll be cold, she said.


  A woman came in, wearing a low-cut black dress and a white lace apron, pushing a trolley loaded with frilly cakes and tall glasses with jellies in unlikely colours and bowls of chalky custard. A dessert trolley. The kind that after one glance doesn’t even deceive the eye. No, no dessert. A glass of wine? Maybe.


  The just desserts, I said to Laurel. That green, the jelly. It’s the colour of poison.


  Try Kate’s, she said. Madeleines. They’re real. Laurel was looking at me anxiously.


  What is it with those kids, I said. They’re monsters. Have the police caught them?


  Yes. They were driving round in a VW, one of those convertibles, you know? With the roof down, far too many, piled in. The police stopped them in Manuka, lucky there was a lot of traffic so they didn’t have to chase them. Imagine, a high-speed chase in that, all those kids stuffed in. She shuddered. The police found a baseball bat shoved under a seat. A couple of them were already in trouble, they got caught stealing cylinders of nitrous oxide from a yard in Queanbeyan and were already down for a good few hours of community service. Presumably they were on something that night.


  Laurel’s voice when she told me this was flat, precise, without emotion, getting all the details in. Colourless as the grey forest outside, and just as camouflaged. She kept gazing at me with her anxious eyes. I didn’t ask after Oscar. Not in that context.


  That is my part of the story. Terry died.


  It would have been quick, they said. The water is so cold at that time of the year you freeze to death within minutes. But you probably drown first. As you hit the cold water you gasp, you suck in your breath and with it a lungful of water, and drown. The water wasn’t deep, we were meant for ducking not drowning, was one defence. Terry had hit his head, probably after he was tumbled over the parapet. And the heavy wool coat, encumbering, he didn’t have a chance. They’d heaved me half over when they were interrupted. Earlier I wrote, tragedy is for others, the grand, the noble, the flawed, characters in a story, an histoire. Not for us. But Terry was one of us; tragedy came to him. I saw it in the faces of his wife and children at the funeral. She did not go lobbying with him, but there in the huge dry grief in her eyes, I could see how she loved him.


  Tragedy. Clumsy fate. The blind scissor women.


  Oh yes. Don’t think I haven’t paid attention to that. Terry died, I didn’t. No desert involved. Accident. Luck. If those creatures had succeeded in shoving me over the edge I doubt I’d have made my own way out again. Sometimes when people nearly die in a situation where it seems certain they would have, they see an act of grace. I just see blind stupid luck.


  It was the interruption that saved me. Even that not by any means inevitable. A solitary man, shouting at them. They could have taken no notice. Could have set upon him and chucked him over too. Especially as he turned out to be some sort of tramp. A homeless person. Laurel had seen him around. I’d never registered him, though she said he was about the place a lot. I think that is perhaps a habit of mine. Not noticing things.


  The cockatoos are squawking. Ludicrous idiotic unnaturally ugly sound. Not like the mournful death caw of the crow. I am filled with an infinite boredom as I write this. The horror of it, the terror of it. The dreary dreadful process. That it should be so mindless, that comprehension could not be an option.


  I think this is the beginning of the changing of everything. But there’s a lot more to tell, and I am finding the chore wearisome. I am not sure that I can bear it.


  The sunlight has gone. Leonie has disappeared. For she is good to think on, if a man would express himself neatly. Christopher again. The courtyard is darkening in the late twilight of summer. The air is a hot breath through the window.


  At the time it was Flora that I could not bear it for. For Terry Feldman too, of course, but he was past fear by then. He had been her customer, her guest, he was there for her food. What ought to have nurtured him ended in his death. It isn’t your fault, I said. You can’t blame yourself. You mustn’t feel guilt over what happened.


  I know you’re right, she said, of course you are. I know nobody blames me. I know I shouldn’t blame myself.


  All of this meant that knowing she shouldn’t didn’t mean she didn’t. She became paler and thinner even than she had been. When I put my arms around her I could feel her thin bones in their frail envelope of skin. She cooked harder than ever.


  The legal proceedings took an age and were a travesty. The good lawyer, father of Julian who was one of the boys involved on this occasion too, argued and queried and cast doubt. A baseball bat? Why not? They play the game. In a car, at night? Lazy boys, never put things away. Where’s the ball? Lost, lost balls are such a hazard. Somebody hit it extra hard and it flew into the lake. Forensic evidence? Wool fibres on the shaft? So? They wear overcoats, carry it under their arms.


  So unctuous the performance. So inexorable. Contradictions emerged. No responsibility, diminished responsibility, youth, the corruption of peers, the whole thing eddied and muddied. Evidence? Evidence was drowned deeper than the lake, held down by the barbs of clever lawyers until there was no life in it. I was reminded of some primeval segmented creature writhing in a swamp. Finally the jury could not be certain. And the boys, all of good family, of good character, if a little wild. Like their clever lawyer fathers.


  Not that justice would have helped Terry. He was still dead. I still can hear him, so cheerful, his boomy voice prattling on about the blackness of water, how river water damned up to make a lake has a quality of velvety deep blackness that absorbs, while water in the sea is never quite so dense, so dark, it always glitters, as though the salt in it sparkles in a kind of marine starlight. I didn’t listen, I was bored, I did not engage in this theory-playing of his. Now, well, who knows, maybe he is right. I’ve often thought of his words. Blackness is not simple.
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  Clovis was watching the sky above the lake. The water jet was spraying high into the air as is its habit. The sky was full of clouds moving in billowing masses. The wind blew the water of the jet sideways so that instead of spurting up it turned into clouds of water that billowed into the real clouds; it looked as though the water jet was producing these roiling masses that filled the sky. Clovis was thinking: roiling, moiling. Wondering if moiling was a mixture of milling and boiling. And roiling of rolling and boiling. That fitted these clouds. The blowing of the water through the air: he thought, plume, spume, fume. The words a pleasure to sound in his head. Was this how poetry began? Words colliding. And colluding. Plume spume fume, he said aloud. That would make comic verse. This needs something noble.


  Water, wind, air, clouds. It’s a display, a performance. He can stand and watch it. It goes on and on. Never repeating itself, and yet the elements always the same. Its scale grand enough for him to see quite easily. The grey air has a cold watery smell. The waves slap softly, one of those natural sounds that are part of silence. Sight, smell, sound: these are what there is. He is understanding: these are what there is.


  The lake, not deep or rough, is deadly. But only when humans make it so, not left to itself.


  He hears a light footfall behind him, and turns, to see a small person, in black check trousers and a white top. He would have expected Gwyneth, but sees quickly that it isn’t her.


  Hello, she says. I’m Flora Mount. From the restaurant.


  He knows that. Good afternoon, he says.


  I wanted to come and thank you. For saving Jerome.


  Oh, he says, and shakes his head. He thinks of saying, it wasn’t anything, but doesn’t want to, it isn’t true, he knows he made the louts run away and if he hadn’t the second man, this Jerome, wouldn’t be alive. You don’t need to thank me, he says.


  I want to, says Flora. You were very brave.


  Yes, I was. Because I was very scared. I thought they’d turn and attack me, why not? Throw me in too.


  Flora looks at him. That’s supposed to be true bravery, isn’t it. To understand the danger, and still do it.


  And I should be grateful for the opportunity to find myself so, don’t you think? I should thank you.


  You could do that by coming to the restaurant for dinner.


  You want me to be even braver?


  Flora smiles. Clovis looks at her intently.


  All right, he says. May I bring a friend?


  When he sees Gwyneth he tells her the time for scrubbing up is at hand. We will go to Mancare, he says, and buy ourselves clothes for dining in.


  I’m not going, says Gwyneth. I don’t know how to eat in grand restaurants.


  You’re scared. I’m scared too. That’s why we have to do it. And I can teach you.


  I won’t know what cuttle-ery to use.


  Say cutlery, and then it will be easier. And remember, be neat, be fastidious, smile your sweet smile, and you’ll get away with murder.


  No, I can’t come, what if I’m recognised? They’ll send for the police and arrest me.


  Not in this context they won’t. Nobody will guess you’re Gwyneth Whatever, runaway felon, wanted on seven continents. Not in this classy establishment.


  It’s not a fucking joke.


  No. It’s serious, and you’ll be perfectly safe.


  Flora asks Elinor and Ivan to come too.


  Is it a good idea, says Ivan to Elinor. Tramps for dinner, in the restaurant? Won’t it embarrass them?


  I don’t know, says Elinor. Flora says she decided to ask him on the spur of the moment, because she liked his conversation. And besides, it’s the first time she’s ever invited us to the restaurant. I think she’s doing some sort of banquet.


  Oh of course we’ll go. It’s her restaurant, she can ask whom she likes. Ivan is silent for a moment. I hope she doesn’t mean this tramp’s conversation was interesting because it was crude and vulgar and oh so cute.


  Oh come on, Ivan, that doesn’t sound like Flora.


  True. Flora’s far too fierce to find that kind of behaviour cute.



  When Gwyneth with Laurel’s help slides out of her large and matlike cardigan she is wearing a long silvery-grey dress of some silky fabric that hangs in flutings, like a column, a most elegant dress, cleverly cut, narrow, and a surprising thing to find at a Salvation Army op shop, you might suppose, until you thought of a wealthy woman getting too fat for its slenderness and stuffing it in a charity bin in a fit of denial. For it is a cruel dress, unforgiving of any bulges or even much in the way of curves. Her hair is clean, hanging straight and fluid, the tidemark of its blonde dye lower down now, and above such a dress the striped effect is interesting, not messy; it has the charm of intention. The sleeves are long, the neckline skims her shoulder blades, and something about its colour or maybe it is the shadow of her falling hair sculpts her cheekbones and makes her eyes cavernous and dark-shadowed in a way that is beautiful rather than desperate. It isn’t make-up, that was too hard, she isn’t wearing any. Clovis reckoned she doesn’t need it.


  Heroin chic, wouldn’t you say, mutters Kate to Martin, and then is horrified to realise from Laurel’s frozen face that she has heard. It’s the look of a lot of supermodels these days, she prattles. They make themselves up like that.


  Clovis on the other hand knows he will be wearing the suit of a dead man. The widow hastily bundling up his clothes and sending them off to the Sallies. A man slightly more portly than he, but it is fine wool and double-breasted and drapes in a pleasant way across his lean stomach. He’s wearing a black tee-shirt, not a look he favours, but one he can manage. He feels like someone in advertising. His beard fills in a fair bit of the space at his neck, which shows brown and corded above the collar of the suit.


  Laurel seats them at a round table not far from the fire. It is quite black outside, nothing can be seen of the hills or the city on their rim. The dark windows reflect them, the guests, the firelight, the glasses and cutlery darkly gleaming. We are in the lantern, says Clovis to himself. Now we are the light, and the darkness outside is entirely mysterious to us. He sees himself hand Gwyneth to her chair, sees the reflection in the mirror but also from himself as observer. He doesn’t remember feeling detached like this in the days when visiting restaurants was a habit. He stands to greet the others. Gwyneth is too tremulous to smile much, which makes her even more elegant. Elinor rushes into hectic speech about the taxi failing to come which made them late. Laurel brings champagne. Jerome proposes Clovis’s health.


  Elinor is wearing red silk, crimson-coloured, with a swirling skirt and a draped top, and her hair quite wildly curling about her face. Clovis likes looking from one to another. The red and swirling, the silvery slender; like the sun and moon he thinks, in the fanciful way that comes quite naturally, these days.


  Afterwards, each person wonders: was the dinner a success? Jerome looks back on it as like a dance, a ritual dance of separate but not necessarily unfriendly tribes circling, observing, taking one another’s measure. The conversation is slow to flow. They talk about names, to begin with, Jerome’s idea, it should be safe. Clovis, he says, a fine name, the name of French kings. Clovis smiles faintly, bows his head. You are lucky, Jerome says, to have such imaginative parents. His name, Jerome, is from the great exegete. He smiles at Gwyneth’s frightened face. It means a person who explains, he says. He explained the Bible. And the patron saint of translators. Maybe of dictionary makers too, says Elinor. She believes hers belonged to a French queen, or not French exactly, from Aquitaine, who went to England and spent a lot of time in prison. And Gwyneth, she says, such a pretty name, and you hardly ever hear it these days, except for Gwyneth Paltrow.


  So? says Gwyneth, in a sharp voice, and everybody watches her flush an angry purple colour. I think it’s lovely having an unusual name, Elinor says. She doesn’t ask where it comes from. Clovis takes a certain wry pleasure in watching Elinor; he believes he sees her thinking up a series of conversational gambits and rejecting them all. After a while, when enough wine has been drunk to make him dare to try some meatier topics, he remarks that it is interesting, when you come to think of it, how much conversation between polite adults depends on what they do: asking one another what it is, discussing it, explaining it, using it to place fellow guests, even to decide whether they will be worth talking to. When that is removed, what is there to say?


  Nobody does say anything for a few seconds, then Jerome speaks in a certain grave and courteous way he has. And if I were to ask you, what do you do?


  You know I’m a homeless person, says Clovis. I don’t have a job. A vagrant, a tramp, a vagabond.


  But I could still ask you what you do.


  Oh Jerome, says Elinor, do you think … But Ivan takes her hand and surprised she stops talking.


  I look at the world, as far as I can see it, which is perhaps a help, that I cannot see too well, and I think about it.


  And then what? Jerome’s question is intense.


  That’s it. So far. I have not got to the end of the looking, and certainly not the thinking.


  Gwyneth says, I’m on the run, and everybody laughs, as though she has made a joke, though they suspect she hasn’t.


  Flora had decided not to offer menus. I shall make a meal that will be their hearts’ desire, she said. How will you know, asked Jerome. I will manage it, a number of small fine things. So that they will have come not knowing what their hearts’ desire is, and finding it here.


  Gwyneth tastes her first morsel, a tiny one-bite tart with furls of salmon garnished with salmon roe. I’ve had this, she says. It’s evil.


  There’s a stiffening around the table.


  Do you not care for fish, asks Jerome.


  No, says Elinor, evil means good. Very nice. Like wicked.


  Good god, says Jerome.


  So, you’ve eaten here before, says Ivan.


  Oh no, not in the restaurant, just the rubbish. I mean, it’s not real rubbish, not out of the bin. Joe puts it out for me.


  Clovis has promised himself that he won’t let himself feel like that chap in My Fair Lady, the professor. Responsible. Nervous. Gwyneth is not his creation. Not his creature. Though he hasn’t done a bad job with the cutlery. Considering the amount needed for all these little courses. She doesn’t hold her knife like a pen, and she cleverly mimics Elinor’s manners, which means a certain amount of fastidious finger-eating.


  When she takes her first mouthful of red wine she says to Clovis, You’re right. This is better wine out of bottles. Let’s always have it.


  Would that we could, he replies. But the logistics.


  What?


  The Château Cardboard is more convenient, my dear. Don’t need a corkscrew, for a start. And the bottles. They’re so heavy.


  I hear you can get quite good wine in casks these days, says Ivan.


  Not really, says Clovis. It’s crap. But you get used to it.


  This feels so nice in your mouth, says Gwyneth.


  Look at its age.


  How do you mean?


  He holds out the bottle, pointing out the date on the label.


  Shit. Is it saying … it’s … twelve years old?


  Twelve velvety years, says Clovis, wondering what on earth has got into him.


  When I was a Franciscan, says Jerome, we only had the youngest of wine.


  Take a little wine, for thy stomach’s sake. Ivan is quoting. That was Bernard, wasn’t it. Bernard of Clairvaux, I think.


  A Dominican.


  They all liked their wine, says Ivan. Who was it said, Who drinks good wine sees God.


  I don’t think the Franciscans had such expectations of the stuff they gave us.


  St Vincent is the patron saint of wine, says Elinor. That’s because he was always being found dead drunk in vineyards, apparently. And maybe a bit of sympathetic magic. The first part of his name, vin, pronounced in the French way, vin, is the word for wine. Vin-son, she mouths carefully.


  Fancy, says Gwyneth, in an elaborate way. Clovis wants to laugh.


  Decidedly, the conversation does not flow.


  Elinor says, I saw a woman walking a goat today. In Limestone Avenue – you know, the grass strip in the middle. She had it on a rope and it trotted along with her, they’d stop while it ate the grass and she picked some, for takeaway, I suppose. Maybe it was especially good grass. I wondered if she was a maker of goat cheese. I wanted to stop and ask her.


  Goat cheese? says Gwyneth.


  Delicious, says Elinor. Provided it’s fresh. One of the best cheeses in the world.


  Goat, says Gwyneth. Goat.


  Do you know, says Ivan, goats have square pupils. They look at you with square yellow eyes. That’s why they make people think of the devil.


  And cloven hooves, says Jerome.


  In the lavatory Gwyneth washes her hands in some deliciously scented soap, twice, so that the perfume will stay with her, and dries them on a small square of fluffy towel. She stands for some time looking at herself in the mirror. The op shop was a try-on. This is the real thing. She studies her appearance, closely, memorising it. A woman comes out of one of the cubicles. She brushes her hand lightly over Gwyneth’s arm. Gwyneth flinches.


  Gorgeous dress. Is it one of Marina’s?


  No, it’s mine.


  When she comes back she stands at the window, cupping her eyes with her hands so she can see through the window’s reflection of the room behind her. The lake is full of light. The buildings of Civic, the lamps along the edge of the park, the Russell offices, the carillon, all cast broad beams of light across the lake so there is hardly any dark water, just light cleanly reflected in its stillness.


  Clovis comes and stands beside her. Now you are inside looking out, he says. Does it feel different?


  Well, it’s not my inside, is it. This is just a visit. Pretend. It’s not me. This dress isn’t me, and people can see that, the woman in the toilet could.


  Yes, that dress is you. It fits you, you look good in it, its beauty and your beauty go together. You’re the most beautiful woman in the room.


  Yeah? She looks around. Well, maybe that isn’t saying a lot. She laughs a bit, her voice catches, she turns away to the window, cupping her hands to the glass again. The tears in her eyes make the smooth bands of light waver and bulge. All this vast still lake, and two little drops of water in the eyes of its beholder make it shift and swim in a complete disorganisation of itself. She blinks, her eyelashes stick together, she feels tired.


  Dessert, calls Elinor, you mustn’t miss this. In comes Martin, with one of Kate’s bombes Alaska, crowned with a half eggshell of brandy burning.


  Baked ice-cream, Jerome says. Wait till you taste it.


  Bombe Alaska, says Elinor. Also called Norwegian omelette. God knows why, it’s not a bit like an omelette.


  There’s silence while they eat it. Spoons click softly against plates.


  Always a good sign, says Ivan. The silence of eaters. The best respect.


  I expect you observe the day-to-day life of the lake quite closely, says Jerome. It’s evident he’s anxious to talk to Clovis but can’t quite work out how to do it.


  I suppose I do. I do sit and stare at it. But what do I make of it? I don’t actually know anything about it. The bird life, for instance.


  I read when there’s a lot of pelicans it’s because of droughts inland, says Elinor. They come for the water here because their own has dried up.


  That would seem to make sense, says Clovis. I rather like the black swans, myself. So much the opposite of white swans and green and blue English landscapes. Here it’s all indigo and bruised-looking and the swans so sharp and black. Clovis’s face suddenly softens. In fact, he says, maybe you can help me. I keep thinking of this poem, but only a bit of it, whenever I see the poor brides being photographed; I thought it might be Spenser, that wedding poem.


  He recites, self-consciously:


  Sweet day, so calm, so fair, so bright

  The bridal of the earth and sky


  Elinor comes in:


  Sweet day, so cool, so calm, so bright,


  The bridal of the earth and sky:


  The dew shall weep thy fall tonight; For thou must die.


  I thought I remembered For thou must die. Seems funny in a wedding poem.


  It’s not a wedding poem, and it’s not Spenser. You’re thinking of his ‘Epithalamium’, probably, it’s got swans in it. This is George Herbert, and it’s called ‘Vertue’. It’s about how everything must die, flowers, spring, everything. Except good people.


  Only a sweet and vertuous soul


  Like season’d timber, never gives;


  But though the whole earth turn to coal, Then chiefly lives.


  Elinor recites well, not rhetorically, but in a soft voice that gives the words and the lines they are broken up into a moving poignant shape. It’s quite thrilling, and everyone is quiet for a moment.


  Ah, says Clovis. Thank you.


  I could fax it to you, if you like.


  There’s a pause. Oh, she says, mmm.


  You could fax it to the restaurant, says Jerome. We could get it to him.


  I’d be glad to have it, says Clovis.


  He hears his courteous voice. But does he want a poem? On paper, a possession. Though he is glad to have its words set right, and to know it is a poem about death, not marriage. No, not death, about how to live, so death is not important. The world turning to coal, but the soul living.


  I have heard that the aim of living is to learn how to die, he says.


  I nearly died once, says Gwyneth. It just happened, I didn’t have to learn.


  Oh, says Elinor, what … I mean …


  Heroin. Cut with some crap. Really festy. Lucky I was in gaol, or else I’d’ve been done for. People say you see a light at the end of the tunnel, but I didn’t.


  Out-of-body experiences, says Elinor.


  I was just out of it. She gives a huge yawn. Shit, I’m stuffed, she says. I can’t remember when I ate so much. She presses her concave stomach. I feel so just fat as a pig.


  Virtue for Herbert was a seasoned soul, says Jerome. For us it’s thinness. Virtue is a slender body. Cruel. Almost Calvinist in fact. Giving you no choice: you are born either saved or damned, thin or fat, and can do nothing about it.


  That’s what dieting is all about, says Elinor, the one person given to plumpness.


  Yes, and it doesn’t work, does it. You’re still damned to fat.


  Flora comes to join them. Laurel brings her a glass of white wine and tiny cups of coffee for everyone else, with a bottle of pear brandy. The transparent heavy liquid tastes exactly of pears and very alcoholic as well. There’s a plate of pretty little rich cakes and pastries. Kate’s amazing petits fours, says Jerome.


  Everybody is trying to find ways of complimenting Flora on the food. Fabulous nosh, as usual, says Ivan. No, really, you illuminate what food might be, Flora. It’s a revelation.


  Absolutely, says Clovis, and suddenly remembers what the word means. Absolutely, he says again.


  I liked that tripe stuff, says Gwyneth. I didn’t think I ever would, but it’s wicked.


  I adore those little cups of fish custard, with the shark’s lips, and the mousseline, says Elinor.


  Clay Brent walks past. Flora, my lovely one, he says. May I? But does not wait for permission to pull one-handed a chair from another table and sit on it, back to front. I have to say, Flora, you excel yourself. Every time, you excel yourself. How can it so never end? Nowhere, but nowhere, do I ever get to eat food like yours, and believe me I eat in some pretty magic places. I reckon you’re a witch. He looks at Clovis. Say, aren’t you that guy who sleeps rough round here? I’ve seen you drinking plonk in the ferry shelter. You sure scrub up well.


  Clovis, because he knows that is the question everyone is thinking, offers the satisfaction of an answer, but with a barb for Clay Brent.


  Well, I’ll tell you the secret, it might come in handy, should you ever need to scrub up yourself. I can let you know of a certain disabled lavatory quite close by. Big, as they tend to be, and with a basin that’s rather large, and low, hot water, soap, paper towels, you can pretty well have a bath, and one of those hot-air hand dryers, just the thing when you’ve washed your hair on a cold day.


  Bit hard on the disabled people.


  Possibly. I’ve never kept any out, or held them up.


  And anyway I suppose you could count as disabled, in your way. He turns to Gwyneth. And who’s the gorgeous girl, come on, folks, introduce me. Do you come here often?


  There’s a strangled choke from Gwyneth. She puts her hand over her mouth and runs to the lavatory. The men half stand in consternation, and Elinor follows her.


  Well, looks like I better love you and leave you, says Brent, and slopes off. How’s business, he says over his shoulder to Jerome, in a rude voice, but does not wait to hear the answer.


  If I were feeling charitable I’d say he was drunk, says Flora wearily. But it’s not true enough. Is that girl bulimic, she asks, in a cross voice.


  I don’t think she’s had the opportunity, says Clovis. More like too much rich food, she’s not in the habit.


  I suppose we are none of us in the habit, says Ivan.


  But some less than others.


  Again, the conversation does not flow. Jerome takes Flora’s hand and holds it. Ivan begins to talk about the meal in detail. Its philosophy, he calls it. Flora is listless, sits taking mouthfuls of wine, her eyes large and glassy. It’s like any work of art, says Jerome. The artist makes the work, it is up to the audience to read it. Not the artist to explain it. Art is. And words cannot catch it.


  When Gwyneth comes back, looking cold and jittery, her hair bedraggled, Clovis stands up.


  I think it is time to take you home, he says.


  The word home hangs in the air.


  It was so good of you to come, says Flora.


  It has been a memorable experience, says Clovis. Thank you.


  When they’ve gone Elinor says, Are they an item, do you think?


  A bit crude, that, isn’t it, says Ivan.


  I could say, are they fucking, do you think?


  Silence falls. Jerome says, We have invited them in. Now, how can we shut them out?


  I do not think they will presume.


  I wasn’t thinking of them. I was thinking of us. We are the ones who know that home is a grating over the hot-air exhaust of a great public building. Maybe that is our problem.


  It doesn’t seem to be theirs, says Ivan.


  They are too polite to burden us with it.


  Flora shakes her head. People make choices. I am too tired to think. I have given them a meal, they’ve accepted it. End of transaction.


  A banquet, says Elinor, a feast. It was brilliant. I loved it.



  Elinor did fax the Herbert poem to the restaurant, and one afternoon Laurel walked across to Clovis sitting at the ferry wharf and gave it to him. He learnt it by heart, sitting staring at the swans being fed by the tummy mummy and her little girl, Benison, that was her name. No swans in the poem after all. But he loves the rhyme of soul and coal, there is such a solid sureness in those brief syllables.
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  Clovis as is his wont stands looking at the lake. Thinking again of words, not images but names. Lake, water, liquid. No other words for this particular unsolid patch of the landscape came to mind. Why so few, when lakes are so much with us? Why not be like Greenlanders or is it Inuit and their great many words for snow? How many he can’t remember. There ought to be more words for this lake. For it rough and pebbly-looking, in a heavy smooth way, or choppy like waves in the sea, or breaking up into white shreds, or shiny and textured like some polished exotic leather, lizard perhaps, that you could cut and shape into a handbag, or a box for collars. Glittering in a hot bright way like something molten in a crucible and poured in a slow metallic flow into the empty valley. Shining and flat like a mirror, an Egyptian one in polished bronze. Very kind such mirrors are, you see yourself dimly, in smooth planes and shapes, and believing yourself beautiful you can go out and be so.


  Perhaps if he could have bought such a mirror for Lindi she might have been happier.


  It is a failure to pay attention, he says to himself, that we so lack words for things. And finding comparisons to describe them is all very well, but a bit arty. Precious. Probably in both senses, but the sneering one the dangerous. It should be possible to have simple ordinary words, and when you said them to people they would know exactly what you meant. Of what use is the idea of a bronze Egyptian mirror to an Inuit? Or to Gwyneth.


  When Gwyneth comes and sits beside him he says, Do you know that the people of Greenland have forty-seven different words for snow? And we have only one for lake?


  Though he doesn’t know whether it is Greenlanders or the Inuit. Or that it is forty-seven, only that it is a lot.


  Snow, says Gwyneth. I’ve never even seen any.


  What about Mount Franklin in the middle of winter?


  Where’s that?


  He raises his arm to point, but she isn’t looking. She’s busy eating, using two fingers neatly like a person brought up without forks. It is one of Joe’s offerings. It seems to be fish, in a furl like a turban, white and lemon yellow and coral-coloured, with a pale-green sauce.


  This is much nicer here than in the restaurant, she says.


  I don’t think so…


  Yes it is. I’m telling you.


  Clovis shakes his head. What you mean is, you like it better here than in the restaurant.


  Yeah, fuck, that’s what I mean. It tastes better.


  No. It doesn’t, you know. It tastes better freshly cooked in the restaurant, served on a plate, not scraped off into the next best thing to a garbage bin. You mean you enjoy the food here, for all sorts of reasons that have nothing to do with its taste.


  Gwyneth shrugs, and rolls her eyes. She keeps on eating. It tastes better, she says.


  You like it better. Words have meanings, Gwyneth.


  My words have the meaning I want.


  To you. And to me, because I know you. But not absolutely. Language only works because everybody agrees.


  So. Do you want some?


  Please.


  He scoops up slices of kidney that taste slightly mustardy and are, cold, a bit rubbery, the rare insides like congealed blood. He tries to match the pointed neat action of her fingers. Food isn’t just its taste, he says. It’s who you eat it with, and where. It’s in the Bible. Better a dinner of herbs where love is …


  Than what?


  I dunno. Roast beef and caviar with people you hate. Or who bore you. Or something.


  Herbs don’t sound like much to eat.


  No. Well, I suppose it would mean something like greens. Spinach. Lettuce. That kind of thing. A salad.


  Hungry food.


  Yes, but you’ve got love to fill you up, remember. Suddenly Clovis sings: Yummy yummy yummy I’ve got love in my tummy.


  Gwyneth laughs. What the fuck’s that?


  Dunno. Some funny old song.


  Clovis once read that a computer disk doesn’t store its information in any sequential way, that it sticks bits of the same thing all over the place, and when it needs them pulls them together from all their different little slots. He thinks that his mind is a bit like that, except that some of the slots are deteriorated, silverfish have got in, damp, dust, mould, light, so the bits are fragmenting, they can’t make up wholes any more. The signals are incomplete. Worse than codes.


  Yummy yummy yummy I’ve got love in my tummy, sings Gwyneth in a small strident pop-singer’s voice, holding a lamb cutlet like a microphone. Sing some more.


  That’s the trouble. I don’t know any more.


  He can’t even recall whether it’s a children’s song, or some adult hit, or even an advertising jingle. Is it 1930s, or even ’20s, or post war? If I were the survivor of my civilisation, he thinks, if there had been some absolute catastrophe and nothing remained, no book or disk or record of any kind, and I had my whole life to write this civilisation down, it would be … it would be like the National Library burning to the ground and all that remained of all its collections was a few scorched and torn and water-stained pages scattered by the wind in the mud and dust of an empty landscape. But then he thinks, if I were the last who would I be writing it down for? What would be the point? Better a dinner of herbs where love is …


  There are some peas and lettuce cooked in butter with tiny white onions, the butter sticking in small congealed shreds of delicious fat to the vegetables. I think you could call this a dish of herbs, he says.


  Cooked lettuce, yuk, says Gwyneth.


  Have you tried it?


  She scoops some up in her grubby fine fingers. Yeah, it’s okay, I suppose.


  It is a high blue winter day. The sky the colour of the Virgin’s robe – what salted-away broken-off bit of information made him think of that? – and the twiggy branches making sharp black patterns against it. Sharp: he knows they are, though he can only see the nearest, and that hazily, farther off they are a smudge. The lake today is like steel, the sharp bluish-grey of toothed cogwheels.


  Do you know about love, asks Gwyneth.


  He looks at her, and for a moment is filled with desolation.


  I mustn’t, must I. Else I wouldn’t be sleeping on the hot air vents of the National Library.


  He feels his nose run. He wipes it with his fingers, and leans to rinse them in the freezing water. The cold air attacks the rubbed damp skin of his nose. His eyes are watering too. These he rubs on his sleeve.


  What about you, he says.


  She shrugs, and doesn’t answer. After a while she says, Roast beef and caviar. What are they like?


  I saw a movie once. There was a little kid who ate some caviar, he said it was fishberry jam.


  Yeah?


  Well, it’s eggs, fish eggs, tiny soft things, and they stick together. So, fishberry jam.


  Does it taste like jam, or fish?


  Oh, fish. Delicious fish. And all the little berries burst in your mouth.


  What was the movie?


  I believe it was Auntie Mame.


  Oh.


  A musical. And roast beef, well, you cook a big piece of meat, rare. So it is crusty and caramelised on the outside and the inside is quite red, and it’s tender and delicious.


  Red. You mean raw?


  Rare. Rare isn’t raw. It’s warm.


  Gwyneth doesn’t say yuk. I suppose eating in restaurants is something you learn to do, she says.


  Well, isn’t everything, says Clovis. But we did pretty well, for a first time, don’t you think?


  You did. You were okay, you’ve done it before. But I hurled. So uncool.


  I thought you did it very elegantly. Discreetly, in the loo.


  But vomiting. In a restaurant. All that food.


  Exactly. All that food. Far too rich. You would not be the first.


  Do other people do that?


  Of course. The Romans did it on purpose. With special feathers, they’d tickle their throats so they could get rid of the load of food they’d just eaten and start on the next lot. Even had a special room to do it in. Called a vomitorium.


  Gwyneth turns her head away so she is looking at him out of the corners of her eyes. You’re making that up, she says.


  I swear I’m not. I always wondered how they could go back to eating after vomiting, but apparently they could. I suppose it was mechanical, not really being sick. And they ate huge quantities of frightfully expensive things. Like larks’ tongues and the livers of rare fish. They’d catch this amazing scarce fish, very beautiful, all reddish-gold, I think, and throw it all away, except this tiny portion of liver.


  Why didn’t they give the ordinary fish part to the poor?


  Why indeed. People don’t. And then somebody had the idea of just eating the gills; imagine how many of this fantastically expensive fish you’d need to get enough gills to eat.


  Why?


  People used to say it was the decadence of the Roman empire. Needing more and more sensations. Oh, he says, now I remember; the fish, the red mullet, they used to cook them at the table, really slowly, under glass, and the fun of that was watching them dying in agony.


  Gwyneth turns pale. Oh, she says, oh, I wish you hadn’t told me that.


  I’m sorry, says Clovis, I wish I hadn’t remembered it. I suppose the good thing about that is that we are not quite so bad as that, yet. Our society, I mean.


  Gwyneth slowly asks: Do you think I could learn to eat in restaurants?


  Of course. You already like the food, remember. And don’t forget, that was a banquet. You can eat just a little. Order what you want. A cutlet, and some peas and lettuce.


  Clovis of a sudden picks up her hand and kisses it. And remember, you looked beautiful, he says.


  She turns her head again with that look at him sideways through the corners of her eyes, then downwards at the ground. Her lids are domed and oval over her eyes, luminous white-veined blue like the smooth secret insides of her thighs might be, she sits still and he thinks this pure shape of eyelids over eyes is one of the simple beautiful parts of the human body.


  When I came to live here, he says, I decided I would only ever tell the truth. Things tell the truth, they don’t lie.


  Things, says Gwyneth. I don’t know about things. People lie. All the time.


  She has a crumb of butter melting in the corner of her lip. He brushes it off.


  Not me, he says. Beautiful I said, beautiful I meant.


  Anyway, things do lie. The lake lies. Look how calm and nice it looks. Yet you say if I fall in I’ll be dead of cold in a few minutes. Like that poor guy and the monster kids.


  Yes, but that was the kids, the lake didn’t reach out and grab him. And anyway I think it looks quite dangerous: steely blue and implacable. It doesn’t fool me.


  Oh shit, she says. She yawns; her teeth aren’t good and her lips are chapped and sore, but the domes of her eyelids are still beautiful. I’ve had enough. You finish the food. I’m off.


  Thank you.


  There are three exquisite tiny cakes in one of the plastic boxes. A bit naughty of Joe, they aren’t exactly leftovers. Clovis puts one in his mouth as he looks at the blue sky he so surprisingly saw as the colour of Mary’s robe. Traipsing through the Louvre, his feet hurting, suffering from museum back and too much lunch, his wife watchdogging him through culture, or does he mean sheepdogging, watchdogging would be keeping him out, and him thinking, not another bloody Madonna, you can have too much of a good thing. But there is the pure dazzling blue of the dresses of all these girls, ordinary women, painters’ wives, or mistresses often, or else models quite likely moonlighting as whores, yet for these moments and as long as the paintings last they are the Queen of Heaven in gowns the colour of heaven, this blue that has stayed in his mind, and he imagines painters looking at the sky and back at their palettes trying to mix the exact right colour.


  Hello.


  Clovis turns, startled. It’s Jerome.


  Hello. Would you like a petit four?


  Jerome in his turn is startled. He looks at the tiny cakes. Why not, he says.


  The rubbish, says Clovis. The rejects. But wholesome.


  Oh yes.


  There’s a pause. Jerome eats the cake. May I join you for a moment, he asks.


  Clovis thinks, if I were not a homeless person, he would not ask that. He considers himself to be visiting my place.


  By all means. I was looking at the sky.


  It’s amazing, this winter blue.


  I was thinking it’s like Mary’s robe. In a painting. Yes, I know, how odd that I should think that. But there, I did.


  It’s right, of course. Our Lady’s gown is often that very colour.


  I suppose one might expect to think the other way. Her robe the colour of the sky. Not the sky the colour of the dress.


  Yes.


  There’s silence. Clovis has no more to say.


  One of your swans, says Jerome. Two.


  Bit far away for me.


  Jerome turns to look at Clovis’s stretched out squinting eyes.


  Are you ... ?


  Short-sighted? Yes.


  But you have spectacles.


  Did have. They broke.


  My God. But you can’t … Can I … I could organise …


  No. I am happy. Once, a long time ago, I read a book about glasses, and how they pervert the natural sight that God gave us. I didn’t ever expect to try the truth of it.


  I’ve read that kind of book. I don’t believe them. Surely the point of spectacles is that they correct sight, restore it, to a state of perfect vision, which is natural and God-given.


  That’s the view of our time and place. But spectacles were often thought to be works of the devil. Which homogenise the sight and shackle the spirit. Cézanne wouldn’t have a bar of them. Neither would Monet. He’s supposed to have said, Good god, if I wore glasses I’d see like Bougerau – he was some sort of conventional naturalistic painter Monet despised. Bougerau. You don’t need to know anything about him to hear the scorn in that name. How could he ever have hoped to become a great painter, with a name like that?


  Jerome laughs. You’ve got a good memory, he says.


  Intermittently. Bougerau’s easy. Think Bugger-all.


  With a Liverpool accent.


  Whereas Rembrandt was long-sighted, this book reckons. That’s why he painted close-ups so muzzily.


  Do you really think that? That glasses are bad?


  Necessity has its virtues.


  Surely it isn’t necessity, though. Not now. I would … I’m still grateful, you know.


  I enjoy seeing things with my own eyes.


  The idea fills me with horror, says Jerome. I couldn’t bear not to see. I have six pairs of spectacles, just in case. Always a spare pair in my pocket.


  Try without them, for a moment.


  Jerome with his fingertip pulls his glasses down his nose, his eyelids wincing, but after only a few seconds he pushes them back up. Oh no, he says, it’s all so hazy, fuzzy, unclear, I hate that.


  And yet, it’s beautiful.


  You can’t see the swans.


  I know they’re there. I see them when they come close. I am in no hurry.


  No. Jerome is vehement. I like to see. If I rubbed a bottle and a genie came out I’d wish for perfect sight, always and in all circumstances. Reading and distance. Darkness and light. However old I got.


  Yes, says Clovis. Well, I’ve learned to live with my sight. It’s mine, I like it.


  Are you offering me a metaphor?


  Good grief, would I do that?


  There’s silence. Several ducks potter along the edge of the lake, then launch themselves on the water, wakes furrowing behind them.


  They say that blind people develop preternaturally sensitive powers of hearing, says Jerome.


  Either that, or they just pay attention.


  I think it is literally improved hearing.


  This book I read talked about people who’ve been blind all their lives getting their sight back after an operation and killing themselves because they couldn’t stand how messy the world is. They were overwhelmed by all the stuff there was to see. They hadn’t conceived of it being so awful.


  Seems drastic. What about counselling?


  Seeing isn’t natural, apparently. We learn to do it. I know that tree there is closer than the library because I’ve learned to see it like that. If I’d been blind all my life I wouldn’t know to see it like that, where what fitted. It would be horribly confusing.


  Thank goodness I have. Learned to see. And I bless my spectacles. The work of God, not the devil.


  Do you believe in God?


  I’m a former Franciscan.


  Is that a yes or a no?


  Jerome laughs. Yes indeed. Is it. What about you?


  Clovis is quiet for a while. I’m still looking at the world, he says.


  The world through shortened sight.


  The world in my eyes. My mind.


  He gets up and walks over to the nearest tree of the double row that lines the lake edge, and pulls a twig of it close to his eyes. Look, he says, buds beginning to swell. I can see them perfectly. When the spring comes they will be great bunches of blossom.


  Manchurian pears, says Jerome. Pyrus ussuriensis. The goblet-shaped ones.


  Adam naming the plants in the Garden of Eden.


  He could choose. I’ve had to learn.


  Other people’s choices. One could choose one’s own names for them, if there was no other way.


  Why? I like knowing the names that they have. They are, they exist, their names are them.


  If there was no other way, says Clovis.


  But there is.


  For you, perhaps.


  They are silent again.


  All naming is arbitrary, says Clovis. I sometimes think that is why people have children. For the fun of naming them.


  Weird and wicked fun, it often seems. A ghastly joke.


  It’s power. However ghastly. Parents name their children, the children have to wear it.


  Or try to live up to it.


  Clovis looks at him. Jerome, the great exegete.


  And Clovis the king of France. Handsome names, but responsibilities.


  I’ve always thought so. One can be more or less lucky in one’s parents.


  In more ways than one.


  Gwyneth’s a pretty name. Unusual these days.


  I could get you some spectacles, says Jerome. It would be my pleasure.


  No thank you.


  Or … I’ll tell you what. Try these, they’re my spare pair, they might just work, we’re both short-sighted. Might be better than nothing.


  I don’t think so. Please. Don’t worry about me. I’m happy.


  Jerome purses his lips. Happy, he says.


  What about you?


  I think that I have moments of bliss. Quite a lot, perhaps. But whether I am happy … Are we meant to be happy?


  Why not, if we want to be.


  Once I would have thought it more important to be good.


  Shouldn’t goodness be happiness?


  Well of course it should. But is it? He stares out across the water.


  It’s the colour of cogwheels, says Clovis, that bluish cold steel.


  Jerome turns. I think getting things right is happiness. Making things work.


  Just anything?


  Important things, I suppose, good things. What about you? What brings you to this?


  It’s Clovis who stares across the water. You are a rich man, he says. You were a Franciscan, now you are a rich man.


  It’s not about being rich …


  I was a rich man. Now I’m poor.


  What are you saying? Same career path, different directions?


  Clovis laughs. You mention bliss. I think content is a word I like.


  You give nothing away. You are saying, I have nothing, so I have nothing to give, or to lose.


  Clovis watches the lake. Entirely useless, you mean.


  That’s not true, says Jerome. And in fact my words weren’t either, you do give certain things, words mainly. Ideas. You give one to think.


  You’re playing with words, says Clovis. You could say I give, but I do not give away because I keep what I give.


  Can I come again, asks Jerome. Have another chat?


  To be sure, says Clovis. Feel free.
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  I got into the habit of dropping in to see Clovis from time to time. Well, I say habit, it is amazing how quickly some things come to seem habits. A few times, anyway. I’d take a bottle of wine, some decent red, he’d fetch his glasses, two rather smudged and puddled stemless goblets. After the first time I took out a clean handkerchief and polished them. A good idea, said Clovis, in his placid way, neither the laundry nor the dishwashing is of a high standard in this establishment. On the other hand, he said, it is at least glasses, better than it once was, discarded polystyrene coffee cups recycled. Once the girl Gwyneth was there and he and she shared a glass, but I think generally she didn’t come near when she saw me. We drank modestly, there would always be some left over in the bottle. He would taste the wine in a considering manner, I got the impression he knew his wines, but he didn’t say much, he would look at me and show his pleasure in his face. His way of widening his eyes, and his expression settling into calm.


  I tried to get him to talk about himself. Why? I was not entirely sure. Did I have a sense that he had something to teach me? Not really. His path, his trajectory perhaps, it was his. It could not be mine, we could not run parallel, so I believed, though we could intersect. I think I had a sense that the scale of things was different, after the visit of Clovis and Gwyneth to the restaurant. That there was a different context to things. But vaguely I felt this, and I wanted to know more precisely, how, what it meant, what his context, what his scale was. You see I was ambitious in those days, knowing was what I wanted, everything. Everything.


  I tried wine as a way into him. I said it must pain him to drink cask crap when evidently he had a palate for a decent vintage. Oh, he replied, staring out across that lake of his, it doesn’t matter.


  It doesn’t matter. He made me think about that phrase. How often we say it and don’t mean it, we say it to comfort people, to shrug off pain, or anger, to pretend that we don’t care. When Clovis said it doesn’t matter you somehow believed him, that it was truly of no significance.


  It’s easy to drink it, he said. It’s easy to drink too much. Maybe you keep having another glass to see if it will get any better. It doesn’t of course. But after a while you don’t notice.


  I said he seemed like a man who’d known good wine in his time. Oh yes, he said. More than he deserved probably, and he’d done it and it was done but still there for the recalling and that was okay. I asked him had he been in business, and he said he supposed so, a professional business, and I said, You mean you were a businessman by profession, and he said, Rather a professional man by business, and I thought, he is just teasing me.


  One day I felt irritated and I decided, I shall be blunt. Ask a tough question, come out with it. So I said: Did you embezzle? Because it seemed to me that there was some disgrace in his being there, he wasn’t just a drop-out, a layabout, there had been some disaster which was quite likely financial, and this was his way of taking the shame. Embezzle, he repeated, in his considering way. Yes, I suppose that is the word. Not by intention, but yes, in fact. That’s all he’d say, staring at the water, it was grey and choppy that day I remember, with the waves in regular points that looked like waves in a painting, one of those painstaking repetitive depictions of the kind you get in Chinese scrolls. I wondered how he saw them. His eyes were creased up, as usual, when he gazed like that, the corners crinkled with deep lines fanning out from them. I mentioned the spectacles, that I would happily get him some, but he said he was content as he was, and anyway if he did decide he wanted some he could go off and get them, he was not without resources.


  I wanted him to ask me about my work. I wanted to say to him, I am devising a complete program for all knowledge, but he did not ask, and I was not able to blurt it out, suddenly, it is a delicate thing one’s life work and must be prepared for, mutually, and he gave no help. I had the sense of offering games he refused to play, and yet for me they were no games. He unsettled me.


  I mentioned Gwyneth, but he said he knew very little about her. Somehow, he said, in this context, and he gestured vaguely at the lawn, the library, the lake, somehow curiosity seems improper. You have to just be, and let people be.


  I took this as a rebuke, and did not press him. I poured more wine in our glasses. He held his up to the light, and murmured: Doesn’t the Bible say something about looking not on the wine when it is red? He took a mouthful. I think it is the best thing there is, he said. It’s possible to let slip most desires, but wine, I can think of nothing more harmless, or useful.


  That was the closest I came to him at that time. This little opening of himself, to say that he so liked drinking wine. I said, Wine that maketh glad the heart of man.


  Oh yes, he said. That’s a good one. And I replied, cynically I suppose, but my history has led me there, Well, you can find quotations in the Bible for and against most things, you know. He said, So, we can choose.


  A pelican came cruising in and landed with a heavy skidding thump in the water just in front of us. Look, he said, don’t pelicans remind you of those Catalina flying-boats they had in the Second World War? I said I didn’t know much about them. He told me there were dumps of them – well, two or three, anyway – in the bush round the lake where he grew up, he could play in them, all the instruments were there, the dials and the controls, of course nothing worked. He got a book out of the library so he could find out about them. It seemed dreadful, those huge intricate things, just rotting away in the bush. But what a plaything for kids.


  The pelican sailed about for a bit then took off even more clumsily than it had landed, its wings beating furiously, its frantic feet seeming to run across the water, until it heaved itself airborne, and then could cruise in the air with its own weighty grace. Catalina flying-boats, said Clovis again. Dumpy clumsy things, but then they flew. And isn’t it the case that flight is always graceful.


  What did I want of Clovis? Maybe I wanted to understand why he was a happy man. Though he denied this. Contentment was as much as he allowed himself. And maybe, he reckoned, that was no more than time passing without disaster. Bliss made him nervous. Is it ever in the present, he asked, or is it always recollected.


  I wanted to say, When I am with Flora it is bliss. But it’s not the kind of thing you say. And anyway, was it.


  Clovis said, And maybe even remembered bliss is ambiguous, a product of all sorts of things, nostalgia, loss, present misery. I think that bliss is not for me. It sits too closely with anguish.


  Thinking of him squinting across his lake, it suddenly occurs to me as I write this down in this gloomy bushfire summer: maybe he was seeing glory. As I did, when I was a child, before anybody diagnosed my dreadfully short sight. I thought then that the shifting shimmering dazzling nearly featureless light I saw was angels, that they were always with me. Until I got my spectacles, and saw clearly. There were no angels, no tremulous dazzling unknowable glory, but I gladly traded that for the real, the sharp outlines of things. Maybe Clovis had rediscovered glory. Abstract, undemanding, simply there. No wonder he didn’t want to give it up. But I knew I couldn’t afford to live in such a fool’s paradise. I needed to see.


  That night I got the first of the series of curious emails that perhaps I ought to have seen as a warning of disaster, but only with hindsight is that at all clear. Ah, if hindsight were instant, how we could save ourselves from error. It came on the private mail, which I always check before sitting down to my own work; the business ones I generally leave to the lads. At first I thought it was from Clovis, and I was furious that he could have so tricked me. There I was, thinking he was a genuine vagabond, genuinely a free spirit, and he had access to emails, he was as wired to the world of technology as I. How he must be laughing at me, at our plodding conversations concerning contentment and bliss, at my simpleminded equations of vagabondage with happiness. Not that the message announced itself as coming from him, it was some quite anonymous nickname from a public mail address, and when later I tried to communicate with it my missives bounced back. But well before this I had decided that the whole pelican thing was simply the idlest of coincidences. After all, life is full of such odd connections. It is art that needs to be rational. When I look back over the events that brought me to this plain little room, the randomness of them, the malicious randomness I sometimes think, I realise that in a work of fiction one could not get away with such scraping and grinding of events against one another. Readers would say, Aw, come on, do you expect us to believe that?


  This is the email:


  The Story of the Pelican


  The mother pelican loves her baby birds so much she strokes them with her beak and claws but she gets a bit carried away, actually she’s quite violent and next thing they’re dead. So the father comes home and he’s pretty unhappy to see the little birds perished so he rips open his own breast with his beak. Then his blood runs out and all over the baby birds and they come back to life.


  Except that St Jerome reckons that it is not the mother that kills the babies but a serpent who comes into the nest and bites them, though it is still the father that brings them back from the dead.


  It is pretty obvious that this is a Christian story. Dante Alighieri (1265–1321) when he wrote his book The Divine Comedy called Jesus ‘our pelican’ because he shed his blood to save humankind. ‘He is called pelican because he opened his side for our salvation, like the pelican that revives its dead brood with the blood of its breast.’


  In another version of the fable the pelican rips open its breast to feed its kids with its heart’s blood. Probably because people didn’t look very carefully at the real bird and see that it was actually getting food out of the pouch in its great big beak, not out of its chest. The true legend is that the young are dead, killed, and that their father bathes them in his blood and brings them back to life.


  This was accompanied by a picture, looking as if it came out of a medieval bestiary, a wonderful affair of vermilion and gold and turquoise, for all the world like a small masterpiece of the illuminator’s art. Except of course that it could move. The pelican, a melancholy and most beautifully linear bird, tears at his breast. Quite soon, the blood begins to drip, and then to flow, until it bathes the corpses of the baby birds. Finally the blood suffuses the screen, and seconds before the image is completely obscured by it the little ones stretch and sit up and open their beaks beseechingly.


  I was charmed by this scene, and watched it enact itself several times. I was most grateful to have the fable to add to my collection of St Jerome lore, which though considerable did not include this little gem, and I stored it away in the appropriate file. I knew the story of the bird ripping its breast to feed its young, but not the version that it is actually resurrecting them. And certainly if you have to make a choice it is more comfortable to think of them being killed by a serpent than an over-loving mother. I am with St Jerome on that.
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  The willow sculpture was putting out leaves. Clovis walked past it in the late afternoon, going close up in this deserted time of day so he could see how it was going. The damage the boys with their bat had done to it was hardly evident, a slight unevenness at the side when you looked for it. The pattern was leafing up; he wondered how much it would be obscured by the new growth. Or whether the bones would still be quite clear. Maybe somebody would come along and trim it back. He wondered if that couple who created it made regular calls to keep their sculptures in good shape, or did they train somebody local to do it. At the moment it was very beautiful. He stood and gazed at it, the deft intricate repeating pattern of the basic structure and then the leaves putting forth, being all these things, deft, intricate, repetitive, but in their own wayward habit.


  He bought fish and chips for dinner and walked back picking chips out of a hole in the wrapping while they were hot. He’d got enough for Gwyneth to have some and bought a cask of red wine as well, the usual four litres. Gwyneth wasn’t anywhere about. He ate his share, savouring the saltiness of the food that made drinking the wine after it such a pleasure, and then since Gwyneth still hadn’t come, and after all why should she, quite likely there was food from Joe for her to feed on, he finished her portion too, and then felt full so he had some more of the wine because wine is the best way to cut salty greasy food that threatens to bloat in the belly. He thought about Gwyneth because of her not being there, thought, of course it isn’t surprising that I should miss her a bit. He thought of her brown hair and the blonde tidemark that was retreating. You could measure the time she had been here by that tidemark, the number of centimetres her hair had grown, the space between it and the centre parting. He began to think of a time when she wouldn’t be here, which he had resolved not to do, what might happen was not something to be given head room. Ideas, words, the lake, these were things to be considered, but not the chance offerings of fate, the idle games-like events he had no power to influence, these were not to be thought of. He drank some more of the wine. Jerome was wrong, it wasn’t crap; it wasn’t very good but it was an excellent thing to drink.


  Gwyneth’s hair reminded him of Lindi. He wondered if she was still blonde. Of course. Empires would come and go, and husbands, but she would remain blonde. There would be no poignant tidemark as in Gwyneth’s hair. Though he could not forget the thin line of dull roots, that anti-halo he’d suddenly observed, the moment of disillusion. He took some more mouthfuls of the red. Come to think of it, it wasn’t that long since he’d seen her. His present life seemed to stretch far back into the past. The same with his children, he’d been supposing them growing older, getting to the stage where they had not just stopped growing up but were decaying into time-marked survivors, but of course that wouldn’t be the case. The grandchildren, they might be different, difference comes so suddenly to the very young, but his own children could hardly have changed. He should not be imagining them as other than they were when he last saw them. Did he miss them? His heart felt sore in his body; red wine is soothing to sore hearts as to tight bellies. He was not sure whether he was more sad at missing them or at the fact that they did not seem to miss him. Or care whether he was alive or dead. Did they even know? He supposed they knew where he was, and that he still was, from the record of automatic teller withdrawals on his account, the paltry sums he took out to keep himself going, in fish and chips and this wine, and the nearly new trainers from Mancare, quite likely they were dead man’s shoes and this pleased him as once it would have spooked him. There was thriftiness, and something inherited, some story of another life, in these nicely fitting shoes, but you could never know what. Maybe he should be for once extravagant, buy some good bottles of wine like those Gwyneth had so much enjoyed at The Point. This red was perfectly all right normally, but perhaps a little party? Just the two of them and good wine for a change. That fellow Jerome wondered how he could cope with the cask crap; you should try it, old boy, he addressed him, raising his polystyrene cup in a toast to absent friends. It’s not really too bad. The polystyrene cup had its uses, you could put it down, it could be a bore having to hold a stemless glass, and make sure the absence of stem did not cut your fingers.


  There was a light in the ferry terminal which made it slightly more cheerful than it might have been, or perhaps it was less, the feebleness of the harsh fluorescent tube bringing out the cheerlessness of the place on a dark winter night. And even though he sat hunched in a corner with his feet up on the seat the wind got under the wall where it did not meet the ground and funnelled up and around in sneaky cold ways. The wine was pretty cold too but it still warmed. Once the cup fell over, he thought it might have blown over in one of the eddying currents of wind, or maybe he hadn’t put it down carefully enough. It didn’t have much in it, fortunately, which was probably why it had blown over, he filled it quite full so it would be safer, being heavier, and held it carefully in his hands, as though it might warm him which it never could, even if the contents were hot, not through the squeaking impervious polystyrene whose whole point was to be heatproof. But still he cupped it in his hands and felt the comfort of it which came from the gesture itself but also the fact that it had wine in it and he was drinking it.


  Jerome of course had no children. You could wonder about the choices involved, if it was accident, being a Franciscan and then not having a wife, or if he had never wanted any. Clovis felt as an ache in his chest how much he had wanted children. Now he had them, and realised that childless he could never have imagined what pain they could cause, present or absent. He remembered his father saying, Sharper than a serpent’s child is a thankless tooth, and how it seemed a perfectly proper thing to say, it was years before he realised his old man had reversed the words. A serpent’s tooth it was, a thankless child. Four of them. He remembered the excitement of their births. He hadn’t actually been there because there was a problem, they’d all had to be caesareans, and he was rather sorry about that, he’d have liked to see a child born, his son come into the world, but anyway he’d celebrated. Champagne, days of it. The corks had popped their little cries of joy for weeks, months even. Two sons and then with delight a daughter. Two daughters. He couldn’t with the red wine in his mouth remember what drinking champagne felt like. Though he could suddenly smell the sweet stuffiness of Lindi’s room at the hospital filled with flowers. A bower of flowers. He heard her say a number of times, in that slightly fretful way she had, Such a chore, all I did in hospital was arrange my flowers. He remembered he’d felt invincible. Four children. Beautiful. Strong. This was him in the world, these four children, he was safe. Some core of him, some essential part, was safe forever in these children and their children’s children.


  Now he had, how many, he hadn’t counted for a while, he put the cup down so he could with his fingers, marking off their names so that they were themselves and not a score, it must be seven grandchildren, and he didn’t feel safe any more. He knew he wasn’t. Nobody is. He wondered if they knew it. He thought he should go back and tell them. It was very important not to think you were safe because you weren’t, it was dangerous to think you were and he could help them to see that they weren’t. Thinking you were safe was when the worst things happened but when you didn’t think you were, well then terrible things happened but it was all right because you knew you weren’t safe. But the wine cup was, he picked it up and drank some and held on to it, it was important that the cup be safe, but fortunately not all that difficult if you just paid a little attention. He put a bit more wine in just to be on the safe side. And the thing about knowing you weren’t safe was that you knew you were probably going to need saving sooner or later, and that was something to make you humble which people in his family did not actually know much about. Humility was not a virtue in Lindi’s book or one to instil in her children, and of course then he hadn’t helped.


  On the other hand maybe his children had thought their father was safe and it had been a dreadful shock to them when it turned out he wasn’t, and maybe that shock was why they had behaved as they had, they had to save themselves and their families, they believed they could do that, and that the thing was, they couldn’t save him too. But they had saved him in a way, they just hadn’t saved him for them. They’d bundled him up and put him away like some old coat in a cupboard, not quite throwing it away but not caring what happens to it either, whether the moth gets in or the roof leaks on it. Moths. Leaking cupboards. How had he got there? A derelict house: better to have none, you needn’t worry about the roof leaking, there wasn’t one. He gave a snort of laughter. That was a Barnaby kind of joke, Barnaby his eldest grandchild would like that joke. It was getting really cold. His fingers could hardly manage to press the button on the cask. The wine trickled out slowly. Soon be time to stop and go to his sleeping place, he’d need the warm vent for his icy fingers though the rest of him was good and warm thanks to the wine, in fact he would take the cup as it was and finish it there. The lake could manage without him, it was still and barely lapping. Hibernating in the cold: do lakes hibernate? No, better not do that, better empty the cup, wouldn’t do to spill it, walking in the dark it is easy for a sober person to stumble, the terrain being a bit rough near the edge of the library. An empty cup would be safer.


  Of course he wasn’t that father any more, the fallen powerful man saved but not kept. The man with several houses and a blonde thin wife and a cellar full of fine wines white and red and bubbled, wines for all occasions, you can’t drink just anything any time, though of course you can if you put your mind to it or circumstances concentrate the mind for you. The man with a wardrobe of suits and paintings on the walls and a gardener to cosset his plants. A great many friends always happy to eat his food and drink his wine. A suite of offices in a heritage-listed building decorated with leased masterpieces of modern art. Decorated: of course they were a message too, very elegant messages of power. Colleagues, partners, juniors, personal assistants, technological advisers, researchers, young people keen to get on, a tea lady they liked to call her who made excellent coffee and competitive little boardroom lunches all the while looking like somebody out of one of the classier television soaps. No, he had no longer to pay attention to any of those things. He was a man with a lake that asked nothing of him except that he look at it and find words for it, and now the wind had blown away the clouds, a quite remarkably starry sky above him. He tipped his head back to look. There was such a spreading sparkle and buzz of light that he couldn’t even see the velvety blackness he knew was behind it. The stars fizzed and dazzled and collided. What a show. Had anyone ever been offered a show like that before? He smiled, and was grateful.


  On the way to his sleeping place he stopped among the usual scrubby bushes and peed, a long pee, the steady downward arc catching the glimmerings of light that water can always find in even the darkest nights. He woke the next morning with his head throbbing and some quite other much closer in fact just behind his eyes and sharp pointed and malicious stars, sending shooting pains through his brain. He pulled his coat up round his neck and turned his face to the wall. The air from the vent was stale and dry. Maybe he would feel better if he got up. Went down to the lake. Some fresh sharp air, smelling of water, clearing his head. He thought about that for a while and dozed a bit. Last night had been important but he couldn’t quite remember how. Maybe if he got himself going memory might return. He dozed for some time, his mind entertaining him with tricky half awake dreams. Entertaining, and troubling.


  When he heaved himself up he kicked the wine cask, it tumbled lightly away. He stopped at the fountain to wash, sat for a while on the parapet. Its jets arced into the air and fell with swooshing noises and a fine spray across his face. A weak winter sun was shining and the grass was shockingly green. The ropes and pulleys of the flagpoles made a metallic clinking and slapping sound; when he closed his eyes he could have been on a yacht in the harbour. With the spray as well. He certainly felt queasy enough. Except that he’d been a good sailor, never felt seasick. He didn’t usually get drunk then, either; he tasted his good wine, drank it copiously but not excessively.


  He wandered down to the lake’s edge. There were two people there, one he supposed was Gwyneth, the other he couldn’t discern. He changed direction, but Gwyneth called him. He thought of ignoring her, in fact he gave a dismissive wave of his hand, but she called him again so he went across to them. The other woman was Elinor who greeted him very cordially.


  Look, said Gwyneth, pointing across the lake. She was staring rather excitedly at something happening. Clovis couldn’t make out what it was. He squinted. It didn’t seem a bird or a boat. It seemed to his brain an insuperable problem.


  What, he said.


  That woman, she was windsurfing, she’s fallen in.


  Oh, he said. Now Gwyneth gave him something to work on he could see that’s what it probably was.


  Well, they do, he said.


  She seems to be having difficulty getting it to rights, said Elinor.


  But the cold, said Gwyneth. What about the cold? What was it that you said? Two minutes, you’re dead?


  She’s wearing a wetsuit, said Elinor.


  How does that help?


  Well, she probably won’t freeze to death, said Clovis.


  Wetsuits are made of rubber so they keep you warm in the water, said Elinor.


  Gwyneth was still excited: She might drown.


  Oh, she must know what she’s doing, said Clovis. You’ve got to trust in that.


  Gwyneth looked at him, surprised to hear him so cross.


  Oh, she’s up, she shouted. She’s got it up.


  Wobbly, but up, said Elinor.


  A mother and child came wandering along the edge of the lake, in that way Clovis liked to see, the mother walking at the same slow pace as the child, no haste, no hurry, the mother learning from the child to take their leisure to look at the world. Grandchildren.


  That’s what it was. He could walk like that with a grandchild, talking gravely about things, taking his cue from the child, seeing with his eyes. Holding his hand to keep him safe. But wasn’t there no safety?


  The child’s piercing voice said, Mummy, is that a bunyip out of the lake?


  It’s a windsurfer, said the woman, whom Clovis always thought of as the tummy mummy. And the little girl was Benison, funny name, but probably that was what she was, to the mother, and that was good.


  But it’s big, and purple, like in the book.


  Yes, but look, it’s a woman in a wetsuit, and she’s windsurfing.


  I suppose it’s best that she isn’t a bunyip, said the child.


  The mother considered this. Yes, I suppose it is. Look: pelicans. Shall we go and see?


  They moved off, ambling, at the child’s pace.


  The windsurfer was sailing towards them, carefully, the small craft shedding water as it went, threatening to capsize again, no longer skimming, tacking a little to come into the landing stage. It fell over again, smacking into the water, and the woman had to do the whole thing over again. It seemed as though she might not succeed, there seemed no reason why she should, why the craft might not be intractable. Things were.


  Clovis said: It’s quite possibly intractable.


  Intractable, said Elinor, as though someone had fed her a delicious morsel. Yes.


  Oh, she’s so fat, said Gwyneth, giggling into her hand. Oh look at her, she’s monstrous, huge.


  A bunyip after all, said Clovis.


  The woman in the purple wetsuit manoeuvred the windsurfer close to the wharf, jumped off and pulled at its rope. She couldn’t manage to get it out of the water, but she let it tip over and tied it to the rail. She stood panting on the edge for a moment, hands on hips.


  Anybody got a mobile, she asked.


  Would you like my red one or my blue one, said Clovis.


  I’ve got mine, said Elinor.


  Gwyneth watched the woman dial, speak to someone to come and fetch her, pronto, she was fucking freezing, stared with curious child’s eyes at the quick sharp exchange.


  Is that fun, she asked, waving at the windsurfer.


  It is until the fucking thing turns feral.


  Her long black plait was so full of water that it dragged her hair down against her skull and dripped on the ground. Her teeth chattered. She picked up the plait and twisted it in her hands, wringing the water out of it.


  Are you cold, asked Gwyneth.


  No, my teeth always rattle like this … Sorry. It’s just my head, really. The rest is okay.


  Reluctant, Elinor unwound her scarf which was of fine dark-green wool embroidered with white crewel work. Here, she said, at least keep the wind off. I’m Elinor Spenser, she added, as though names would turn this odd abrupt woman into a polite one.


  Anabel Onofrio.


  This is Gwyneth, and this is Clovis, said Elinor.


  No surnames necessary, eh?


  Clovis had sat on the bench of the ferry wharf and closed his eyes. He was feeling overwhelmed, not just by this large grumpy purple woman come stomping out of the water, but by the idea of her. Maybe it was still night. Maybe it was a hallucination from all that dreadful red wine and it wasn’t the next day and him hungover but still going on. Perhaps she was a messenger come to answer the questions he’d been asking himself; he could remember that there had been questions but not this minute what they were but if he could be left alone free of hallucinations or messengers or maybe just a weird group of people they would come to mind. But the eddying wind had gone, he could feel sun warm on his eyelids, the shooting pain of stars was in his head, not in the heavens. His heart felt bruised; he wondered if this was because of the wine or the questions.


  Gwyneth looked at Anabel as though she must certainly be some messenger from the deep. It didn’t occur to her that Anabel’s question might have been one to answer. Anabel wrapped the scarf tightly round her head. Where’s that bloody Nigel, she moaned. How many hours does it take to drive round the fucking lake, for chrissakes. I’ll have had time to go and eat a bloody three-course slap-up lunch at the bloody restaurant by the time he gets here.


  Flora came over from The Point.


  It’s getting like Piccadilly fucking Circus here, said Clovis to himself. He didn’t swear, so this indulgence relieved him.


  Hello Anabel, said Flora. Hi Elinor. She waved her hand at Clovis and Gwyneth. I see you all know each other. Elinor, this is the marvellous radish woman I was telling you about. Among other things. Anabel, do you want to come in and get warm?


  But at that moment Nigel turned up in a utility truck. He gave Anabel a hug and a kiss; he was quite a small man but his arms reached round her curves very neatly. Between them he and Anabel heaved the windsurfer, first the ski part, then the sail, out of the lake, Anabel standing in water that wasn’t much above her waist and shoving while Nigel pulled, and stowed it in the back of the ute. Elinor, Gwyneth and Flora stood and watched. Clovis thought they looked like spectators at an event being put on for the purposes of being seen, rather than from any intrinsic necessity. Like a play you mean, he said to himself, his head hurting. Nigel squeezed Anabel round the waist, she cupped his bottom in her hand. She unwound the scarf which was stained with wet blotches and handed it back to Elinor. Thanks, she said. To Flora she said, I keep meaning to come and have a meal at your place, see what you do with my vegies. Maybe I’ll manage it before I get too old to chew. She waved and the ute drove sedately off.


  She does grow fantastic vegetables, said Flora. I get all sorts of special things from her. Like those crosnes I had the night of our dinner, remember? People call them Chinese artichokes. They look a bit like a peanut, and taste so nutty and sweet. And she does cardoons, and salsify, all sorts of things you can’t get normally. She’s a treasure.


  Can anybody buy her stuff?


  Don’t know. Maybe she just sells wholesale. I could ask her.


  Anyway, Elinor, what are you doing here?


  Oh, said Elinor, just taking a walk along the lake. Her words were so airily false that Flora laughed.


  I see. That’s your story and you’re sticking to it.


  Elinor frowned. Oh well, she said, I came to talk to Clovis.


  When he turned his face to her she went on: I came to ask you for a meal. Lunch, or dinner, whatever … and Gwyneth too, of course.


  No, said Clovis loudly. Sorry, he said impatiently, I didn’t mean to shout, but I do mean no. Gwyneth can go if she wants. But I can’t go. I’m not a person to have for dinner.


  The three women looked at him as though he was the spectacle.


  I’m a vagabond, a tramp. You don’t have such people to dinner.


  I can if I want to, said Elinor.


  But I don’t want to. It’s not right for me.


  You dined at the restaurant, said Flora.


  Yes, and there were a number of reasons. It’s a public place, and on my doorstep – ha, you see – and I was being brave, and I wanted Gwyneth to try it. But no, I cannot dine in a private house. And now, please excuse me, my head aches, I need to go and be my derelict self somewhere else. He nodded, almost bowed, with a faint groan, and went across the grass towards the library.


  He would walk, a long regular walk was what he needed.


  Gwyneth looked at Elinor but the invitation was not repeated. Flora said, I understand what he means. She said goodbye to Gwyneth, so did Elinor, and they walked off in the direction of the restaurant.


  What did he mean, asked Elinor.


  He saw that you were collecting him.


  I wasn’t. I like the idea of knowing him. He’s interesting, he speaks so well, he says arresting things.


  For a homeless person. You’re trying to collect him, he won’t be part of it.


  He’s a narrative, I’m curious to know what it is.


  Exactly.


  But why else do we know people? Apart from families, whom we love for strange visceral reasons …


  And sometimes wish we didn’t …


  And sometimes wish we didn’t … apart from family, we get fond of people because we pay attention to them because they interest us.


  Yes, okay, but Clovis has removed himself from that world.


  You’re trying to pull him back into it, he doesn’t want to go.


  He might change his mind.


  So incorrigible, said Flora. How do we stand you? Do you want some coffee?


  Yes please, said Elinor. And then of course there’s chemistry.


  What?


  Chemistry, falling in love with people. I think we sometimes fall into friendship with people out of chemistry, too.


  Clovis isn’t having that, either.


  Not so far.


  I think you want to go to bed with him.


  Don’t be coarse.


  The chemistry of a vagabond, a tramp. Hmm, said Flora, could be quite rich, rare and rich. An excellent old vintage, indeed.


  Hmm.


  Oh shut up, said Elinor.
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  It would be a mistake to see Flora as frail. Would have been. She looked such a waif, not young, and worn in a touching way, with her velvet head and her face not wrinkled but not blooming as once it would have and her eyes just slightly shrunk from their youthful lustrous largeness. You see, I saw her clearly. A waif, and somewhat plaintive with it, yet how I loved to gaze on her and feel her touch my heart. A waif, but tough, and strong, quite wild in her way. To see her heave her great copper pots was to know this. As it was when she made love, her body hard and sometimes like a weapon, coiled and arching, her muscles taut. I could feel the tremble of her energy, her violence.


  But so sweet. When she made love she smelt of apples, crisp and sweet and running with juice, and tongue-prickling tart as well, and then later, after we had slept and turned together on waking, would come the musky odour of our orgasms caught under the doona.


  She liked to climb over me. I stretched out like a monument to be scaled, placid to the view but inside full of twitching scurrying life. I was not the portly fellow I had been in my Franciscan days. Now I am scraggy, then I was lean, dense-fleshed, solid. Aware of the delicacy and fine bones of Flora, but of her energy too, her strength. Her hard breasts, her pretty pointed knees and the silky parts behind them, her rough hands, and under them me quivering with delight. Oh Flora. The words do not catch you, not your body or your mind, which looked at me with widened eyes and smiled and laughed sometimes with throaty breathless pleasure. It was in that looking that love dwelt, the looking knew us, knew me, it was clear-eyed and plain, and desire was there and so was its satisfaction.


  No, the words do not catch you, but that does not stop me laying out more and more of them, thinking that soon I shall find the ones that will.


  It was Flora who taught me to say fuck. I had not been in the habit of the word, not as a swear word, and certainly not as a loving term. Fuck me, she’d say, in passionate moments, and I did. I fucked her sideways, and lying on top of her, and with her feet round my neck and her toes caressing my cheeks, and her lying on her stomach with her bum pushing up into me. We reinvented all the positions, as lovers do. I slipped in easily, I belonged. She fucked me. Sitting on top of me, her breasts brushing my chest, or lying back with her head against my knees, or with her back to me so I could stroke the long lines of her spine. We explored the sensations offering in all possible angles. Whatever way, we fitted, I knew that as the most glorious thing, we fitted. And afterwards we lolled together, our bodies open, their intricate parts that had met in pleasure wide open to our clear gazes, and smiled our delight.


  I had not paid a lot of attention to the expression sleeping with, except for thinking it was rather silly as a term for having sex with, since the point of the act is to be awake. Why name it after an aftermath that may not happen, since circumstances need not allow any dozing off? Adultery, I’ve tried that, you don’t get much snoozing there. Or ought not; I’ve known it to happen, and the couple come undone. Them blissfully innocently asleep, evidently in flagrante delicto, even though the act is not at that moment being committed, the transgression proclaiming itself in the mingling of their naked limbs. These lovely entwined bodies, and what it means to the person discovering this sight, the betrayal to be read in that passionless delightful sleep. Recognising the dreadful intimacy of the post-coital nap. That husband demanded a divorce; I did not offer to marry the woman, that would have been a true disaster, but I did feel remorse, though I think she is happy now.


  But then, ah, with Flora, I learned the delights of sleeping with, as a pattern of my days, and understood the term in quite other ways. Sleeping all night, her head on my shoulder, mine on hers, her breasts against my back, her back against my chest, my hands on her breasts, her legs tangling through mine, sometimes parting for separate sides of the bed, then moving together. It was like a slow dance, that our sleeping bodies knew the movements of, and as if after a lifetime’s practice could perform with grace and perfect unison. And then after sleeping with, waking with. The sleepy birds, the first pale slats of light through the wooden shutters, and Flora lying turned into me as though we were a pair of spoons nestled in a drawer, her bottom gently pressing into my groin. Our selves more asleep than waking, but our bodies stirring, not needing much consciousness from us. And fitting, fitting. Oh Flora, why did you not have faith that our lives could fit, as our bodies did? We’d fuck sweetly and doze and fuck some more and then sleep and wake and talk, eat fruit in bed and thin tea and croissants that shed buttery flakes on the sheets. I had never known such happiness. I held her tight and she lay curved against me. Do you know John Donne, she said, and I didn’t, that wasn’t part of my education, indeed not, but she spoke his words and got a book and read them. I remember one about the sun, which only need shine on the lovers to be shining everywhere: This bed thy centre is, these walls, thy sphere … Yes, it was, they were.


  Do we ever know that a person will break our hearts? I don’t know that we do. We love them and so we think we are safe. I looked at the velvet sheen of Flora’s head, the lovely frail shape of her skull underneath, at the sharp points of her breasts that my tongue loved to taste, to feel, and feared for her, not for me. I knew her terrors and worries and foolish idle fears. I held her and willed her to believe that all would be well. Remember Dame Julian of Norwich, I said, she was then quite fashionable, but her words still so moving: but all shall be well and all shall be well and all manner of things shall be well. Flora smiled, but I knew she doubted. Love is our Lord’s meaning, said Dame Julian. I love you, Flora. But sex and John Donne were one thing, belief in love another.


  My Flora. I think she knew that she would break my heart, and after a while it made her nervous, sometimes, and cold. Or perhaps it was a way of warning me. But that was later, in the short season of our love, when the weather warmed up to an unnaturally early spring, when we got hot under the doona, and slippery and sweaty against one another, and that not the fun it could have been, but a matter of sighs and sudden awkward lunges into new separate cooler positions.



  Sometimes, not every day, I wake up in the morning in despair. It’s in the middle of it that I wake, as though the feeling has swept past and I am caught in the backwash of it. Not wallowing but holding still so the fear won’t swamp me. My muscles clenched, everything clamped down, and my breath held as though I don’t know where the next one will come from. Sometimes I wonder if this might be to do with something I ate, the preservatives in sausages, maybe, or the histamines in red wine, or an excess of salt, or even a failure of vigilance against the dreaded monosodium glutamate; if there might be thus some simple chemical reason for it. But it seems like real despair. And when I think about it there’s the state of the world, what’s happening to people, the wars and terrorism and cruelty, and even here in this comfortable country there is the rich and the poor, and the dispossessed, all exacerbated by a government that lacks compassion and demands of the people it wants to make its subjects that they be as heartless as it is, ask no questions, believe their masters know what is good for them. Masters they may wish to be, they are not leaders.


  And then I think that despair is really only a way of seeing suddenly clearly. Like wearing glasses, you’re going along in your little hazy close cocoon and then when you put them on you see the world as it really is, the cobwebs on the ceiling, the crumbs on the floor. The man standing on the roof of the building across the way ready to jump. Whereas normal short sight leaves you unknowing and possibly happier for it. Except with glasses you have a choice, whereas despair seems to choose itself. You can’t not wear it.


  I think about Clovis who saved my life, for certain he did, I’d be dead now without him, and how he’d lost his glasses or broken them I think and he reckoned he was happy going through the world not seeing it. I was appalled at the time, and indeed I still am, I need to see. But he claimed he saw all he needed. Maybe no crumbs, no cobwebs, but then he had neither ceilings nor floors, and no hopeless figure waiting to jump from a tall building. I was going to write, he had no despair either, as neither did I, then, but how can I be certain of that about him? Maybe that was his way of dealing with it. Fuzzing his eyesight. Whereas I need my glasses still. Maybe I see it as somehow a moral obligation. An obligation to look.


  I don’t have my despair every day. Sometimes the words on the page, and my sweet leonine friend on the page also, the sun slanting in, they are positively not despair. Not happiness, never that, and not contentment, but positively not despair. Moreover, I have taken to writing without my glasses on. It means I have to put my face close to the page, I like that, I like my bare face and my eyes their own selves, seeing at their optimum point, a few centimetres from the words I form, about a pen’s length in fact. It’s a comfort, this closeness, and when I raise my eyes to the bare bagged wall I don’t notice I can’t see it properly, since it is of an invisible dullness to the sharpest sight. Of course, on my rare forays into the outside world I wear my glasses, I do not have the strength that Clovis had.


  It might seem remiss of me not to have paid attention to the homelessness of Clovis. Looking back there is a certain guilt now, but at the time – I remember all that business of trying to persuade him to let me get him some spectacles, or at least borrow one of my spare pairs, and he wouldn’t, simply courteously refused. He was himself, self-contained, you had to respect the choices he was making, he did not invite curiosity and certainly not charity. I even ate one of the tiny cakes he offered, and not until I’d taken it did it occur to me that he was hardly in a position to go round dispensing hospitality. Yet, at that moment, that is exactly what he did.


  I ramble and repeat myself. The same facts and ideas and speculations go round and round. I cannot bring myself to read over this stuff. Writing it is bad enough. Maybe having written it I will arrive somewhere. Maybe not. Once I wanted to know, now I am content to record.


  What could I have said to Clovis? Come home with me? Bring your friend? For he and Gwyneth did seem to be together and there had been that wondering if they were lovers but I don’t think so. They were both self-contained, they did not ever haze into one another the way people who are lovers do, nor did they hold themselves in that other way that lovers have, as if they are each drawing a membrane round their fluid loving selves so they won’t spill out and melt together. I remember being with Flora, in public, and the self-conscious holding of myself separate from her that made me even more achingly aware of her.


  I have postponed this writing down the matter of the love of Flora and me. But when you are writing something for yourself you have to be honest. Writing down our love-making is not a matter of despair but heartbreak, with I suppose a small comfort that once it was, and in the past is there forever. But very small comfort.


  And now I come to the morning in bed when I kissed her breasts, as of course I always did, she liked me to take her nipples in my mouth, and I loved to feel them grow strong and hard against my tongue, I did not have to do this for very long before she would have a whole lot of little orgasms. But the morning I was recounting I noticed that her body had gone stiff not in an ecstatic way but in a sad way, and tears were running out of her eyes. I held her while she wept and didn’t want to talk to me, but then she stilled and lay calm in my arms and that’s when she told me about her baby who had died, Adrian, so strong and vigorous, such a lively happy baby, so healthy and full of energy. She could hardly carry him, he was like a big wriggling puppy of fearless strength. It was a wrestling match to dress him. But fun, such fun, she said, a game, his part to wriggle and stay naked, mine to get clothes on him. I would win, of course, in the end, but we’d both be breathless and laughing by the time I finished. I hadn’t gone back to work, then, which was lucky since all this took ages.


  Her breasts got quite big, she said, there was a lot of milk, enough even for a big boy like him. She would sit on the sofa with her feet up and read while he suckled, such a greedy hungry child, she loved the satisfaction he took. Very early on she realised that his sucking on her nipples gave her little pulls and tickles in her tummy, that she was having little orgasms, and when she noticed them they became quite particular. She didn’t ever give him a bottle, he learnt to drink juice and water out of a cup at an early age, the suckling was their pleasure, mother and child. They lay together on the sofa and he fed and snoozed and she read and held him, and they were suspended in a blissful timeless time.


  And I knew it, said Flora. I knew that this was bliss. That it would end, that he would grow out of it, but for this period it was the most perfect gift of bliss.


  When he died, she said, the ache in her breasts was unbearable. She wanted to kill herself. The milk kept flooding in, enough milk to nourish a large and blooming boy; it hurt, she felt she would burst, and the pain of it in her breasts was the physical expression of her grief in losing him. She wouldn’t take anything to dry it up. She nearly went mad with the pain, her husband kept begging her to take drugs for it, to dry the milk up and to stop the pain, but she wouldn’t. She needed the physical pain, she said, otherwise …


  I couldn’t do anything but hold her tight. She lay still in my arms. She said, That’s where I learnt that my breasts could give me orgasms. With Adrian. It took me a long time to let myself have them in this other context. I slept with other men and wouldn’t let them touch me there. With you, somehow, I could. I couldn’t not think of Adrian, but somehow it was all right. I could just let myself go into the pleasure of it, and a sort of faint blissful memory of him, as though while I had this I couldn’t entirely lose him. Then, this morning, suddenly it all shifted … the whole loss came back.


  I understood then her remark about hostages to fortune. She had given hers, and paid the price. There had been no relenting, no mercy. Her fears weren’t premonitions of ill to come. It had happened.


  You can’t imagine, she said. The desolation. Desolation. It never really goes away.


  I thought I could, at least partly, because of Anabel and the abortion, but I didn’t say this then. I just held her still, and made soothing sounds to her, as though she were a child. Then I said, You and I, we can have children. Such things do not happen twice.


  Besides, there are ways, these days, modern medicine can make sure that things like cot deaths don’t happen. I wasn’t sure what I was saying, but I did know that there had been breakthroughs in the matter of babies suddenly dying. Oh Flora, I said, I do so want to have a baby with you.


  But shortly afterwards she told me she had decided to have a tubal ligation. It was my turn to weep, the tears running down my cheeks, the dreadful salty taste of them in my mouth, the crusty deposit after, these things the gritty texture of grief. I begged, I pleaded, but she said it was for the best. Trust me, she said, I know it’s for the best. Children die when they are small and beautiful and you love them. Or they grow up and turn into monsters.


  Not all of them. We didn’t. Elinor’s girls aren’t.


  Look at those kids with the baseball bat. Look what they did to the willow sculpture. And killing Terry.


  Ours wouldn’t be like that. They’d be like us, we would love them, they would be good.


  Or they get killed in car accidents. Or they take drugs and die of heroin overdoses. Or run away from home and live on the streets.


  Flora, I said, you are not being sensible. Those things do not have to happen. When you love your children and look after them, you can save them from those terrible fates.


  I couldn’t save Adrian.


  But I am saying, such a death wouldn’t happen again. We’d know, we’d be vigilant.


  She didn’t seem to hear me. I asked her at least to wait, and she did. But didn’t change her mind.


  Despair. The spectacles of despair. That see the man on the distant building ready to jump, and he does. You can run, and shout, speak to him softly, beg him to think; you will be too late, he will not hear, will not listen. He does not look at you, and he jumps. There are no angels sent to save him.
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  Clovis was fast asleep beside his warm air vent, undrunk, though he’d had some glasses of red wine, but these days he didn’t care to wipe himself out, except of course for the night when he’d sat in the ferry shelter and drunk just about the whole cask, but he forgave himself for that, he understood that he was asking quite hard things of himself and would not always succeed. When he first began this life he was dead drunk every night, he couldn’t see another way of dealing with it. Now he didn’t often drink too much. A lot, but not too much. He was sleeping as he did these days, deeply, satisfyingly, with dreams sometimes but without insomnias or fitfulness, perhaps because he spent his days walking, long loping trajectories around the lake and along the bike paths. A good sleep but one he woke out of quite easily. As he did now, aware of someone beside him. He sat up quickly. It was Gwyneth. She was hunkered down, and without needing to touch her he could feel that she was rigid. Even in the dark he could sense the way she held herself, as though every muscle in her body was tense, held tight by her will. Against … against some threat was how it seemed. His own body went tight, ready to go with her. He spoke her name, softly, as to a child who has awakened from a nightmare.


  Can I stay with you, she asked, her voice breathless, squeezed out in little gasps from that rigid body.


  Of course. Come on the other side, where the warmth is. Are you cold?


  She got up painfully, like an old woman hobbling, and stepped over him.


  Are you hurt?


  She lay down beside him. Her body began to tremble but without losing any of its tension. Some sobs hiccuped out.


  Gwyneth, what is it?


  He realised she was shaking her head. He could see the glitter of tears running out of her eyes. So dark it was, but these little salty drops found, somewhere, light to glitter by.


  Gwynnie?


  She pushed herself close to him, and after a little while he let himself put his arm around her. The last woman he had held was Lindi. However long ago? She had been of a different stiffness. He had always been faithful to her. It sometimes surprised him to think that. There were women he could have had affairs with, over the years, but he had chosen not to, not always easily, and not out of love for Lindi, out of some notion of himself as an honourable man. An honourable man: there it was, if nowhere else. And now he had his arms around this waif, as though she might have been his own daughter, who had never asked that of him. Or should he consider that perhaps it had not been offered to her, in those days when he worked such long hours, busy establishing the family, make money now relax later, until it was too late, there was no habit of cuddling. He could feel the stiffness of Gwyneth in her bones, the shuddering sobs escaping from time to time, his own arm gentle, relaxed. Till gradually she quietened.


  Gwynnie, he said again, liking the affection of the name, against the grander Gwyneth, and slowly she calmed, and went to sleep, and so did he.


  She awoke with a start, later, when a half moon was laying its cold light over them, and fought against him, waking him, then realising where she was, going limp again. He looked into her pinched little face, even bluer and more harshly shadowed in the moonlight, and touched her cheek lightly. And my poor fool is dead … Gwynnie, he said, his voice caressing the word. We must get you some cream for your complexion. The cold air, and now this vented stuff, it’s dreadfully drying, you’ve got such pretty skin, we must look after it, keep you looking pretty. He was babbling, the way you do to children or beloved people, to soothe them.


  It’s so not worth it, she said, turning on her back, staring up at the sky. Trash like me. Stinking stinking trash. Cessy.


  No. You smell nice. And you aren’t trash. Nobody’s trash. He paused. Well, not somebody as good as you are.


  I am so so stinking trash, she said again.


  He waited, drawing her into his arms, laying her head on his shoulder, making himself a father. She was still stiff, but not in that rigid way of earlier. She heaved a deep sigh. Then she started talking.


  She’d needed to get some more methadone, so she’d gone to those boys she’d seen before, they could get anything they said, but this time they hadn’t got any, so she went to some others that they told her about, they said they’d fix her up, these others. Then they said she didn’t have enough money, these others did, the stuff’s hard to get, it costs, but they’d give it to her cheap if she’d let them fuck her. Two of them, there were. So she said yes, what else could she do? No big deal. Not when she needed the methadone. She wasn’t a slag but she needed the methadone.


  They made a time for a meeting, at a house, in Red Hill it was, they told her where to go but it was quite a long walk and steep too and she was tired by the time she got there. That was last night. But when they let her in the door it turned out there were six of them. She told them it was supposed to be only two but they said six or no stuff, so she let them. What else could she do? They’d have done it anyway.


  Gwyneth, said Clovis, that’s rape, we can go to the police, you know the house, their names, they mustn’t get away with it.


  She was silent for a minute. I so can’t go to the police, she said, you know I can’t. And I agreed. I can’t say it’s rape. They didn’t really hurt me.


  It is rape, though. You were coerced.


  Leave it, Clovis. I got the stuff.


  Who were they?


  You’d tell.


  No. Only you can do that.


  Well, the one that did the deal was called Steve. I suppose it was his house. Some house. A palace, I reckon. Massive. Carpets in this real pale pink and lots of gold furniture. I don’t know who the others were, they had those woollen beanies on that come right down over your face, with holes for eyes … of course I know it was the baseball-bat guys, but I couldn’t see them. I just wanted it to stop. Get the stuff and get out. Six is too many.


  One’s too many, when it’s coercion. Oh Gwyneth, all of this has to stop. It can’t go on, you know. What about your little boy? You must be missing him, and I’m sure he’s missing you. What’s his name? Brad?


  This time the silence lasted for several minutes. Where she had been stiff before, Gwyneth was jumpy. Clovis was wondering what he was doing. His words felt lumpy in his mouth, like large awkward clumsy clichés, he had trouble getting them out; he thought he should utter them out of duty to this child, the child the daughter the fool that the father has to try to save, but they didn’t seem to be working. They clunked like rocks into the silence, the air quivered, there was no healing in them. Gwyneth twitched in the moonlight.


  Thing is, she said, there isn’t a little boy. I was pregnant, all right, that was my stepfather, he’d been doing it for years, but I didn’t tell Mum that because of what he said he’d do to me if I told, I’d seen what he could do, you had to believe him when he said. I was fifteen. Mum, she goes, You better have it done, and I did, but afterwards I thought, there would have been a little kid, maybe a little boy, I’d have liked a little boy, you wouldn’t want a child to be a girl, and I could have called him Brad, and he’d have belonged to me, there could’ve been just the two of us, it would have been lovely, no drink or hitting or hurting, just him and me, and sometimes it did really seem there was my baby boy called Brad, and I’d talk to him and dress him in nice clothes, I did get some from that shop, lovely ones he’d look beautiful in, and I’d take him in his pusher for walks and people would say isn’t he such a lovely baby. But he might have been a monster my mum said or a cripple with me being a slut and not knowing who his father was, and then I said my boyfriend was that guy who cleans windscreens at the lights in Barry Drive, he looks like Mick Jagger, just to get her off my back, and she was all for getting him to pay but I go, Leave it, and she did, get her to have another drink and she doesn’t worry about much my mum. My stepfather told her I was a disgusting little slag and not fit to live with decent people but he did front up the money, don’t let your mother know, he says.


  Oh Gwynnie ...


  I did hang about with that guy at the lights but he wasn’t ever my boyfriend. He was cool. It looked dangerous, ducking in and out through the cars but you knew he’d be okay, he was so cool, even off his face the cars could never touch him. And there was Saul, but he didn’t last. They never last. They fuck you for a while and then fuck off.


  And what about gaol?


  Well, I did do the shoplifting, a few times, the baby clothes, and it was true about the underwear, all lace it was, I put them on and walked out, I got away with that, but not the jeans, they have these plastic bits that make the sirens go, and then they discovered the perfume, and there was some lipstick, it’s all right at first but then you get caught a few times and they shut you up. I didn’t ever take any Rohypnol but, they keep that stuff well and truly locked up. People who get hold of that, they do it stealing prescriptions, and anyway I don’t like it, I don’t feel good on it. But I did break my parole, I thought, I’m sick of this, and just walked away. So here I am.


  God. That’s some tale, you’re a real story teller. What about the rest of it – what about your stepfather dying?


  Oh yeah, he’s dead all right. And I did say about him doing those things to me. Not when they made me lose the baby, but later, when I was getting put away and Mum was shouting at me about being a slut and a slag and a dopehead, so I said, Well who’s fault’s that, and told her about Daryl, cause then he couldn’t get me, and she goes, You’re a lying little brat as well, and then he gets sick and kicks the bucket, serve him right, I say, the way he used to put it away, and then she goes, You killed him, when I never did, it was the drink did that. You should have seen her bawling her eyes out at the funeral. And the bruises he give her on her legs and stomach still blue. He used to hit her where he thought it wouldn’t show but I knew, I had a peephole in the laundry where the shower was, there was this little hole in the fibro and I poked it with a nail and made it bigger, I used to watch him and his big purple thing wagging about in the hot water and think, I’d love to cut you off, you worm.


  My god, said Clovis again. He could hear Gwyneth warming to her tale, telling it with dreadful gusto.


  She stretched out her hands to the sky, holding her palms flat as though it was a weight, just there, that she was supporting, or maybe holding off. She seemed to be examining them, their pallor in the bleaching moonlight, as though they were made out of lead, and her pushing up was partly their own weight that they were supporting, but when Clovis looked her eyes were vacant.


  Clovis said, You don’t need locking up, you need help.


  Help is locking you up, they reckon. I’ve been there, I know.


  You should be being looked after. You could be somewhere you don’t have to sell yourself for methadone.


  You always have to sell yourself for something. How would you get on in life if you didn’t? What do you reckon that Flora does, or Jerome? Or you used to?


  Well, he said, maybe then it’s a matter of the price you’re getting. I think you’re selling yourself too cheap.


  Yeah, I reckon. Should get a job in Fyshwick and earn real money.


  That’s not what I meant.


  She seemed calm now. He recalled people talking about postcoital calm. This was, what, post-narratorial? She turned her back to him, into him, and went to sleep. He marvelled, that a creature the world had so damaged could be so trusting.


  Now he couldn’t sleep, he had too much to think about. There was horror for Gwyneth and her grotesque stories, which who knew were any more true now than before, and admiration too, and wonder that she could turn over and go to sleep so easily. Postnarratorial catharsis. She had handed the burden of her stories over to him; he could bear them now, and she could sleep. She was like the Ancient Mariner, and there was something ancient about her, as well as innocent. And now she’d slung her albatross round his neck, what a relief for her.


  He thought about the little boy Brad, who’d never existed. He did believe in him, the aborted and now imagined child that she invoked to comfort her. Stole clothes for. You probably had to think he was better off being a figment than being real. He was glad that Brad wasn’t off in Cowra being looked after by a drunken grandmother and a momentary de facto who wasn’t his father. And glad to see that Gwyneth wasn’t the careless uncaring mother he’d supposed she must be, seeing her pay so little attention to the child or her missing of him. He liked her better for it. No, not that, he felt more comfortable with his fondness for her. Though he didn’t know if she was better off. Maybe if Brad had been born he would be making her happy. Her making good money in the massage parlour – had there ever been a massage parlour? – and bringing him up carefully. Or maybe there would be some passing temporary lover shaking him till his brain died and ending up in gaol for murder.


  He liked lying with Gwyneth like this. It was a comfort. A good moment in the present. There was his rule to think of his life only in its present moment, and no reason to break that rule for a passing stranger which was after all what Gwyneth was. The comfort of bodies, lying together, that was the thing for now.


  He woke up with the daylight. A sense of urgency. Gwynnie, he said, what about getting pregnant? You’re not on the pill, are you? We better get you to a doctor.


  It’s okay, she said. I don’t have periods any more.


  Why?


  Might be being thin. Or people say it’s the methadone. She gave a little gleam of a laugh. Lucky, eh?


  Gwynnie was better at living in the moment than he was. He wasn’t even going to mention AIDS. You could hope the kids were too young for that. The pale sun shone out of a pale sky. It was cosy on the warm vent. They would get up soon, into another day; just that, another day.
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  I’ve never got into the habit of going to plays. I wonder if it’s because my idea of the theatrical was nourished by the mass, its hierarchies and repetitions, its utter dependability. The absence of surprise is the great comfort of the mass. The same yesterday, today and forever, world without end, amen. I can enjoy music, once I know it, and of course I do like plays, I just don’t go. But Elinor was flogging tickets for a production of Doctor Faustus, her daughter Blanche who’s a public servant by day but longs for a career on the stage was in it. Elinor was drumming up an audience. I bought tickets for myself and Flora, and then on a whim for my lads. Since I was always worrying about their lack of general culture, this seemed a chance to do something about it.


  Blanche is a tall fair slender girl with a short shapely haircut. I imagined her playing Helen, and Flora said as she recalled it wasn’t a very large role, that Marlowe doesn’t make much of women’s roles in that play, or ever, really, it seemed hardly worth going just to see Blanche. In fact, said Flora, I don’t think Helen has a single word to say. She’s just an object, a phantom maybe. Though some of the best lines in the play are said to her. Sweet Helen, make me immortal with a kiss, she murmured.


  That’s love, I said. Any mortal believes that, at the moment of desiring to kiss his beloved.


  It was on at the ANU Arts Centre, and I have to confess I wasn’t expecting a lot, amateur productions and all that. I was surprised. They did it in modern dress, Faustus in shapeless tweeds with leather elbow patches and half glasses on his nose that made him peer, for all the world like one of those old codgers that would have inhabited this campus before the universities got privatised. The students were a scruffy lot in jeans and besloganed tee-shirts. And the thing was, Blanche wasn’t Helen, she was Mephistophilis. Dressed in a black jacket with satin lapels and straight black trousers, a man’s dinner suit – Elinor reckoned it was what the French call le smoking, made popular for women by Yves Saint Laurent – and as I have said she is tall and blonde, definitely a young woman, but in that outfit there was something quite sinisterly androgynous about her. The suit was tailored in a soft fine wool and when she moved it shaped her body, yet it was such a masculine garment. She wore shoes with heels, her mouth was painted in a large red bow, her hair smoothed flat to her skull. Such a confusion of messages. She was a woman, but a consciously ambiguous one. Sexuality had lost its safety, here. There was a sense of anything going. She made the audience distinctly uneasy.


  When she first appeared, Faustus sent her off and told her to come back again dressed as a Franciscan friar because That holy shape becomes a devil best; I had to smile at that. But she soon cast off the woollen robe, and tap-danced round the stage with the ethereal elegance of a Fred Astaire. But then she pouted, and flirted, and would not do as Faustus asked. Alternately flouncing away and smoodging up to him. He, she, was a flirt and a tease, and never once did Faustus have his way. Mephistophilis’ response to Faustus’s request for a wife was little short of obscene. His hands fluttered and suggested unspeakable gestures that straightaway you supposed you’d imagined, but hadn’t; I checked with Flora later. And at the same time he was oddly honest with Faustus, trying to talk him out of selling his soul. Saying of his present circumstances: Why this is hell nor am I out of it – chilling stuff.


  His attendant devils were all young women, dressed as their own sex, rather like Bluebell girls in skimpy costumes with frilly half skirts frothing behind them and long gloves and feather headdresses, dancing with all the highly patterned synchronicity of a Busby Berkley chorus. I noticed that two of them were twins, and then realised they were the Prelec girls, Cressida and Candida, acting quite different parts from demure waitresses or nice little birthday girls.


  I didn’t take this to mean that the devil and her minions are all female. It was rather that the natural order of things was subverted, so they were quite dangerously not what they seemed. And of course we know that the devil has all the best tunes. And the best dances, it appeared. And then the play is full of shows and set pieces, the pageant of the Seven Deadly Sins, the Dirge of the Friars who are roundly trounced, the vision of Helen, all choreographed with the élan of a musical. Not to mention a great deal of knockabout farce, and setting off of firecrackers. Squibs, but not damp ones.


  Helen of Troy, for her part, was a boy, another slender pretty youth, but gangling, and entirely out of his depth, his face too brightly painted like an amateur drag queen’s, his expression terrified, his knees in their high-heeled sandals knocking together. A figure of fun, who made you laugh but was so endearingly pathetic you were ashamed you had done so. Was this the face that launch’d a thousand ships, asked Faustus, and the audience roared. To see the pair of them trotting off stage, the crusty old don pulling at Helen to be his paramour, was to observe the epitome of sex-as-farce.


  Poor old Faustus. His tragedy wasn’t that he had sold his soul, it was that he got so little for it. His Helen a joke, his knowledge nothing he did not already know, his magic power the clumsiest of conjuring tricks, and his servant Mephistophilis the puppet master controlling every one of his moves. His wisdom, ah, that was nonexistent.


  Well, after all this time, I can still rave on. The play delighted me, and the delight is with me still. However much tempered.


  All sorts of people were there. It was one of those occasions on which you realise Canberra is a small place. The foyer was a performance all of its own. I recognised a number of people I had seen in the restaurant – the lawyer, the member of parliament, the surgeon, the builder, like players in a game. The lawyer’s pretty daughter. Godblot, whose son apparently was playing Helen. Laurel and Oscar, the beautiful boy, taking his mother on his arm with such charm that she glowed. I saw Anabel in the distance, with her chap Nigel; I hadn’t imagined them liking theatre. And George, Clement’s brother, turned out he’d gone to university with Blanche, they were old chums. George grinned at me: The all-singing all-dancing Doctor Faustus, he said. What a triumph. I’ve never seen comedy segue so wickedly into tragedy.


  It was a twilight performance and afterwards a group of us went to Dickson and had a meal at one of the Vietnamese. Blanche’s sister Isabel who works at the ABC in Sydney took on the job of ordering for us. Some fine things. The mermaids’ tresses I rather liked, and some fresh spring rolls, cold, with prawns and raw vegetables. A dish called silver fish, which was a kind of whitebait, quite hot with chili. Superb scallops in the shell, dressed with coriander and ginger and rice wine. I thought that really sometimes I should venture into the suburbs for a meal. Knowing I probably wouldn’t, of my own accord.


  We filled a number of tables. George sat next to Flora (I said he was a clever lad), I heard him quizzing her about the Slow Food Movement. I sat next to Elinor, who was quite feverish with excitement over the performance. Not just because Blanche had been so dazzling, but because the whole experience had that exhilarating effect you can get from a good production. Of course it wasn’t perfect, but the ideas were so terrific, especially the games with transexuality, the dancing girl chorus of devils, the fairly female Mephistophilis, and then it’s a great play, great words, and the production didn’t lose those, they came across with a wonderful clarity. Elinor couldn’t stop talking about it. The ending, she said, it’s dreadful, he could save himself, God stretches out his arm, but he can’t take it, he could, but he thinks he can’t, he believes himself damned, he knows there is always the possibility of grace, but the real damnation is he can’t reach out for it, not that the grace isn’t there. Oh, it’s so terrible.


  And to be damned for so little, I said. It was always imitations, shadows, never the real thing.


  It’s a good image of hell, isn’t it, said a man called Peter Cummings, who’d produced the play. Never the real thing.


  Do you know Alec Hope’s poem, asked Ivan. It’s called ‘Faustus’. When the time comes for him to give up his soul nothing happens, nothing at all. Next morning he meets the devil in the street and asks him why nothing’s changed. The devil tells him not to fret, We have your soul already, quite safe in hell. You know that marvellous deadpan that Hope can write. The devil explains that they take souls in instalments now, on hire purchase; his final payment was made months ago. He’s been losing his soul piecemeal since the bargain was signed.


  Fuck that for a nightmare, said George.


  Hope has Faustus go off and cut Helen’s throat, then his own, said Ivan.


  Interesting, isn’t it, said Peter Cummings. We don’t believe in hell any more, and have serious doubts about souls, yet a play like this moves us.


  It’s because it’s true, said Elinor. Not literal, but true. We all know people who’ve sold their souls.


  Not mentioning any names, said Ivan.


  But does it do them any harm, asked George.


  Probably not, I expect they flourish like the green bay tree, said Elinor. And are perfectly happy because they don’t care whether they’ve got souls or not. Probably found them inconvenient.


  I wouldn’t like to live without my soul, said Flora. I don’t quite know what it is, but I would if I didn’t have it. I’d know if my work was soulless.


  I think, said George, now we’ve lost hell we have to kid people there are all sorts of other sanctions, but there aren’t.


  I don’t know, said Blanche. Playing Mephistophilis, I did feel he was in hell, even though he dances about, and plays tricks, he’s in hell, and it’s a very modern one, it’s not pitchforks and boiling oil and Bosch-like monsters biting on you, it’s who he is, and he knows it.


  Or she, said George.


  Oh yes, said Blanche, blushing a little, her fair hair still shapely but soft, not slicked tight to her head, wearing trousers lowish on her hips and a rather too short top, so she showed some inches of pale brown tummy, as is the fashion these days, which I find somehow quite heartbreaking, this little secret stretch of flesh. I love to look at it but think I shouldn’t, it’s so private. Especially when the girls are a bit plump, and there’s a little pudgy roll between the two garments. So endearing. Anyway, there was no ambiguity about Blanche’s sex, in these clothes.


  Peter Cummings said, You know, we think of Faustus as wanting to know, that’s the Faustian temptation, but actually his ruling vice is gluttony. The words belly cheer come up several times. Peter said the words with gusto. From the very beginning, in the Prologue, intellectual desires are depicted in terms of hunger, and did you notice … his last feast is a sort of dreadful inversion of the Last Supper? Nothing spiritual about him, all sensual.


  Nothing intrinsically wrong about that, said George.


  No, except when you claim and maybe yourself believe something different.


  There was a lot more of this sort of conversation. The banquet went on. Flora, who always struck me as a kind of reverse image of gluttony, was taking a mouthful of each dish, I could see her concentrating as she tasted it. I watched her savouring – the only word, though I could not be sure it was favourably – a slice of salt and pepper squid. I asked her what she thought. She said it was rather good, it was interesting to see salt used as a flavour in that way, part of the raison d’être of a dish, instead of a seasoning; to have it there for its own sake, not as a means of bringing out other flavours.


  Shall we be seeing salt on the menu in the restaurant, asked George. Flora looked at him.


  Altogether it was a good night, exciting, uncomfortable, giving to think. I hadn’t been particularly familiar with Marlowe’s play, and I found myself dwelling on his Doctor Faustus in the way you do when something has made an impression on you, not deliberately but finding it constantly coming to mind. I couldn’t stop thinking about how he had been cheated, he wanted to know things, and had been fobbed off with tricks. Of course, I suppose you should expect that of the devil; what in the world would make you think he would behave honourably?


  Were there to be a reader of these pages, he would be way ahead of me at this point. The desire to know: the last great Faustian temptation. Age old, age old. The oldest. Eve in the garden succumbed to it. The fruit the serpent offered her was the fruit of the Tree of Knowledge. An apple, we call it. It did not occur to me at the time that the means of my temptation was called an Apple too, the very same name, for god’s sake, the device which offers us knowledge. Maybe the temptation is the belief that it can be done.


  Now I have given up computers. I write by hand. My pen traces the words in black ink across the page. When I cross something out it remains, there still, legible, despite the line through it, endeavouring to cancel it. Reminding us that perfection is not after all easy, showing the mistakes that are made in the pursuit of it. Not the anodyne ironing out of all flaw or error that the computer produces.


  The temptation of the snake: take the Apple and you will know everything. Good and evil. And – but you don’t know this at the time – you will be expelled from the garden.



  After the party we went home to our separate places. Flora’s idea, not mine, I would sleep with her whenever I could. I brought up again the question of our getting married, living together. I know we hadn’t known each other long, but I had such a sense of time passing, I felt myself nearly gibbering with urgency. I knew, and thought she did too, that this was our great chance. She didn’t actually say no, but there was no yes either; she needed time to think. I am not a good person to be married to, she said, but I replied that I had quite other views. I have to be in my own space, she said. I have to work. I replied that I would give her all the space she needed. That’s the trouble, she said, it should not be you giving.


  I say now, and I thought then, I am not happy with these expressions. One’s own space. Needing time. They are the jargon of contemporary relationships, and we should mistrust jargon. It blinds us, confuses us, leads us astray. It would have been more honest of her to say, No, I don’t want to, or I don’t want to, yet. I think, looking back, that she did not love me as I loved her. I want to believe that she loved me, I do believe that, but I know it was not so much. The death of the child had damaged her. She was like a ship that had run into a reef, and torn great holes in her side, she could close off the wounded parts with solid watertight bulkheads and still function after a fashion, but in a fragile way. Limping back into port would be the best to hope for. I would have been that port, but she stayed out in her own high sea. Pride: maybe it was that kept her there, but more likely fear; it pains me that she should have been more afraid of my safe haven than some vast ocean. Can I keep the metaphor going and say that she was adrift? Not really: she knew where she was going. I suppose that is the thing, she had her own idea of the harbour she was making for, and it wasn’t me.


  I know these thoughts are profitless, but I don’t care. They are what I have.


  I slept fitfully, and late. The boys were at work when I came in. I said to Clement, Well, your idea of Helen as a hologram, it turned out it fitted rather well, didn’t it. She wasn’t much more.


  Clement looked startled for a moment, and I had to remind him of our earlier conversation. Yeah, he said. She was pretty substantial, though.


  Still a kind of phantom, I said.


  Jake sniggered: The wrong sort of substantial. Not nice to go to bed with.


  In what way, asked Clement. As phantom, or poof?


  She was a pun on Elizabethan theatrical practice, I said. You didn’t get women on the stage, their parts were always played by boys.


  That’s why Shakespeare’s girls are always dressing up as boys, said Novica, surprising me with this mild erudition.


  Yeah, but I bet the devils weren’t usually girls, said Clement.


  Well, I said, it was all tricks and phantoms. That’s Faustus’s tragedy, isn’t it. It’s all fake, none of it’s really there, his power, his glory, his knowledge. Mephistophilis cheats him in every possible way.


  Just virtual reality, really, said Novica, which brought me up with a slight start; maybe the Elizabethans knew all about virtual reality before we thought we invented it.


  Clement tossed his head back and haw-hawed with mock laughter, which was his way of indicating he thought the remark quite funny. It occurred to me that he resembled the stage images I know of Mephistophilis, quite sturdy and compact, with bright eyes, a nimble capering person, but of course it was the little topiary beard, so black, so carefully shaped, that clinched the resemblance. And his eyes, gleaming, rather slow, even sly, their sideways glance telling you they were full of consciousness. Whereas Novica had the blond curls of an angel, at any rate an angel of stereotype, which of course immediately makes you think, be wary of such judgements, for neither as I could see was more devilish or more angelic than the other.


  That night … ah, looking back, there were so many that nights.


  That night, when the louts nearly killed me … That night, when we danced on the terrace … That night, when Flora first took me to her bed … That night … I walked to the restaurant as was my wont and the sunset filled the sky with long streaks of red. The clouds were a dark purplish-blue, a gloomy colour, no colour at all, colour’s absence, and the crimson light was so intense it stained the world around me. See, see, where Christ’s blood streams in the firmament.


  I was not comfortable to be seeing through the words of Faust. What had Christ’s blood to say to me?


  What soul was it that I sold?


  I held out my hand, palm turned upward. The red light was so intense that my skin was stained by it, I seemed to hold it cupped in my hand. Then suddenly the light faded to that gloomy absence of colour. Ashen, the red glow lost even to memory. The loss seemed bitter.


  And now, sitting here, my pen pictures the words for me: a man, once a Franciscan, though maybe not holy enough for a devil, who believed that God is love and souls are not for sale, quickening his steps through the gloomy twilight beside a grey lake. Quickly, to the warm yellow light of the restaurant on the point. If his heart is the seat of his soul he can feel it sitting heavy in his chest.
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  Flora takes Elinor into her office at the back of the kitchen and brings coffee. The room has a narrow window looking out on the willow screen, with its complicated intertwined tracery of new growth. The screen fills the space of the window, so it recalls a painting hanging on the wall.


  I believed you when you said it would be beautiful, says Elinor. But I didn’t realise how beautiful.


  It’s racing away, says Flora. We might not think the weather’s very spring-like, but willow does. Ted’s going to come and show me how to prune it. It’s terribly important not to let it get out of hand.


  I can imagine, says Elinor. You’ll wake up one day like Sleeping Beauty, imprisoned behind a tall hedge.


  She didn’t wake up, she was woken. She just lay there asleep waiting for her prince to come.


  Well, none of us do that any more. Unless maybe that’s what Clovis is doing.


  Waiting for a princess to come and kiss away the enchantment?


  You think I’m offering to do the job?


  Flora poured out more coffee, passed a plate of Kate’s little cakes. She didn’t say anything. Flora had a potent way of not saying things; her non-answers could hang heavily in the air of a conversation.


  What about Gwyneth, asks Elinor. Is she waiting? What princes are there for a girl like that?


  What princes are there for any of us?


  Haven’t they already come? Hasn’t yours? Jerome is very princely.


  What about yours? Flora’s reply flashes back. Wasn’t Ivan your prince?


  Oh yes. And still is, I suppose. But if it’s going to work as a fairytale the story has to end with the coming of the prince, and the trouble is, ours don’t. They just begin there, and the problems that follow, well, hundred-year-old thorny hedges are nothing. Nothing. But that doesn’t stop us expecting things of princes. Even when we think we don’t.


  Elinor bites into a miniature éclair, with a sigh for the deliciousness of it and the intractability of human expectations. The good word intractability that Clovis has reminded her of. We should pay attention, she says, to the fact that the narrative of the hero and the heroine ends with falling in love. No clue as to how long it will last. How sour it will turn. Or not. And when we do see older married lovers, well, queens die and leave their precious little daughters to wicked stepmothers. Which widower kings invariably choose – couldn’t there have been just once a good stepmother?


  When I was little I thought there was some inherent wickedness in the word step, says Flora.


  Me too. Maybe Gwyneth is a princess escaping a stepmonster, says Elinor.


  Stepmonster! That’s good.


  Blanche’s best friend had a stepmonster.


  Was she?


  Fairly much, I gather.


  You don’t hear much of wicked stepfathers in fairy stories, says Flora, whereas these days they seem to be a pretty nasty problem. Has the world changed, or is it that word gets about more? She shrugs. Clovis and Gwyneth, they aren’t really any of our business. Are they? Maybe Clovis has a king’s name, and Gwyneth’s is the contemporary equivalent, celebrity being mostly all we’ve got, even royalty is only interesting when it intersects with celebrity. But so what. We’re not fairy godmothers, and I doubt they’re under any enchantment we can break. Flora gulps some coffee, which she’s made ferociously strong. Blanche was wonderful the other night, she says.


  She was good, wasn’t she. I was quite thrilled. I mean, I knew she wanted to act, and I thought she had the talent, I hoped she could make it work. But you’re never sure. You may be looking with the eyes of love, and all awry. But she did make it work, didn’t she.


  She did, wonderfully.


  Yes. She showed us she can do it. Whether she will … it’s a difficult business. Talent isn’t anywhere near enough. There’s will, and luck …


  Talent’s a good start. In fact, both your daughters, they’re okay. That’s something.


  Well, Isabel’s got the job she wants. Or is starting to. But …


  But?


  Her private life … Elinor pauses. She’s mixed up with this chap, and, well, he’s married.


  Mixed up.


  Flora. You know what I mean. Having an affair with, then. In love with, she’d say. He says he’s going to leave his wife, he wants to be with Isabel, she’s the one for him, he says he’s going to marry her.


  As they do, says Flora.


  Exactly. As they do. When his child goes to school or leaves it or some other such vaguery. But in the meantime or more likely in the long run, indeed altogether, it seems to me she’s in a kind of limbo. And you know how it is, women in situations like that, they waste the best years of their lives, waiting for something that never happens.


  The best years of their lives … what are they? … what are the best years of our lives?


  Elinor is about to say, when I was young and my children were young and I was thoughtlessly in love with them and their father, when possibilities were endless and life seemed so full of hope, before I was obliged to look at it and say, yes, this is what there is, and I doubt the best is yet to come … but realises this is not a sympathetic thing to say to Flora.


  The thing is, she says, we want our children to be happy but we can’t do it for them, we’re powerless, we can only watch.


  I suppose our parents wanted the same for us. Happiness. What would they think, now? That we are? Do you think you are?


  Oh. To an extent. When I look at your willow sculpture, for instance. I get on. I enjoy myself. I have a good time.


  But are you happy?


  Oh, all right. It seems too big a claim to make. There are too many compromises, too much making do … but it’s okay.


  Yet you want your children to be happy.


  Of course. I want things to be better for them than they are for me.


  Why should they be?


  Flora, are you playing devil’s advocate with me?


  Maybe the thing to be grateful for is that they aren’t worse. After all, it’s a pretty mad idea that we should get happier generation by generation. A terribly parental idea.


  Elinor can’t stop thinking of Flora’s dead child. Of the guilt she feels, the complicity, coming illogically but ruthlessly from the dream of the baby wrapped in plastic film. She can see his tiny desiccated wrinkled face, feel the limpness of his arms and legs. She shakes her head, trying to shake the images away.


  I suppose it is how we keep going, she says. We do okay but our children will be happy.


  I think happiness is work, says Flora. I am happy enough when I work, not perfectly though maybe I will be one day, when I get it really right. Contented, I suppose I am, when I work.


  I suppose happiness is like the Queen’s jam. In Alice. Remember: jam yesterday, jam tomorrow, never jam today. It took me a long time to get my head around that, when I was little, that it meant never jam, never ever. I remember arguing with my father. They had jam yesterday, I said, they’re going to have it tomorrow. And he kept saying, But they never have jam today. We went round and round.


  I don’t think I’ve got my head around it yet, I think there is a mysterious truth in what you thought. I think there is jam today, even if not yesterday or tomorrow. After all, Alice isn’t a great argument for logic. I believe I have been happy, I hope I will be. Now is between them, and isn’t them.


  Yes … says Elinor. But maybe, with an act of will, we can believe that we are. Now, this minute, it’s good. Flawed maybe, and imperfect, but can’t it be seen as happiness? In its way? Good coffee, old friends, a willow sculpture, sitting by the edge of a lake in a building designed by Marion Mahony: should we want more than this?


  Flora has become restless. Elinor takes this as a sign that she wants to get on with her work. She stands up to go. Are you working on anything in particular, she asks.


  The usual. And a dinner for the Slow Food Movement. That’s what’s on my mind.


  You mean the anti fast food people?


  Anti fast life, really. Anti bad food, in fact. For real values. Food as a symbol, an emblem. Though perfectly real, too.


  What are you thinking of doing?


  Well, it’s not easy here. In Italy they go back to traditional produce, like purple asparagus and black celery, or particular long-tailed sheep, or endangered cheeses. Here, we don’t have much in the way of old wonderful habits, we never had them to lose.


  Mutton, tea and damper, says Elinor. White flour, white sugar. Overcoming the tyranny of distance to transport the staples of existence to the depths of the country.


  Nothing local, everything industrial, says Flora. Yes, not a tradition to perpetuate.


  Come to think of it, isn’t Slow Food quite a political movement?


  Mm. It does a lot of lobbying in Europe. All that ‘virtuous globalisation’ stuff. It started with good food, and from there to look after domestic plants and animals that are in danger of becoming extinct, and ways of life that could die out. All sorts of artisanal things. About quality of life for producers and eaters. Good jobs well done sort of thing. Do you know – Flora becomes animated, her eyes shine – do you know, the European Union tried to enforce these terrible rigid hygiene standards on all its members, based on the regulations invented by NASA to keep astronauts from getting sick in space! How normal can you get!


  Hardly more abnormal, I would have thought.


  Would have been impossible for small farmers, all the paperwork, the reporting, the new equipment, it would simply have forced them out of business. They got up a petition, and eventually won exemption for thousands of artisan food makers.


  Wish we could do that here. Cheese from non-pasteurised milk, for example.


  We’re working on it. Anyway, the thing is, in Europe all these small local growers who were dying out, people didn’t want to know about them, are suddenly hugely successful internationally. A while ago they could hardly make a living. Now everything they do is snapped up. Money no object. People are getting hooked on flavour. They don’t care about high yields or cheap produce, they want things that are real and good.


  The search for authenticity, says Elinor. If you don’t have your own, import someone else’s.


  Exactly. That’s a version of virtuous globalisation.


  I’m glad to hear there’s something virtuous about it.


  And when you look at things like mad cow disease, says Flora, it’s time we gave a bit of thought to agricultural policies in general. Post-war in Europe people cared about quantity, they knew a good lot at first hand about hunger. They wanted to make sure it didn’t happen again. Now we need to think of quality.


  Flora is pacing up and down, waving her arms, her voice urgent. Elinor is admiring her passion and excitement. Jam today, she says, but Flora doesn’t hear.


  Of course the irony is that a lot of these amazing things that are now delicate and rare and prized for the exquisite pleasure they give us and nobody cares a damn about the cost, were originally simply peasant foods, part of that peasant habit of making use of everything the slightest bit edible, from the weeds in the fields to the intestines of your animals. Age-old intelligent necessitous use of the environment.


  And here we are in a country that’s never had a peasanthood, says Elinor. What are you going to do?


  Excellent question, says Flora. Don’t think I’m not agonising over it. As she speaks it is clear she is getting deep pleasure from this agonising. The thing is, Slow Food in this country has to be about inventing ourselves. It has to be about imagining traditions for ourselves – and be sure I know just how ambiguous and contradictory that statement is. We have to imagine traditions, not to fit our history –


  The billy tea, mutton and damper –


  Exactly. Not our history but the way we live now, the particular society we are making, this society that can take in a whole lot of diverse ethnicities and yet still be a society, singular and yet including all its pluralities. And I know you’re going to say that our sad little Prime Minister is doing his best to wipe out pluralities, but I don’t think it’s going to succeed.


  We’re still going to value our stir-fries and our pastas and go to Thai restaurants with endlessly punning names …


  Thai-me-kangaroo-down-sport …


  I like the simple ones. Thaiphoon. Thaitanic. Thai-dye.


  That’s kind of emblematic, says Flora, and entirely appropriate that it should be. The food I mean. It seems to me an outward and visible sign of a quite deep and imaginative plurality, that we can embrace if we want to but certainly accept.


  I’m less sanguine than you, says Elinor. I fear this government is really trying to get rid of diversity. The way its forebears tried to breed out the black, mixing half castes with whites until aboriginality disappeared.


  It can never happen, says Flora. I’m a new migrant, trust me, I can see these things.


  Yeah? Well, that’s cheering, I suppose. So, what are you going to cook?


  Tripe. That’s as far as I’ve got. I’m going to do goose-necks stuffed with tripey things with a hint of the kind of flavours you get in yum cha, a bit star-anisey, I dunno, I haven’t got far even with that yet. And there’s at least another four courses.


  Witchetty grubs, says Elinor. You’ve got to have something indigenous. Tell you what, I could let you have the possums in my roof.


  Flora looks at her.


  I know, I know. They’re protected. And who could eat such cute little anthropomorphically pretty pointy-faced creatures. I just wish they weren’t in my roof. I’m the one who needs protecting. They sound as big as wombats, very fatty and heavy. I’m sure they wouldn’t be at all nice to eat.


  You can buy them frozen at the Fyshwick markets. Whole. They look like cats. The corpses of cats in the freezer cabinet.


  Yeah? From Tasmania, I suppose. They’re allowed to kill them. Kindly.


  Well, of course I’m thinking of indigenous foods, says Flora. I don’t just want to do a colonial appropriation, though. Possum roasted like lamb, sort of thing.


  You’re making it hard.


  Tell me about it. Flora looks panic-stricken. She crams the coffee cups together with a trembling rattle. Of course there’s Anabel’s vegetables, she says.


  Fish, says Elinor. You know there were great yabbies in the Commonwealth Park ponds till somebody decided to kill off the green algae.


  Carp, says Flora. I could talk to the local Chinese about the way they make the frightful things edible. I’ve heard the Chinese Embassy compound subsists on the carp its people catch in the lake.


  Find out how they get rid of the mud taste, isn’t that the problem? I know a recipe for golden carp. Cut it into three, feed one piece to the wife, who will give birth to two golden boys, one to the horse, which will bear two golden foals, and bury one in the ground, where two golden lilies will sprout.


  Sounds like rather longer term results than I want from my food, says Flora. If women start having twins, I’ll be getting sued.


  Elinor laughs. The carp in question gave instructions for its own fate. Remarkably generous of it, I thought.


  I’ve been wondering about feral pig. There’s somebody round here who shoots them and makes a kind of prosciutto from the legs – kind of wild boar, wildish. Delicious, I believe. Thing is, it’s illegal. He can export them to Germany, but he’s not supposed to sell them here.


  You’ll work it out. Elinor kisses her, once on each cheek, squeezes her shoulders. It will be brilliant. No works of art are ever easy. Can anyone come?


  I think you’ve got to be a member of the Slow Food Movement.


  Maybe I should join.


  It’s quite your sort of thing.



  When Elinor comes out of The Point she doesn’t get in her car straightaway. She walks along the edge of the lake. Here there’s no parapet, the pavement simply turns a right angle and becomes the wall that gives shape to this man-made body of water. She is meaning to think about happiness but in fact is contemplating the idea of a man-made lake in a man-made city. She expects to like best places that are haphazard, that just grow, though of course people make their marks, Haussmann in Paris, Christopher Wren, who was it, Hoddle? in Melbourne. But not like building a whole city from scratch. What choices, what responsibilities. Were there ever doubts? Public fights aplenty, but deep misgivings, remorse even? It’s worked remarkably well; she’s not looking at any vistas but at the greenish slopping water with vegetation rolling round in it, she’s not even looking where she’s going since she’s following the edge of the paving, but she’s thinking of the city she lives in, in her mind as well as her body, it’s satisfactory; Paris she loves and even more Séverac but she doesn’t want to stay in them for always, they aren’t home the way this place is, that a surprise too since she grew up by the sea and never imagined leaving it for long. And so then maybe she is thinking about happiness, of certain piercing moments, of standing on top of the castle in Séverac and looking over the valley so anciently preserved in the greenish gold amber of its palpable dense light, of her own hill she can see from her kitchen window in Reid, that turns bright pink in certain late afternoons. She almost bumps into Gwyneth, who’s half sitting on a bollard.


  Hullo, she says, how are you? She says this because it’s the way she always greets people and not until too late does it occur to her that it might not be the right thing in these circumstances. That you speak thus to people you know are quite well or at least won’t burden you with wearisome accounts of how they aren’t.


  Okay, I suppose.


  Elinor looks at her. She does look peaky, and not very healthy, not sick and probably quite strong but so thin, the bones in her cheeks casting blue shadows on the hollows beneath, and her eyes so deeply set and dark smudged that her head shows too clearly the skull beneath the skin. Elinor likes to think of herself as good at talking to people but she can’t think of anything to say to this girl that won’t lead into dangerous territory, or anyway places she doesn’t want to go. She’d like just to walk away, but that doesn’t seem possible, not without some pleasantries.


  She takes a deep breath. It’s a gorgeous day, don’t you think? Smells of spring.


  Gwyneth sniffs. I suppose.


  No Anabel windsurfing today.


  Gwyneth looks around, as though Anabel might be there and Elinor failing to see her.


  It would be fun, windsurfing, I reckon. Elinor ploughs on. But just another of those things I’ve left it too late to do. Of course, not for – But she can’t say, not for you, since windsurfing is an expensive hobby, not for the likes of Gwyneth, however young she is.


  Elinor’s usual rule is to get people talking about themselves. But she’s afraid of Gwyneth’s story. She doesn’t want to spend time on it.


  Well, I suppose I’d better be getting on. She wonders about giving the girl some money. A twenty-dollar bill? Or two? Maybe fifty? She tries to envisage what she has in her purse. The girl isn’t a beggar, she hasn’t seen her beg. Elinor cannot imagine her life. But money would have to be useful. But what words to say with it?


  You said, says Gwyneth, you said … that I could come and have lunch, and Clovis, only he doesn’t want to, but I do.


  Oh, yes, of course. Elinor seizes the nettle, that’s how she puts it to herself. Well, what about now? We could go up to the art gallery. Elinor usually lunches in the members’ lounge but if they go to the public restaurant they aren’t likely to meet anybody she knows.


  Oh. I thought you meant your place.


  No good today. Nothing to eat. I have to go shopping. The cupboard is bare.


  Oh.


  Well, shall we do this?


  They walk back along the lake, to pick up Elinor’s car, it isn’t far to the gallery but she doesn’t want to waste any more time. She thinks of Flora maliciously laughing. For some reason Flora does not approve of her trying to get to know Clovis. She’d enjoy her getting stuck with Gwyneth instead. She has no interest in the girl; Clovis is intriguing. But then she thinks of Blanche and Isabel; if they were homeless she would like some kind woman to pay attention to them. On the other hand, Elinor feels she has done her time with teenage girls and young women. If only it were a matter of sending her to find a pumpkin and some rats, and waving a wand and declaring, You shall go to the ball, my dear. It occurs to her that’s what Clovis did on the night of Flora’s feast. Fairy godfathers aren’t part of the usual vocabulary, but that only makes him more intriguing. Dead mothers, stepmothers, godmothers: it’s the mothers that make the narrative. Whereas the men, the kings, the fathers do so mainly out of botching everything up. Marrying wicked women, failing to see what’s going on under their noses, generally being stupid.


  They don’t say much on the way to the gallery or queuing up to get the food. Slow Food, thinks Elinor, who’d intended to go home and make a sandwich out of some rare roast lamb and pepper and thinly sliced red onion, and read the Iris Murdoch novel she is longing to get back to. Sitting at the table she makes the best of it. Words are her thing, after all, and she is especially keen on names.


  Gwyneth, she says. Such a pretty name. And unusual these days.


  Gwyneth glares at her and a dense red flush moves up her face, turning its blue hollows purple.


  Elinor thinks, what now? She says, Gwynnie’s pretty too. I’m sure there’s a Gwynnie somewhere in literature. Gwynnie Gwynnie Gwynnie … is it Under Milk Wood? The brain isn’t what it used to be. That would make it Welsh, wouldn’t it. Do you have Welsh connections? She frowns, trying to catch hold of the Dylan Thomas, she’s practically sure it is, she can hear the rhythms but the whole thing eludes her.


  Gwyneth is still red, still not speaking. Elinor tries again. I don’t think I know your surname. Is that Welsh too?


  No. The girl shakes her head, hard, the particoloured hair swinging. No.


  Surnames have all sorts of odd things happening in them. Take mine – of course, I do have several, as people do. Women, I mean.


  No. Gwyneth stands up. Elinor has picked up a handful of white paper napkins from the counter. Gwyneth’s trembling fingers open them, spread them out on the table, she puts quiche in one, salad in another, bread and butter in a third. Hastily she wraps them up and bundles them in her hands, the salad squishing through the flimsy paper.


  I better go, she says, thanks for … She turns, putting her head down and hurrying away.


  Elinor doesn’t follow. She doesn’t eat her lunch either. She sits and looks at it. She remembers the rhyme, some of it, it is from Under Milk Wood. But it’s not Gwynnie, it’s Gwennie, rhymes with penny. Something about boys giving her a penny so they can kiss her. She can hear the cadences in her head, though not quite the actual words, the high thin voices of children chanting in the music of Thomas’s prose, or verse it is here really.


  

  Kiss Gwennie where she says

  Or give her a penny

  Go on, Gwennie



  She looks it up when she gets home. So, the verse is in a slightly sinister way about giving Gwennie a penny if you don’t kiss her where she says. It doesn’t make her any more comfortable about Gwyneth.


  33


  Jerome


  [image: 9781741152111txt_0284_001]


  I think I mentioned that I got into computers by way of Latin and bookkeeping. I say I think because not going back and rereading means that I may have intended to do a thing but not realise that I haven’t actually done it. Two very precise and elegant languages with severe rules and strict. Their grammar and syntax not supposed to be violated without destroying them. Unlike this English that I write, accurate enough in its way, if I choose, but also playful and susceptible to idiosyncrasy. Though Latin less necessarily correct than bookkeeping, allowing a certain fluidity. I am moderately fuddy-duddy, I like my English to keep to the rules, generally, though you’ll notice that occasionally I bend them, and I take great delight in the breakers and remakers, the poets who grow their own language out of their fertile breeding grounds. See, there, how I mix my metaphors, and I don’t care!


  It seems odd to fall in love with Latin as a child, but I did, partly because I could do it, partly because it was a refuge from the harsher world of sport and boys’ games. I liked its dependability.


  The shapes on the page governed by rules, and yet bringing an invisible crowd of meanings; so few words, so much significance.


  But Latin and bookkeeping are stern taskmasters, and it was as such that I approached computing. In my palmy days, I mean, when the science was moderately young. They were heady times, when even the most basic functions let alone the vocabulary were unknown. I simply read, incomprehensible manuals and the magazines that in the early days told aficionados what the phenomenon might mean. Until by study and practice I could not only read the language of these exciting new machines, I could speak it too. I could speak it and be understood, its arcane terminology was at my fingerprints – literally. Isn’t that a pretty pun.


  And no harm done by the fact that I have some skills in mathematics. I quite excelled in school, and in my Franciscan days studied some more, although this was not popular, being a bit pure and not evidently to the glory of God.


  I never was a computer nerd, or freak, or whatever those names are that mark the young men whose lives are lived by computers. Like Clement, Novica and Jake, my litany of lads who know so much but not why or how. Who adore computers as a game they play with utter solemnity, and a sense of their own inclusiveness. My computer is a language, a means to an end, admirable and even delightful in itself, but only because the end is so significant. Another way of putting it might be to say that I am a purist where the language of computers is concerned, I mean that interior secret language where they do their work, but I do not care at all for the jargon which is simply a colourful vocabulary, a slang, a nerds’ cant. I used the words nerds’ cant to Novica one day, he is the best informed of my lads, to his complete bewilderment. By analogy with thieves’ cant, I said, their argot, their slang, for god’s sake, and had still to explain that. So much of the rich and multitudinous world is lost to the young these days. Their heads are bursting with facts off the Internet, but their brains lack any means to sort and order them. Webs and nets: sticky and encumbering and entrapping and finally more hindrance than help. So the metaphors suggest.


  But I am explaining myself badly. I am trying to describe how my passion is different from that of my lads; I think that really all I can do is assert it. I do not want you to think that I know less than they, rather that I know it for different reasons. Enmiring stuff, this. I was going to say, not something they’d understand, but of course that is exactly what they did do, or rather, they did not understand but they perceived it. They knew I saw things differently from them. Fuddy-duddy wasn’t a word they’d have used, I am the one put in my pigeonhole by that. Are there even pigeonholes any more? They conjure up clerks in offices, who in turn had quite likely forgotten that once the beehive interiors of pigeon houses, or if you will dovecotes, had small slotting spaces for the birds to rest in. A dome studded with birds, all cooing.


  Could my lads see my pen sliding across the paper with its firm black script following they would regard me with the same interest they’d show in a movie based say on a Dickens novel, where men grown old in the work of record keeping stand at lecterns and transcribe bills and invoices and flowery letters in copperplate script, begging to remain, on behalf of their masters, their correspondents’ most humble and obedient servants; they’d see us all as antique local colour, too cute for words. Though not perhaps in those words.


  Outside the cockatoos wheel across the sky in great raucous shrieking swirls. So ugly the sound. The cry of the crow, its dreadful keening caw, has a melancholy dignity, invoking solitary deaths in desolate landscapes, but cockatoos are simply noisy, stupid and full of malice. I saw about fifty once, terrorising a possum that was caught up a telegraph pole, dive-bombing it in massed formations, all the time shrieking at it loudly enough to deafen us all. They tear the trees apart, chunks fall to the ground, a ripped up browning litter. We cannot afford our few trees here to be so decimated. Sometimes there are odd sounds of sense in their screaming, because a tame cocky has escaped to the herd and taught them shreds of the human language that’s only a form of squawk to them. Pretty cocky, mutilated far beyond a Chinese whisper, come back, come back, a plaintive wraith of sound, cocky want a biscuit. Sometimes you see these cockatoos in old paintings, snowy-white, yellow-crested, fascinating exotic silent creatures, from a time before Australia was known to exist, they stare out at us with their sideways bright eyes, giving to believe they are wise and have seen much. But not honoured in their own country, where they bloom in dead trees like mutant magnolias. Or graze in the grass like hundreds of wisps of very clean washing, extra dazzle in their whiteness. Beautiful they are then, but their cries hurt your head.


  I am writing about birds again. I think. I think I have already allowed myself one of these splendid set-pieces of the present. It’s a little self-indulgence, but also a kind of thinking space (I admire my self-knowledge) while my brain works out how to get on with the next bit.


  Here it is, the next bit. I came into the study shortly before the lads and called up my emails. One of them had an attachment in the body of the email, not that I would have been wary of it in any form, so much of our business is done with attachments. But this one came up immediately I opened the message. I didn’t pay particular attention to the name of the sender, it didn’t mean anything to me and this was perfectly usual, our email address was in the public domain for anybody who wanted to get in touch. Clement had done us a quite spectacular website advertising our business, with all sorts of ingenious links embedded in it, so it got quite a lot of hits. Afterwards I thought the name might have been Kit something or other, but my memory is unreliable.


  Anyway, there was the message, the words See see where Christ’s blood streams in the firmament flashed up on the screen. They were in simulated neon, rather like those amazing advertising signs in Central Station when I was a boy, us hicks from the country used to get off our train and stare up at the Penfold’s grapes dropping their juice into a goblet until it was full of wine, when it drained and the drops filled it again. All the big city began in those red drops of wine. For me the email had some of the transporting recall of a Proustian madeleine; for a moment I was that youth again, and all life’s adventure awaited me.


  This wasn’t wine; the letters dropped gouts of blood.


  Novica had by this time come in and was busy at his box. I expect I exclaimed, because I was quite delighted by this effect, which I assumed had been sent to me by a friend who’d been at the play a couple of nights ago. Novica glanced across. That looks fun, he said. I was staring entranced at the red drops. Gradually they turned into a stream, no longer imitating a neon sign but becoming a wash of blood, and then quite quickly the whole screen was dissolved by this blood, there was no sign of the email program or its instruction box, the screen was simply a wash of blood that continued to flow down. Everything was obliterated, I couldn’t stop it, couldn’t exit, couldn’t go back, couldn’t call up anything else.


  Then Novica exclaimed. Shit, he said, and looking across I saw that the same thing had happened to his screen.


  Well, it was a virus, of course. A worm. After a while the blood coagulated and shrank into scabby patches, and then the screen went grey and that was it, nothing. The hard disk destroyed and everything along with it. The desktop gone. All the files, all the software. It was a particularly fiendish one. It shouldn’t have been able to get through our various viral screens, they were state of the art if anything was. Firewalls, you name it. But somehow we didn’t have a filter for this worm. I don’t need to say, I was very keen to find out how that had happened. It wasn’t an ordinary virus. A particularly clever piece of cracking had been involved. Some super blackhat at work.


  It was not by any means the end of everything; we did not go down that easily. That wasn’t what destroyed us. You don’t run a business like mine without constant and quite separate back-up. Except for some stuff Jake had been doing for the Treasury file the night before and saved only on his computer. He got shouted at well and truly for that, I made him grovel and get the data sent again, and shouted at them that it was all very easy to get the material re-sent but what such things lost was a business’s good name which was not so easily retrieved, and in the long run our only asset. Not that any process of retrieval was quick, either, it took some days to get things back to normal, reinstall the software, reload the files. And of course the checks we could have used to find it, the logs, the pathways, all that it had destroyed past recall. It was a very expensive piece of destruction, and even more nightmarish in its implication. Because if it had got through all our virus filters once, there was nothing to stop it doing so again; the hacker could keep wiping us out and such was the nature of our systems, all interconnected by a central hub, that it was difficult to isolate any one of us. I did call in a virus expert, and set up various checks and safeguards, which I can’t be bothered describing. That’s all behind me now. How wearisome it seems. What I write down here is different from that endless painstaking so clever computer activity which is in the end so utterly fragile. I suppose I should see a metaphor for the human condition in that, but actually I think we are tougher. But certainly I never thought I would learn to appreciate the simple safety of pen and paper. Even Leonie’s dribblings hardly obliterate anything. Now that it hardly matters.


  In between getting the systems up and running again we had long colloquies about what to do. How to stop this happening again. We were agreed that it was the work of a hacker, targeting us specifically, not a generic attack, but how were we to find him, and stop him?


  Of course you will call the police, said Flora, but I wasn’t keen to do that. Had we been a government department of course that would have been the first thing to do. But a business like mine, elegant, discreet, personal, you don’t want the police stamping through it if you can help it. Especially as I doubted they had a great record in catching computer criminals. I said I wanted to wait a while, see what we could come up with. In fact I was probably just hoping it wouldn’t happen again.


  Oscar Luft is a hacker, said Clement.


  Do you know him, asked Jake.


  Everybody does, said Clement, he’s hugely famous.


  He used to be, I said. A hacker. He’s given it up.


  Huh, said Clement, in a snort of derision. Who says? He says? Who’d believe a hacker?


  People change, I said, wanting to look after Laurel, not wanting to discover that Oscar had betrayed her and himself.


  Hackers don’t, said Jake. It’s in their blood. I reckon they’re born with it.


  I forbore to ask how, if it was in the blood, it used to manifest itself, hacking being such a recent phenomenon. Instead I said: Okay, for the sake of argument, Oscar Luft’s the hacker. What’s his motive?


  Clement cast his eyes about. Fun? He said. Because it’s there? Like Mount Everest?


  I cannot believe he would be so wicked as that. I would need a motive, before I could finger a person as guilty.


  Maybe somebody paid him a huge amount of money to do it, said Jake.


  Still, I insisted, we need a motive.


  You mean, somebody with a reason for hating you. Doing you harm. Novica spoke solemnly.


  There’s a start.


  You’ll have to work that out, said Clement. I thought people liked you.


  Well, maybe people do. Maybe a person doesn’t.


  In truth, I could not come up with anybody who would dislike me sufficiently to attempt to destroy my business. There are always people one has crossed, not taken to, fallen out with, but any of them I could bring to mind I did not see having the skills to take this revenge. A competitor? A chilling thought, if they’d stoop so low. And anyway the technology is an expanding business, there’s plenty of room in it. Maybe it was a warning. But of what? Against what? It was hard thinking this, first of all conceiving that anybody could wish me such harm, then trying to imagine who that person might be.


  Oscar was at that play, said Clement.


  Half Canberra was at that play, I said. So were you.


  I suppose we have to assume it was somebody at the play, said Jake.


  The virus is a specific reference to it, said Clement.


  Might be coincidence, said Jake. After all, it’s a well-known play.


  Is it? said Clement.


  Seems a bit too much of a coincidence, said Novica. What else would make anybody think of the connection?


  Might be copied from something overseas. There’s a lot of copycatting, said Clement.


  I remembered the pelican, ripping open its breast and its blood flowing, filling the screen. Had that been a warning? And was the blood simply a conceit, a clever idea for a virus, or was it maybe …


  You don’t think it’s some kind of death threat, I asked.


  Wowee, said Clement.


  What about the meaning of the words, asked Jake, running his fingers through the bleached points of his hair and quite destroying the sculptural effect. It showed how worried he was, he normally never touched those careful peaks.


  Good point, said Novica. They aren’t about destruction, they are about the promise of safety. Christ’s blood streaming in the firmament is offering salvation. It’s Faustus’s problem that he can’t take it.


  I was silent, remembering my walk along the lake, when the crimson sunset seemed to be enacting those words. I remembered the sentence that came suddenly to me, and the terror in it that I refused to think of at the time. What soul was it that I sold? All right, I did at times remark that the computer allows us to embark on the last great Faustian temptation, that of containing all knowledge in its small space. But I had not made any pacts with the devil, my soul was my own, intact, unsold. I needed no salvation. That was for certain.


  Quite often at work I thought of my namesake. Eusebius Hieronymus Sophonius. Geronimus in twelfth-century England. How he’d have loved using the computer. What a wonderful tool he’d have found it. But hearing Novica question the meaning of the virus it occurred to me that St Jerome would have had no doubt; he’d have seen it as a sure and certain sign from God. The offering of salvation in a context of destruction: it could only mean, desist. I have destroyed your handiwork; now, reach out and find your forgiveness in the blood of the lamb before it is too late and all is grey as ashes. You don’t query God’s signs, you simply take them to heart.


  Except that I didn’t believe that God was some kind of heavenly hacker. I counted Him out. What worried me was the notion that somebody regarded me, or wanted me to suppose they did, as a latter-day Faust. I consoled myself that I knew the real thing when I saw it, I wasn’t to be fobbed off as he was with tomfoolery.


  Despite my remonstrations Clement got hold of Oscar and questioned him. He pinched his little topiary beard – he was the image of the picture book Mephistophilis, I’d noticed that before but not seriously – and looked pained when I spoke to him about it. I had set him to find the culprit, hadn’t I? Tackling Oscar seemed a logical move. When I next saw Laurel at the restaurant she looked gaunt, her skin so pale it seemed her blood had stopped flowing. She looked at me reproachfully, and when I said that I did not believe it, that I knew Oscar was no hacker, I did not blame him in any way, her eyes went very large and her mouth twisted in a small smile. I’m afraid that it will ruin his exams, she said.


  Clement acted without my permission, I insisted. Honestly, I told him I was quite certain Oscar was not involved. Please tell him I have no fears it was him, I said, hoping I sounded more sincere that I felt. Laurel’s face relaxed a little. Clement is a know–it-all, I said, if only he were half as clever as he thinks he is. Maybe I should sack him.


  She laughed ruefully and gave me my coat, it was one of the small pleasures of the restaurant, being given your coat by Laurel, she held it while you put it on, and her elegant fingers almost without touching you seemed to settle it into place so it was immediately comfortable.


  I kissed her on the cheek; I never had before. Tell Oscar I have faith in him, I said. And that I am giving Clement a piece of my mind.


  When I heard, several days later, that Oscar had died of a heroin overdose, my first thought was, so he did do it after all, and committed suicide because he couldn’t live with himself so fallen from grace, again. You see, said Clement, it’s as I said. Hackers can’t stop. My heart was full of grief for the beautiful boy with the Daedalean smile, and I could not bear the thought of him betraying himself with his own foolishness as that golden lad had done. I thought of the old sculptor, old artificer, knowing what could happen, hoping that warning would be enough to prevent it. Do not fly too close to the sun or the wax holding your feathers to your wings will melt and you will plummet from the sky. The invention itself was successful – the father older and wiser flew to Crete and built the labyrinth for the minotaur – but his son lost. Pain doesn’t change, down the centuries. And neither do children, they still take no notice of their elders, and their elders are still left mourning. The young should not be cut off sooner than us old ones.


  I have to confess, as well, to taking a certain comfort, ugly I know, and just for myself, that since Oscar was the hacker I had no more incursions to fear.


  And then the notion of cutting off recalled to me the lines of the chorus at the end of Marlowe’s play. Well, partly recalled, I had to look them up.


  

  Cut is the branch that might have grown full straight,

  And burnèd is Apollo’s laurel bough,

  That sometime grew within this learned man.



  I copied them out, they were so apt, so full of loss and sadness, and wept over them. For quite certainly, hacking is the work of the devil, and whatever it is that a soul is these days, Oscar’s had been required of him.
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  The day that Oscar died was his twenty-first birthday. He hadn’t wanted any presents, not objects, just money. His mother would have liked to give him something substantial or significant which would always exist as a mark of that time, a watch perhaps, some cufflinks, even a silver paperknife, a tangible valuable thing which he could treasure all his life as a twenty-first birthday present. But Oscar said that was silly, just sentimental nonsense, he didn’t need any of those things. What he always needed was stuff for his pute, he was chronically short of money to keep that going as he liked. Laurel said what about him promising that when he got the CD burner he had everything he needed, but Oscar said that was then, things were always changing, he was falling way behind. Laurel thought, this is just what I don’t want, some transient soon obsolete thing. But gave him money. What about a party? Oscar didn’t want that either. Apparently it wasn’t cool to have a party. Twenty-one was no big deal. Eighteen was the thing, you got to vote. That was the one that mattered.


  Oscar called in at the restaurant on the evening of his birthday. Laurel gave him some more money so he didn’t have to spend his gift money on entertainment. He leaned down and kissed her in that loving way he had, as though enclosing her for a moment in his radiance.


  Jerome Glancy when he was leaving remarked on it. He gets more dazzling by the moment, that boy of yours, he said to Laurel.


  Twenty-one today, said Laurel.


  I bet he’s a real heartbreaker … Jerome interrupted himself. I mean the girls, of course.


  Laurel smiled wryly. Well, I don’t know. He doesn’t have a girlfriend. There are girls, but it’s just a group, there isn’t any pairing.


  Seems a waste, said Jerome. I wouldn’t mind being twenty-one again, with his looks and all these gorgeous girls around. Those lovely bare tummies they have.


  I think it’s a good thing, not pairing, said Laurel. There’s plenty of time.


  I suppose so. I suppose it’s my advanced years and strange history talking.


  Laurel remembered her own twenty-first birthday. All the relations, as well as her friends. And the man she was in love with, whom she married, who was Oscar’s father, who saw him these days maybe twice a year. A tiny watch that looked silver but was actually white gold, her father said, with diamonds. A big wooden key that everybody signed. At twenty-one you were supposed to be old enough to have the key of your parents’ house, though Laurel had had one for years. The key to the door, they called it, with all sorts of symbolic implications. They had ham and chicken and salad, and her mother had made lemon meringue pies, and orange cake, date slice and coconut chew and trifle. If you’d asked the relations beforehand they could probably have recited this menu for you; looking back Laurel finds this comforting. One of the pleasures of visiting round the family was the familiarity of the special foods they served. Week after week on their baking days they cooked the same things. Not sponge cakes, too airy-fairy, two bites and they were gone, and all those eggs, so extravagant; they liked solid things, with fruit and nuts and oatmeal, good chewy mouthfuls. All the parties, birthdays, christenings, film nights, anniversaries, but not weddings which always had caterers, all the family get-togethers, and that included funerals too, out came the plates of familiar food. Auntie Madge’s date and walnut loaf, Auntie Val’s mini pizzas, flaky biscuits with slices of cheese and tomato, heated in the oven, Auntie Helen’s mock chicken sandwiches of scrambled egg with herbs, Grandma’s afghan cookies, cousin Margaret’s bachelors’ buttons. They could make them with their eyes closed. Now household cake tins hold bought biscuits, how these women would have scorned them, or none at all.


  When Laurel got home from the restaurant Oscar wasn’t there. She wasn’t expecting him, he’d be out with his friends, clubbing on the money she’d given him, or maybe at somebody’s house endlessly at their computers. There was a package from his father, it was the size and shape of a watch. She decided to make a birthday cake on Sunday, Oscar could ask some friends around or just the two of them could celebrate, she’d make the flourless chocolate cake, he liked that, especially with classy couverture chocolate melted and poured over it to make a crisp coating.


  It was half past two when there was knocking on the door. The first rap of the knocker woke her, though she didn’t know what it was, sitting up in bed with the terror of the lost sound echoing in her head, until it came again, and she knew what it meant. As though the hollow thud of the knocker against the door carried the news. It was the police. Her son, they said, with all the gentleness they could muster, was dead. An overdose. Heroin.


  Can I make you a cup of tea, asked the policewoman.


  Oscar hadn’t bought computer gear with his birthday money, he’d bought heroin. He and Hamish and Raoul had gone back to Hamish’s house. Raoul had said he didn’t want any and gone home. Chad had come back and found Oscar in the bathroom, not breathing, and Hamish in the lounge room, unconscious. Hamish was still in a coma, it wasn’t known if he’d wake or what damage was done.


  I think I should make some tea, said the policewoman. Laurel was sitting stiff and still, not crying, asking slow questions in a soft flat voice.


  Was it an overdose? she said. Oh, she said, you told me. I mean … she shook her head.


  Deliberate, do you mean.


  She shook her head again.


  It has all the marks of a suicide pact.


  Suicide? You think suicide?


  That’s a question we should ask you, said the policeman.


  Today … yesterday … was his birthday. He was twenty-one.


  I’m sorry.


  I do not think he would have killed himself, said Laurel. He had everything to live for.


  I wanted to give him a watch, said Laurel. Or even a silver paperknife. And he bought himself heroin. But not for death. I do not believe it was for death.


  She remembers Dr Glancy. A dazzling boy.


  Is there somewhere you can go, asked the policeman. A friend who can come and stay?


  I’m quite all right, said Laurel. I am used to being on my own.


  I should ask, said the policeman, was he in the habit of taking drugs?


  I don’t think so, said Laurel. She knew Oscar had a marijuana plant, just one, in a pot in the garden. And he had taken things in the past, but she felt sure he didn’t now. I’m sure he didn’t do heroin, she said.


  The parents are always the last to know, said the policewoman as they walked down the drive.


  They believe what they want to believe, said the policeman.


  The kid that found them, Chad Shenstone, that ghastly cute blond kid, isn’t he doing community service? Those fuckwits stealing canisters of nitrous oxide?


  Yeah? Is that the mob of them that hang out round the lake, with the baseball bat, bashing people?


  Allegedly. There’s a daddy who always gets them off.


  Not this time. Nobody will talk young Oscar out of this.


  I think it’s the kid brothers who are into bashing. Not Oscar and his friends. Nitrousing out, yeah, but not bashing. I don’t think.



  Raoul had gone home, but then come back to Hamish’s place and found Chad and the police trying to find Chad’s parents, and Oscar and Hamish already taken away in ambulances. The police questioned Raoul, who at first was incoherent with grief. What about Hamish, he kept asking, is he going to be all right? Who knows, they said. Maybe you should say some prayers. Yes, I will, said Raoul, and they looked at one another.


  Was it a suicide pact, asked the policewoman.


  No, of course not. They wouldn’t have done that.


  Why not?


  They loved life. They lived it. Oscar always said he would suck life like an orange, and when it was dry there would always be another one.


  Pity there wasn’t.


  Raoul wept. The tears ran down his cheeks, and dropped on to the front of his shirt which was made of some stiffish glossy material. The tears didn’t soak in but slid down it like raindrops on glass. If you’d known them, you’d know … the heroin was an adventure, it was an experience, it was a portal that was going to open up into some new amazing place. It was special. Oscar said it was his birthday and this was a key to a door, he was going to unlock it and go in.


  Why didn’t you go too?


  I should’ve done. Why didn’t I. I just … wimped out, I suppose. He bent his head and his floppy black hair fell over his face. Well, I promised my mother I wouldn’t.


  Was Oscar in the habit of using heroin, unlocking this door?


  No, said Raoul. I’m telling you, it was this particular occasion. It was a rite of passage, he said. They were explorers. Can’t you understand? Raoul was frantic. A voyage of discovery! He wasn’t afraid of getting addicted.


  Well, he was right there.


  Raoul wept still, the tears pearling on the front of his shirt.


  And right about the door opening, too, you’d have to say. And him going right through it to the next life. Just a pity it slammed shut behind him. Wonder what he thinks of it. If of course there is a next life. He’ll know about that now. Or not.


  You shouldn’t talk about him like that. Oscar was a genius. He and Hamish, they were philosophers.


  Do you think we like finding you stupid kids dead, said the policeman.


  It became clear that Raoul and Laurel were right. Oscar would have had no intention of killing himself. The heroin had been particularly pure. The most dangerous kind; had it been even crudely or badly cut he’d have had more chance of surviving. There are no quality controls with heroin, the policewoman said. The whole thing is so approximate, said the doctor who did the postmortem. If only they knew. What kills one simply makes another high, or sends him into a coma and his brain is never the same again.


  Which is what happened to Hamish. He woke up, but his memory was ruined, and he was not the sharp bright boy he had been.



  Gwyneth said to Clovis, Is it difficult to go to a funeral?


  Well, I suppose it depends on how sorrowful you feel about the deceased.


  No, I mean, can anybody go. Do you have to do anything special?


  I thought you’d been to your stepfather’s.


  I was supposed to. I ran away, remember.


  It’s just like church. The Way the Truth and the Light lantern.


  That was Sunday School. I didn’t go much. Wayne, he wasn’t the stepfather before Daryl, the one before that, he thought we should go. He said he was an atheist but we should go to Sunday School so we would know about God and could have a choice. Be atheists or God-botherers or just sit on the fence.


  I see.


  Mind you, I reckon it was just so he could have it off with my mum on Sunday mornings with us kids out of the way.


  And did you make a choice?


  Nah. Never went long enough, probably. I remember Jesus with the lantern though, and the words under it, and I thought he had a lovely face, kind, but then I thought if you had him for a stepfather he’d probably just bash you up like all the others. His nice face would fall to pieces and he’d hit you.


  Did they all bash you up?


  Oh, yeah. You’re always getting up their nostrils for some reason or other. You could try not being there but that got on their wick too. No-win situation all round. Anyway, this funeral …


  Whose?


  This guy Oscar, his mum works at the restaurant. He died.


  Heroin. Too pure, they reckon. Not a good look.


  You knew him?


  I saw him round.


  Not …


  Not one of that gang, no way.


  Not one of the baseball bat guys?


  Well, no, not really. He hangs round with the big brother of one. No, they aren’t into violence. They just nitrous out and get on those computer chat rooms, pretty boring, you’re always typing. They call themselves philosophers.


  Good grief. Clovis hasn’t imagined Gwyneth having friends, getting round with people her own age. He’s been aware of her not being about quite often, but thought that was owing to moods and those probably to do with chemicals and their imbalances and presences or absences. He looks at her, thinks of her having this secret life he doesn’t know about. But then everybody has a secret life, he decides, that’s what’s wrong with being in gaol, or certain marriages, no secret life. But even in gaol you can have a secret life in your mind.


  He says, Do you want me to come to the funeral with you?


  If you like, says Gwyneth, and he knows she would like him to.


  Lucky I’ve got my suit, he says.


  It’s a bit crumpled, though he folded it neatly inside a plastic bag and stashed it in the place he keeps his few belongings, behind a padlocked door that leads under one of the library’s terraces. The door appears to be padlocked but he has worked away at the eye of the bolt so that it detaches. Nobody else ever seems to use it.


  And my silver dress, says Gwyneth.


  Where will it be?


  Oh. I dunno.


  And when, says Clovis.



  Laurel had intended to keep on going to work. What else was there to do? She was not ill, or incapacitated, there was nothing in particular to do, Oscar had very little life to bring to a close, the funeral would be taken care of by the firm she chose out of the yellow pages for no reason at all, work was somewhere she might as well go. But Flora took one look at her and sent her home, and her sister arrived from Wagga and kept her there. Flora gave Joe the job, just for the days Laurel was away. The waiters were prepared to be miffed by this, but Flora took them aside and said they had skills she couldn’t afford to lose, she needed them doing their own jobs, especially Martin, who might have expected to replace Laurel; she told him his waiting was irreplaceable. This was probably true, and it saved their faces. She was interested to observe Joe in the front-of-house role. He was grave and charming, rather formal and perhaps too careful, but then you couldn’t expect him suddenly to have Laurel’s ease of manner. He surprised people because he looked such a child, but that was amusing. Being greeted by him made a good start to the meal. He remembered the right things, like where people’s bookings were. For the week that Laurel was away Flora paid him not quite the same salary, but nearly.


  You are giving him ideas above his station, said Jerome.


  Oh you are so cruel. He can’t stay a dishwasher forever.


  Joe said, shyly, to Flora: You see, I think I am my grandfather’s grandson.



  The newspapers made good stories out of Oscar’s death. There were pictures of him, he was photogenic as well as beautiful, and accounts of his past exploits, the old tales of closing down the taxation office for several days were run through again, though they did say he had never been charged and was a reformed character. But they did play with the titillation of so handsome, so bad, so clever, so naughty. They used headlines like Dangerous Glamour of IT Underworld. They made much of his genius, and gave sentimental accounts of the brilliant young man keen to have a career in computing but betrayed by his hacker past. He may be totally reformed, said a consultant from FingertipIT, but would you take the risk? Once a computer vandal always a computer vandal, that’s what I’d be afraid of. A man from an anti-virus company said, I’d have liked to give him a job but I couldn’t afford to, you have to be squeaky clean in this business, how would I know he had the antivirus mentality? A teacher from his old school said the creation of viruses was like a virus itself, like HIV, once you got the bug you were infected, you never really got cured. His friend Raoul said yes of course he kept on making viruses, just because he could, it was a great exercise, but no he didn’t release any of them, they were private.


  Everybody agreed it was a tragedy, the hacking and the death.


  A professor of computing wrote to the newspapers complaining of the lionising of crackers and hackers. He said that computer viruses were digital bombs and just as dangerous as plastic ones. That they were to legitimate computer programming what pipe bombs were to real science. At best, he said, such people are destructive hooligans, at worst dangerous terrorists, and the fact that they are very clever only increases their culpability.


  Laurel’s sister Jane from Wagga censored the newspapers before she let Laurel see them. The angry professor’s letter she destroyed and also the interviews with men who wouldn’t consider giving him a job ever. But she showed her the ones praising his genius and regretting the tragedy of his early death. She stuck them in a scrapbook so Laurel would always have them.
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  When Oscar died of the heroin overdose I think Laurel was in an odd way relieved, because the worst had happened, she didn’t have to worry any more, fearing it, avoiding it, escaping it, trying to send its evil chance somewhere else. She just had to bear it.


  Bear it, I say, as though that were easy, yet it is in a way compared with preventing. I remembered him that last night, coming into the restaurant, his birthday, the way I saw him as radiant.


  Oscar the observed. I realised I didn’t ever speak to him, I just observed him. Considered him. Admired him. Spoke to his mother about him. Oscar, the dazzling boy to be contemplated. With rage sometimes. Oscar, the image of Icarus, the overweening son, the boy who will fly too close to the sun, and no warning will prevent him. And once that is accomplished, the exhausted relief: I can warn him no more. I remembered the way his mother smiled at him, with delight, indeed, but with apprehension too. With fear.


  Now, this day of his funeral, she was full of grief, no doubt of that. Her eyes were huge with it, and her mouth trembled. But the apprehension had gone, she was calm. She knew he had made that fiery plunge into the quenching sea. He was beyond her saving, now she had only herself to worry about, and I saw in her elegant responses to the rather jostling comfort of friends that she would manage that. I found this calm more heartbreaking than rage.


  Don’t get me wrong. I don’t fancy boys. My tastes don’t lie that way. Whatever my erstwhile companions of the cloth may get up to. Though I do perceive that it is not a vice the Franciscans are given to. Christian Brothers, now, or parish priests. But with Oscar I could understand the ancient Greek delight in the beauty of young men, I understood how he would be desired, chastely or not, for contemplation or for ravishing.


  The funeral was in a new building, plain and bright, it called itself a church but it was really just a hall. There were a lot of young people there, leaning their heads together, putting their arms around one another, gently wiping the tears from one another’s cheeks. In fact there were a lot of people altogether, a number I recognised from the restaurant: Godblot, minus current squeeze, Todhunter, Marilyn Ferucci, people who had come not because they knew Oscar but out of respect for Laurel. I have often noticed the quickness with which people will go to funerals; a small acquaintance with the deceased or the bereaved and there they are, suitably clothed and mannered, as though somehow their spirits are starved for the rituals of the community and the tribe. How else to understand the alacrity with which they attend on grief? The lawyer father of that little creep Julian was there, Flora clutched my arm as though she’d seen the devil in an Italian suit, and a painted blonde woman with a bombastic husband, I’d seen them in court too, they were the parents of the boy Costello who drove the cut-down Volkswagen. She held her hulk of a son’s arm as though he were a trophy, and I reckon there was something threatening in the way her diamonds flashed. A warning. Keep off. I gather the husband did some trading in Thailand, of which the diamonds were a by-product.


  I don’t think the kids who were there realised it, but their parents were aware, however atavistically. The death of a child has something of a sacrifice about it, unexpected, untimely, grief-making, yes, all that, but there’s a sense of appeasement in it; maybe this will satisfy the gods, for now. Maybe our child will be safe. This may simply be the subconscious computation of luck, lightning not striking twice kind of thing, but I think there is something more primitive than that.


  There was a band playing, a group of four, more young people, softly they played but no music I recognised, mournful, tuneless: guitars, double bass, keyboard. The officiating clergyman was not young, he had a cheerful air that seemed to bristle forth from a large and curiously old-fashioned red moustache, and he did not appear to see the knots he tied himself in, endeavouring to recognise the tragedy of this young death at the same time as proclaiming the young life as a source of celebration, and all without much mention of God or an afterlife. I wondered if he was what used to be called a muscular Christian. He clearly knew Laurel, and I supposed this to be her church, and he knew a lot about Oscar; at least he didn’t get his name wrong.


  But the kids were astonishing.


  We were each given a booklet. Its cover was some handsome gold foil-like material, printed with an image of Oscar that shimmered. The photograph was smiling slightly and the shimmering gave the smile a shifting enigmatic quality. Inside were endpapers marbled in shades of yellow, and the pages were heavy cream linen paper with deckle edges. There was a biography of Oscar, with more photographs, an order of service, several hymns, a number of poems, some rather secular prayers, and various tributes from friends. It was quite a gorgeous little production, the work of Raoul, who had also organised the ceremony.


  One of the poems was some verses from ‘The Hollow Men’, T.S. Eliot, I mean, read by a vibrant young woman called Phoebe, with black spiky hair and red lips. Read very well, the repeated line, Falls the shadow, having a shivery power. Another young woman, a pale girl called Katharine, with a deep voice, read her own poem on the lad’s death, not evidently quite in the league of ‘The Hollow Men’ but very strong, in its simple admiration for Oscar as friend, artist, genius, a man of dreams and desires now snatched away, as his existence is snatched away.


  

  He is gone through the portal

  And we are left

  Shivering, alone

  Bereft.

  His is the glory, now.



  Tears ran down her cheeks as she read; another girl went up and stood beside her and held her, waited in silence till the last words died, then led her away. A boy called Matthew with a high pure voice sang ‘Ave Maria’, which made the tears start from my eyes. A statuesque girl in a red feather boa and a tiara read a litany of Oscar’s achievements. An older man who had taught him spoke in more measured but still glowing terms. All this is in the book before me, this elegant labour of love and loss. I had not imagined Oscar so beloved, so revered. Maybe they had not, until now. Their theme was his brilliance, his intellectual and creative powers, his love of life and his generosity in sharing this. A young man called Hanif told how he helped his friends learn self-love and self-control.


  Funny what death does, muttered a man beside me, dressed in a three-piece pinstriped suit. It’s certainly handed out rose–coloured spectacles to this lot.


  And without being specific, all the young people made it clear that the taking of heroin was not an act of suicide. That it was a bold attempt to know more. The portal idea kept recurring.


  Finally Raoul stood up. Oscar was a philosopher prince, he said. He was a man who would have been at home in the days of the Renaissance. He towered over his time, his intellect went beyond petty rules. Raoul talked about Oscar’s beliefs in the idea of Pangaea, an ancient hypothetical precursor of Gondwanaland and Laurasia, a mythical place where transcendence would be possible, a world of bodiless consciousness where the soul could communicate with other consciousnesses without the burden of ego … he finished by saying, Oscar died with a smile on his face. I think he found Pangaea.


  I did not want to agree with the pinstripe man; I was for believing in Oscar, his genius, his Pangaea. While these bright children invoked them for me, anyway.


  At the end the sweet-voiced Matthew sang a song called ‘Love Holds Me Yet’, with the band playing a melancholy muted accompaniment. My eyes were burning with tears, my chest clamorous with emotion. Beside me Flora wiped her eyes with her fingers and sniffed her breath in deep sighs. Hostages to fortune, she murmured in my ear, I can’t bear it. The pinstripe man muttered, They didn’t see the mess on my bathroom floor. This made me suppose him to be the father of Hamish, who wasn’t out of hospital yet.


  I think this is quite brilliant, I said.


  Oh, brilliant, said the man. A waste of time. They all are. Fucking dopeheads. Nitrousing out into philosophy – it’s just gibberish, you know.


  In the file past at the door I kissed Laurel’s soft dry cheek. A dazzling boy, I said. You’ve lost him, but you had him.


  She laughed, a little throaty sobbing sound. Oh, I don’t think I ever had him.


  There was a man standing beside her in a brown suit that he did not seem to be in the habit of wearing – I see I am reading this funeral by its suits – whose face showed him to be Oscar’s father, with the ruins of a similar beauty. They stood together, their shoulders touching, but withdrawn. You could see that this would be the end for them. They were already parted so far, with Oscar the only connection. Not enough, but a connection, and this the last fraying thread of it. On Laurel’s side stood an older woman, very like her but rather square: the sister from Wagga.


  As we left the church we were given each a lighted candle; little eddies of wind in the passage sent drops of hot wax on to our hands. There was a bell tolling a single note. We stuck the candles in the earth of the gardens, little flames burning bright and even more evanescent than the flowers around them.


  There were cups of tea out of urns, and plates of sandwiches and solid cakes, lamingtons and Anzac biscuits and sausage rolls and asparagus rolls, set out on trestle tables covered with butcher’s paper. A church tea. The young didn’t pay much attention but the oldies were in for their cuppas.


  I was surprised to see Clovis there, and Gwyneth. She was looking with bright sharp eyes all about her. Clovis said: The old should not have to bury the young.


  It’s not the contract, I said. Our parents, and some of us our partners, we agree to bury them, but not our children.


  There are no contracts, said Flora. No bargains. That would imply rules.


  It seemed that he wanted too much, I said. All that portal stuff.


  How can you want too much, cried Gwyneth. You have to want things, he was lucky he could. He couldn’t help the heroin not being cut.


  There’s punishment for the wrong kind of wanting, said Flora. Or maybe it’s wanting the wrong kinds of thing. You aren’t allowed.


  I said we should all go and have a drink; there must be a pub nearby. We need a wake for Oscar, I said.


  They will have one, said Flora, gesturing at all the young people with their shining tear-stained faces, their soft lips and luminous eyes, their entwining arms. They looked painfully beautiful.


  They’re already drunk on grief, said Clovis.


  There will be other substances, said Flora.


  She wouldn’t have a drink. I offered Clovis and Gwyneth a lift back, but she said they were okay.


  It was wrong, I think. There should be a wake after a funeral, a real one, with the liberating potations of alcohol, so we can let grief go. We should not make bearing too hard for ourselves. Flora was morose, keen to get back to work, we had another of our arguments, silly little sizzling spats they were, but they filled me with gloom and foreboding. You work too hard, I said to Flora. My work is what I am, she replied.


  Even when all the emotion of the funeral leaked away I was inclined to believe that Oscar’s overdose was accidental. I wanted to, because it would mean that his hacking into my computers had nothing to do with it. That the events were coincidental. It didn’t mean he hadn’t done it, I just hoped he hadn’t. The ache of grief in my chest, for the waste of his young life, for his mother’s sorrow, I wanted to feel that quite purely, not have to worry about any neverthelesses. I almost hoped the hacking would happen again and then I could be sure it wasn’t him. Well, of course I didn’t, but I did hope we would find out who it was. So the dazzling boy would be touched only by hubris, not by crime.
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  We should have had that drink, said Clovis to Jerome the day after Oscar’s funeral. Do you know why Gwyneth refused your offer of a lift home? We’d gone in a taxi and she wanted to come back in one. She’s a girl of simple pleasures, is Gwyneth.


  The air had a spring coolness in it, while the sun was hot. The kind of weather that makes people say it’s too good to stay inside. Clovis and Jerome were walking along the lake, which was as blue as it ever gets. The colour of slate, with faint metallic sparkles.


  I still feel gloomy, said Clovis. Never set eyes on the lad, but still. I guess I keep thinking, we should not have to bury our children.


  He seems to have been a brilliant boy. Of course he was a hacker, and I find that hard to forgive, but you wouldn’t want it punished by death.


  He really was as clever as all that?


  I think so, yes, his hacking was genius. Not sure about his, what would you call it, his metaphysics.


  The portal stuff? It’s all that Internet business, isn’t it. Means young people can think they know everything there is to know, but there’s no strictness in it, no sense somehow.


  Exactly, said Jerome. All that grazing. Give me a book any day. I mean, to educate the young.


  I want to ask you, said Clovis, the temptations of Christ. You know, where the devil takes him up on to a high mountain …


  And shows him all the kingdoms of the world in a moment in time?


  That’d be it. What are they?


  Well, there’s turning stones into bread – Christ’s hungry, he’s been fasting for forty days. But he says, Man shall not live by bread alone. Meaning, of course, he won’t do it.


  I see. And?


  The second is that he should cast himself down, and be saved by angels. That would be tempting God, you’re not supposed to do that.


  Always supposing God allowed himself to be tempted. Doesn’t have a good record. People jumping off high buildings – when did he ever save them?


  I suppose the idea is that he would save his only begotten son …


  He might have let him crash down to the rocks below. We don’t know. It is the devil’s offer, not God’s.


  You’ve got a positively medieval habit of disputation.


  Angels dancing on a pin?


  Nobody ever said that. It’s a furphy.


  That’s a pity, rather. And the third temptation?


  The third is being shown all the kingdoms of the world, and the glory of them. Christ can be master of all of them if he worships the devil. Why do you ask?


  I was thinking of Oscar. Of Flora. You. Me. Clovis was staring at the lake, his eyes squinting.


  You think we’re all tempted? All falling into temptation?


  It’s the World, the Flesh and the Devil, isn’t it, those temptations. I tried to get the World, you could say I took the devil’s route …


  So, what went wrong?


  Surely the point is, the devil. He never keeps his bargains, he always cheats. You never get what he promises.


  And you think Flora is trying to turn stones into bread?


  Clovis is silent.


  And what about Oscar?


  I was thinking about Faustian temptations. The portal … believing there was some way of entering … everything would open out, everything would be clear … and instead it’s the end, the finish, the cutting off. Like a solid portcullis coming down, and him crushed by it. The devil at his cheating ways.


  Do you believe in the devil?


  I think he’s a good story, that makes sense of a whole lot of things. He doesn’t have to be a literal creature with horns and goat’s feet and a long pointy tail.


  It was my namesake who called him Lucifer, son of the morning, the brightest angel in heaven before he fell. And the most beloved.


  His sin was pride, too, wasn’t it? Wanting to supplant God.


  They walk in silence for a moment. Jerome breaks it. The World, the Flesh and the Devil … So where does that leave me?


  Clovis shrugs. It’s not really my business …


  The World, says Jerome. What about the Word?


  Isn’t the Word God? In the beginning …


  Jesus, Clovis, I thought I was leaving all this behind with the Franciscans.


  Really?


  I suppose not.


  They turn back along the lake. The late afternoon light is hazy and yellow, long shadows fall across the ground. A number of the staff from The Point have come out on to its terrace and are sprawled on the ground, the cooks in their check trousers and white jackets, the waiters in black trousers. Flora feeds them, though strictly speaking given her hours she doesn’t have to, but she thinks they should eat the restaurant’s food, develop a critical familiarity with it, so she says, and that is important, but she’s kind too. Most of them are lazily smoking, their heads tipped back to the sun. The smoke drifts in the still air. The windows are opaque, the building lightless.


  The world is always with us, says Clovis.


  Why do young people in the cooking business smoke so much, asks Jerome. You’d think it would ruin their palates.


  There’s something rather archaic about it, isn’t there. The smoke drifting, the languid gestures … it’s another era, when smoking was a glamorous act.


  Maybe for them it still is.


  The young taking no notice again.


  When they get close to The Point Jerome says, Hang on, and goes in, coming out some minutes later with an opened bottle of red wine and two glasses. Here’s that drink, he says.


  They sit in the ferry pavilion, where no ferry ever stops. Across the slope of grass, partly hidden by bushes, are Gwyneth and Joe, their heads close together, talking.


  There, says Clovis, there’s an innocent person.


  Gwyneth? Untempted?


  Not untempted. And fallen, in certain ways. But not in the way of those terrible temptations. They’re all intellectual, aren’t they, they’re all about usurping the role of God. Whereas Gwyneth does her bit to get by in a world that has been viciously cruel to her. She sells her body, but not her soul.


  Is this what you do with yourself? The big questions?


  I don’t have any books, you see. Clovis smiles apologetically.


  I have to get by with what’s in my brain. It’s pretty basic.


  Or, maybe you should say, archetypal.


  Jerome gets up to go before the bottle is finished. Keep it, he says. Keep the glasses.


  Kate and Martin have left the group on the terrace and are walking along the lake, having a passionate conversation, not an argument, not at all, they may not be entirely in agreement but they are very pleased with themselves. They do not see Clovis until they are almost upon him. Hello, they say, and turn back, still talking volubly. We’ll have … and what about … and we must … oh no, not … he imagines they are planning their own restaurant, that they will have, one day.


  The sun is setting, there are bands of orange and pink light over the hills, striped with shreds of indigo cloud. The lake at his feet is pale grey and very quiet, curled like a cat sleeping with one eye open.


  Wine, says Gwyneth.


  Good grief, says Clovis. It’s like Piccadilly Circus round here.


  Have some. There’s another glass, which you can wash if you are fussy.


  I’ve never been to the circus, says Gwyneth. Those trapeze artists, flying through the air, I’d love to see them. I mean you get them in films, but it’s not the real thing. Not like in the flesh. Do they ever fall? They do in films, but in real life?


  He doesn’t tell her that Piccadilly Circus is a place, just a big roundabout with a great many cars. He recites:


  

  They fly through the air with the greatest of ease,

  Those daring young men on the flying trapeze.



  What’s that?


  Dunno. Just some of the baggage in my head.


  Joe’s doing Laurel’s job.


  Yeah?


  I saw him, last night. Through the windows. And he told me about it today. He likes it.


  I suppose it’s better than washing dishes.


  It’s his ambition, he says.


  You’re still looking through the windows?


  Yeah, all the time. Now I’ve been inside and had a look. I watch what’s going on. Maybe I’ll be a waitress one day.


  Gwyneth is wearing a dark-red ribbed jumper, close fitting, with a high neck. Clovis admires it, tells her it makes her look pretty. She smiles. He wonders where it came from. He tells himself it is none of his business. But he knows he’s started worrying about Gwyneth. She seems happier these days, he seems to be more upset by the rape than she is, she appears to regard it rather pragmatically, like an occupational hazard. And she’s somehow less scatty in her head.



  Jerome dined quite early that night. He was eating his main course, a roasted saddle of rabbit, tender and almost creamy, with a puree of potato and celeriac and some sort of primitive young asparagus, tied into bundles with threads of prosciutto, when Anabel and Nigel came into the restaurant. He heard her booming voice say, Come to try some of m’vegetables, and turned to see Joe bowing in his courtly manner and gesturing to be followed to the table reserved. But Anabel had seen Jerome.


  Well, I’ll be buggered, she said, there’s Jerome. And eating my sparrowgrass, what’s more. How are you, my dear? That sparrowgrass is good stuff, hey?


  Anabel was wearing a splendid purple garment, a species of caftan, with floating chiffon panels in different shades of the purple colour. Its neck was cut quite low so her extraordinary creamy flesh and the swell of her abundant breasts were offered for admiration, and she wore jewellery consisting of enormous chunks of milky amber set in intricate loops and lumps of silver. Her black hair hung in long curls. She looked magnificent, barbaric, hieratic. Jerome hadn’t talked to her since acrimoniously she left him – no, his was the acrimony, she had gone with he thought a vulgar stupid misprising of what love was, but also with a careless sort of taking-and-leaving indifferent good humour that had enraged him. Growing vegetables clearly suited her. He could see she was happy, in herself and with herself, in ways that she had never been with him. She wasn’t an earth mother, she was an earth goddess.


  Can we sit with you a minute and have a drink. Anabel’s same old questions-that-weren’t. You haven’t met Nigel, have you. This is Jerome, that I used to be married to. I’m looking forward to this, they reckon Flora’s food is fucking amazing. You had it before?


  He was trying to work out a way of telling her about Flora – calling her my partner didn’t seem right – when she came out of the kitchen and kissed them chastely on the cheeks and put her arm in Jerome’s. He’s never not here, she said, looking up at him fondly, and he kissed her fuzzy sweet-scented head. Ah, like that is it, said Anabel, and heaved across a chair to sit down at Jerome’s table. We won’t stay, just have a drink, she told Joe, who was hovering. Champagne, said Jerome to Joe.


  I hear about you from time to time, she said to Jerome. If our business gets any grander we might have to come and see you. Not if I have my way though. I mean, you don’t want to get too grand, stay the right size and do it yourself is my motto. Big enough is big enough.


  You married, she asked him. No? We are. No kids but. Baby vegies. That’s enough for us. She took Nigel’s hand and kissed his mouth. He gazed adoringly at her.


  Jerome was glad when they moved to their own table. There was a turbulence in the air about them. Anabel had done all the talking, he hadn’t needed to say anything, just as well, he was in a turmoil of his own. Anabel, whom he’d done his best to forget, Anabel who’d broken his heart … maybe this gorgeous woman will exorcise her cruel young self for good and all, in ways that his attempts at forgetting her never had. Instead he could remember her as she was now, barbaric, splendid, comical. Anabel, comical. She didn’t seem to recollect the him she’d so despised.


  When he’d finished eating Jerome stayed in the restaurant, sitting in one of the elegant thirties chairs in the bar, drinking red wine and waiting for Flora to finish. Anabel kissed him goodbye when she left, on his mouth, with friendly energy, inviting him to come to Pialligo and look at the vegies, they weren’t open to the public but they’d let him in.


  Get Flora to bring you, said Nigel, his arm proudly buried in Anabel’s flowing purple silks, giving him a stare which Jerome decided was a mixture of pitying and cat that’s got the cream.


  Thank you, he said, sure that he wouldn’t.


  Flora came out, the rather wan tired but triumphant waif she always was at the end of a night’s work, who made his heart tremble and his arms ache to hold her, bringing her glass of white wine, sitting, since all the customers had gone, sideways on his lap with her arms around his neck, he could feel her firm round bottom pressing on his thighs, and him stiffening against her, so that Flora looked into his eyes and smiled secretly at him.


  I didn’t know that you knew Anabel, she said.


  Jerome took a deep breath.


  They’re a funny pair, said Flora, she’s so bossy and loud and full of energy – you should see her windsurfing – and he’s so sort of mild. His role seems to be to adore. Be bedazzled and besotted. Funny marriage. But I suppose all marriages are.


  Very funny. Flora … let me tell you …


  So Jerome told her that once he had been married to Anabel. My first marriage, you know, my marriage, he said, it was to her.


  Flora frowned. Anabel, she said. She pushed herself up off his lap and paced across the room. Anabel? She laughed. My god. She looked across at Jerome. I wouldn’t have thought she’d be your type.


  I suppose that’s why I’m not still married to her.


  Flora drank her glass of wine, poured more in. Jerome said, You knew I had been married. What did you imagine?


  Not Anabel, said Flora.


  He felt a small shift in their relationship, as though something had suddenly changed. For a moment he was angry, he thought, this is part of my life and I am not ashamed of it. He ought to be able to remember Anabel’s beauty and the pleasure they took in one another, the choice he had made to marry her, without this wondering repetition of her name. For a moment he thought, Flora can make me suffer, but do I ever hurt her? He wondered if he’d like her to feel some of the misery she caused him. But he wanted her to be happy.


  Shall we go home, he said.


  In a moment. Flora looked at him. Where’s home?


  37


  [image: 9781741152111txt_0321_001]


  Flora was in a panic about the Slow Food dinner which was only a fortnight away. The panic was like a sickness that made her gasp and need to take deep breaths. She had decided pretty much what to serve, when she looked at the menu and imagined the food it was quite superb. But not perfect: there was something missing. It needed something, she couldn’t tell what. Some small masterpiece to pull it all together.


  She’d stayed back after everybody had gone from the restaurant. Jerome hadn’t wanted her to, he said she was tired and she’d make her missing link much more deftly if she had a good night’s sleep. He called her Morgan le Fay again which she thought he’d given up and she lost her temper and said things. He’d been quite mild and she’d got enraged.


  Your words, she shouted, you’re all words. They’re like silk scarves in gaudy colours all knotted together. You the magician you pull them out of your sleeve oh so pretty but what do they mean? Fragments, strings, scraps, just words. Pretty technicolour words. All a trick.


  Look at you, he said. Just words, you say! Gaudy silk scarves! What a metaphor. Who’s a pot calling a kettle black? None of that round here, of course, we’re all polished copper. Jerome made the mistake of laughing at this joke.


  They were in the kitchen. She hefted one of the great copper pots and looked like throwing it at him, but he stayed her arm. Would she have thrown it? She went back to shouting at him. Words stand for. They mean. Yours don’t.


  I don’t think that’s true …


  Examine yourself. You’re so full of yourself! See how you are.


  Me, full of myself! When you’re the most full of herself uptight stuffed with crap proud woman I’ve ever had the misfortune to set eyes on. He was still holding her arm with the copper pot, although the pot itself was resting on the bench. He pinched and shook her skinny muscles. Just think for once, with something else but this mad obsession of yours. You’re so distorted by it, it twists your view of everything.


  Me! Mad obsession! That’s rich. Coming from you. Hunched over a bloody computer after who knows what. The meaning of knowledge. What the fuck’s that?


  At least I’m something more than a short-order cook, filling the bellies of a bunch of the undeserving rich.


  So it went, unforgivable things were said, things that neither believed but could not believe the other would say. Jerome left at the height of his rage. I’ll see you when I see you, he said. And Flora screamed after him, Never will be too soon!


  He went along the lake before turning up the road by the art gallery. He walked blindly along, battered with the misery of the fight. The night was quite cold, in a pleasant way, spring cold coming into summer, not winter cold, his hot face liked the freshness of the air and he could feel it cooling his anger. His swollen brain was soothed by its soft touch, as though a cool fond hand was smoothing his brow. Does either of us mean these things, he wondered, surely we don’t. If we do there’s no hope for us. They’d had a lot of tiffs lately. Tiffs. Full blown arguments. Did that mean love had died? Or was it another phase of it, this miserable impotent bashing at one another, each trying to change the other into the ideal beloved? He thought, maybe we are no good for each other, maybe we should part, make Flora’s never come true, but that thought pierced his chest with such a sharp pain that he did not think it could have any value in it. By the time he got to his house he was thinking that perhaps he had been unkind, that Flora was overwhelmed by this blasted Slow Food dinner, mad obsession he had said her food was and this dinner was only one manifestation of it, he did not think he was anywhere near as obsessed as she was, it was just simply interest on his part, needing busyness, his desire to know, a human trait of a quite normal kind, yes it was certainly strong in him but nothing like her obsession with her perfect dishes, and he should have understood that, when she said that silly thing about his words and coloured scarves out of a magician’s pocket he should just have smiled and let it pass, said, Yes, my love, but come to bed before too long, I do so miss you. But that might have enraged her too, the idea that all he could think of was her hurrying to bed when she had so much to do. But he should have tried to be kind, he could see that.


  The moon had come out and was shining on his house, whitening the pale stucco that surrounded the dark cave of the porch. A fine example of early Canberra architecture which he usually paid attention to, but not now. He was tired, he was ready to go to bed, the argument had exhausted him, he wouldn’t be able to do any work tonight. He wondered how Flora would manage, she must be even more tired, but he knew she would push doggedly on.


  The automatic light came on, dispelling the colourless silvery brightness of the moonlight, transforming the dark cave of the porch into a welcoming warm entrance. The indigo-coloured petunias in pots glowed velvety dark in the yellow light, the panel of blue and yellow Spanish tiles was as mysterious as ever. He let himself in and tapped in the code to turn off the burglar alarm. He stood in the hall, listening to the imperfect silence of the house. Then he turned the alarm on again, put the keys back in his pocket and took the path back to the lake. He would go and make sure she was all right, he’d walk back and see if he could get her to come home with him. He was still tired, but firmly walking didn’t make him any more so, there was a calm and relaxed quality in it, and there was the good feeling of going back to look after Flora. Not just good, necessary. And when he got there he could take her thin strong violent beloved body in his arms, and all would be well.


  Flora washed her burning face under the tap, splashed cold water over the soft fuzz of her head to cool her brain which was hot and tight and felt like bursting. Be calm, she said to herself. It was dreadfully hot in the kitchen, or was it just her, she could feel a tide of heat surging and rising through her body. Surely it couldn’t be a hot flush? There was no way she could be menopausal yet. Though it did happen unnaturally early to some people. Maybe that would solve some problems. But choosing not to have children wasn’t the same as being past it. Being fertile wasn’t a matter of doing; it was being that was important.


  She opened the window, and breaths of the cool night air wafted in. With them came the mimosa scent of the catkins on the willow sculpture. How beautiful the sculpture was, to look at and to smell, it was her doing, she had made it happen, and she could stand at her kitchen window breathing in the sweetness of its presence and its making. She felt calm, now. She took up the menu as she had worked it out so far. The carp would be okay, she was making that into a hot mousse, not so light as a soufflé, though she still needed to do some work on the sauce, she fancied it would need just a breath of chilli. And maybe some water chestnuts, for their crunchy texture and sweetness of flavour. It needed to be quite robust, carp being a robust fish. She sat on a stool at the bench, thinking, her mind clear but vague, enfolding the idea of carp, and a fish fumet, a faint hint of chilli, water chestnuts. Creaminess? A buerre blanc? No, too rich. She gazed at the willow sculpture. The moon was out now, it was shining on the slope of grass, the looming shadow-slashed bulk of the library, drenching them with its light but blanching them of all their colour. The shadows were very black, the pattern of the screen across the ground dense and impenetrable. Moon-blanched: it was one of those phrases that are somehow too poetic, you can use them in the recesses of your mind but there is something faintly embarrassing about uttering them. You wouldn’t say moon-blanched to anyone. Well, maybe to Jerome, that was the good thing about him, you could say such things. Salsify: that was a thought. Famous for its faint flavour of oysters. What about a little puree of salsify? Or possibly a small rösti-like cake, julienne strips formed into a little patty, deep-fried, crisp. Water chestnuts, salsify, the denseness of the carp … her mind put the tastes and textures together, her tongue moved in her mouth, saliva formed. Salsify would be more interesting than fennel, less obvious. But was it maybe finishing? Slow Food vegies have to be in season. She considered. Salsify should be around and fresh well into spring, but will Anabel still have any?


  She was sitting in her mild ruminating daze, tasting the various versions of the dish with delicate probings of her tongue, her jaws gently moving as though she were rolling something around in her mouth, against her palate, her tongue, the roof of her mouth, nipping it with her teeth, finally letting it slide towards her throat and swallowing. Not chilli with the salsify, the delicate earthy oyster flavour demanded another edge of hotness. She imagined ginger. Or what about wasabi? There was no Eureka moment yet. She had not even got to the point where she would try the flavours with real ingredients.


  A swift dark movement in the corner of her eye startled her. Her heart jumped. She lost track of carp and chilli and salsify. It took a minute for her eyes to find what the movement was. A moth. A Bogong moth.


  Flora knows about Bogong moths. How they in their millions fly south to estivate in the Brindabellas. How their peanut-sized abdomens are full of delicious proteins and fat. Tasting like burnt almonds, nutty, sweet, brown. How the Aborigines cooked them, roasting them on hot stones, about a minute on each side. Sometimes using round river cobbles to grind the roasted moths into a paste to make moth cakes. Moth cakes. They sound as impossibly romantic as moon-blanched. Like something fairies would eat. This was the land of the moth hunters, once. The land of the moth hunters. The name has a mythical resonance, but there was nothing mythical about the people who stored Bogong fat in their sleek bodies to nourish them through harsh times.


  Several more moths have flown in. The new Parliament House has been found to draw enormous numbers of Bogong moths, its myriad lights on the hill pulling them in like magnets, when they perish in this lost way to their summer resting camps. Now Flora’s small bright lantern of The Point is calling to them.


  Several more fly in. She catches them as they blunder about in the shadowless space of the kitchen and puts them in a bowl covered with a cloth. Bogong moths. Roasted. Made into moth cakes. Tasting like burnt almonds. The food of the moth hunters. Simple, immemorial, vital.


  Yes.


  Jerome has arrived back at The Point. He sees her through her kitchen windows, among her dazzling surfaces of copper and steel. He sees her moving about. Sees her intense concentration. He realises he cannot disturb her. She is still working, she will be angry if he interrupts. He doesn’t want her even to see him, that will count as an interference. He wanders along the lake edge, turns, comes back. Walks around the restaurant. Stands on the point of land jutting into the lake. Looks back at the arched and glowing spaces of the dining room; all the lamps are still lit. Walks back. The willow screen smells sweetly of honey. He discerns a curled shape against the wall and realises it is Gwyneth, fast asleep. He is walking softly as a cat, he doesn’t disturb her.


  He watches Flora in her kitchen, watches her like a stranger, like a spectator at a play. He feels breathless with the concentration of it. It’s a bit creepy as well. This is Flora whom he loves, who gives him the familiar quivering feeling in the pit of his stomach, the lifting turning leap in his gut that he knows as love. Yet he is watching her with the cool gaze of a stranger. He watches the swift bare grace of her movements. Wonders what it is that she is doing, sees with puzzlement that she is collecting something, examining, putting them in a bowl. Realises when she scoops her hand in the air that it is moths flying in her open window that she is catching. Her pale-gold shimmering head like the droughty bloom of Monaro grasslands. Even hears her say, softly to herself, Moth cakes, as though she is eating the words.


  She comes to the front door and goes out into the garden in front of the restaurant. Jerome steps behind the screen. She searches a bit, bending over, squatting down, touching the ground with her hands, then picks up a rock, a large flat rounded river stone, smooth, not jagged or broken, and takes it inside. She lights the largest burner on the immense industrial stove, the burner used for quick searing of meat, or under the wok in stir-fries. She carefully places the stone on it, the flames roar up.


  The moth hunters would have heated their stones in open fires, this fierce gas flame should do the job.


  Jerome comes out from behind the screen. He suddenly feels that watching Flora like this is a kind of violation. It demeans them both. You should not spy on someone you love. He will wander silently up and down the edge of the lake, until he sees that she is finished, ready to go, and then gently he will come to her and they will walk home together, quietly and full of peace.


  Flora has put on the heavy gauntlet gloves she uses for hot pans. She is watching the stone to see when it might be ready. She has her papers on the bench beside the stove, needing to write down times so she can reproduce the same conditions. She has to work out how long the stone has to be heated. She stands patiently beside the stove, her tired eyes resting with pleasure on the orderly spaces of the kitchen, everything in place, the surfaces empty and gleaming, the pots hanging, all the necessities of preparing amazing food in orderly arrangement on the shelves. It is more than the commis’ lives would be worth to leave the faintest mess.


  She turns the stone over, splashes a little water on it to gauge the temperature. The way her grandmother tested the heat of her iron with spit. The stone splits, it shatters, it explodes. Shards fly in all directions. One sharp piece falls back on the stove and pierces the gas pipe. The olive oil jar shatters. So do various bottles, of brandy and Pernod and whisky, used for burning fat off, on the shelves above the bench. Slowly, in an inexorable sequence, the pieces of paper catch fire, the spilt liquids ignite, the escaped gas explodes, the fire burns back through the gas lead.


  There are blankets for putting out fires, extinguishers within reach of every station in the room, but Flora has no time.


  Jerome has walked along the lake as far as the ferry terminal, has turned to come back. He can see the bluish-lit rectangle of Flora’s kitchen. As he watches an intense great red flower of light flames up. For a second he can see every pillar, every arch and groin and strut and arc of steel illuminated from within by this huge blossoming light, all the fine black gorgeous tracery of it, the flaming lantern for a moment containing this impossible light, then suddenly the graceful framework does not hold, the silent welling billowing flame becomes the boom of an explosion, then a starburst, then a rain of debris against the roar of fire.


  Jerome is running. From far back he can feel the heat of the flames. He’s pulling off his coat to wrap around his head so he can race into the fire and find Flora. Even before the flames drive him back he knows this won’t work. The building is destroyed, blown apart. Its iron frame collapsed forms a cage keeping him out. He will not be able to get in, there is nothing to get into, and he cannot believe but in his heart he knows he would not find Flora alive if he did. He is standing in his defeat, his coat trailing from one hand when Clovis comes beside him.


  Gwyneth, says Jerome, remembering.


  The screen is gone. So is the wall where Gwyneth lay sleeping. The hot red light of the fire and the cold white light of the moon illuminate the space of the grass and the promenade along the lake, changing it into an utterly foreign landscape. Jerome stares around him, Clovis squints desperately, both are running from heap to heap of the strewn exploded debris of the restaurant. Gwynnie, Clovis cries, Gwynnie, where are you, I can’t see. Everywhere there are flickering reflections of flame, and the shifting of destroyed materials not yet settled into their new shapes or places. Copper pots still gleaming and polished and hardly even battered lie where they have rained down from the sky. Gwynnie, shouts Clovis, tunnelling his hands round his eyes as though he can devise his own field glasses. Jerome remembers his mobile phone and dials triple 0.


  Jerome finds her, finally, under a pile of debris, inside a little narrow place where iron struts have fallen into a tangled nest. She is not burnt, but she is not conscious, and who can tell how crushed she is.


  You’re not supposed to move people, says Clovis, but I have to get her out. She’s not safe.


  Yes, says Jerome, and they pull at rubble, the heat of the flames searing their faces, until they can reach her. A shard of metal has pierced her jumper and buried itself in the ground, they can’t free her. Clovis gets out his folding knife and its sharp blade slits through the fabric. Her skin has been gashed but at least her flesh is not pinned down by the shard. Clovis picks up Gwyneth and walks across the grass with her. His feet stagger a bit. The slight body is inert in his arms. He looks at her face, so peaceful, the beautiful domed eyelids serene, and then raises his eyes to the heavens. There is something terribly familiar about himself standing here holding the lifeless body of a dear child, as though all his life he has had this image of himself in his mind, and has been waiting for it to come about.


  Police, fire and ambulance arrive. The firemen first. They see a bearded wild figure holding a bundled girl in his arms, and another man staring at a twisted shape of metal, burning. While vast clouds of smoke billow up into the dark sky. In a landscape littered with flung objects, shards and pots and fragments and arcs of metal, small domestic objects and great mysterious ruins.


  Shit, says the fireman. Anybody inside?


  Yes, says Jerome.
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  Jerome
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  I was all right after the explosion of the restaurant. Of course I wasn’t, the fact that I could even think I was a sign that I wasn’t. There was a little bit of me that still functioned, that talked, and went about, ate a bit, even laughed, but most of me was an inert mass, not heavy, not exactly a weight to drag around, more like a ghost, a vapour, encumbering but inert. This was shock, evidently, and would not last. And indeed when that vaporous mass became flesh and blood again, it knew how to suffer. But for a while this small busy functioning part of me, though it felt breathless and heavy-hearted and as though it lived on a fragile edge that might crumble at any moment, did seem quite normal in its functioning. The diminished me seemed all there ought to be.


  Clovis went with Gwyneth in the ambulance. I told the police what had happened as far as I had seen it. The firemen had people pecking over the debris, ascertaining the seat of the fire, the cause of the explosion, using if not necessarily believing my account.


  I went to see Gwyneth in the hospital. She was lying in a bed behind curtains, asleep, her face bluer and more bruised in colour even than usual. Clovis was there, with quite a spruce air. He looked different, not in his dress, that was familiar, jeans, tee-shirt, jumper, trainers. He’d always appeared quite clean to me. Then I realised, he was wearing glasses. I have seen as far as I could with my naked eyes, he said. It is time to look sharply at things again.


  He looked at Gwyneth, his smile so serene it was almost foolish. She’s okay, he said. Concussion, quite severe, and a broken arm, ribs cracked and all sorts of bruises and lacerations, but she’s all right.


  As though her body is a shell that is battered and broken, but the essential life inside unharmed.


  A doctor came noisily in, as they do, with a nurse. Gwyneth woke up. Clovis and I offered to go, but she wanted us to stay. Clovis had told them he was her father, he said I did not want any nonsense of them sending me away because I was not related. The doctor wanted us to leave, I could see, but Gwyneth would not let us, she held our hands in her cold bony fingers, and we stayed.


  Did you know, said the doctor, were you aware, that you are pregnant?


  Pregnant! Gwyneth’s eyes opened wide, and sparkled, her cheeks flushed.


  This is an annunciation, I thought. My eyes filled with tears.


  Pregnant. Gwyneth could hardly breathe the word. I’m not sure I’ve ever seen anybody so full of joy. But how can I be? she murmured. I haven’t had any periods for months and months.


  No periods doesn’t mean not fertile. That is a mistake many women make. Especially when they are on methadone. He shook his head sombrely. Never assume no periods means you won’t get pregnant. But you seem pleased, said the doctor, giving a little crooked smile as he left.


  Gwyneth still looked dazzled. Clovis on the other hand appeared doubtful. I did not at that time know the story of the rape. When he told me, later, as we were leaving the hospital, I understood his caution. You do wonder about the genes, I said. But I suppose they are healthy, well-fed, no diseases. Just cruel hearts. And maybe Gwyneth’s loving one will make up for it.


  Still, said Clovis, six fathers to choose from, it’s not good.


  A baby, said Gwyneth, now. I am going to call him Clovis, she said.


  An excellent name, said Clovis. He blushed. I have to say, it isn’t mine.


  What do you mean?


  I’m really called Gordon. I thought, new life, new name.


  Gwyneth burst out laughing. I’m not Gwyneth, she said.


  No! said Clovis, all mock shock.


  Did you guess?


  A bit, he said. The way you shied like a nervous pony every time anybody asked about it.


  I’m really Sharneea. She pronounced the ‘ee’ with exaggerated emphasis.


  Ah.


  But you’re Clovis, I said, and Gwyneth agreed, and so are you Gwyneth, and let’s have no doubt.


  And the baby will be called Clovis, and I shall be godfather.


  What if he’s a girl, I asked.


  They were silent. What about … Flora?


  Excellent idea, I said calmly.


  Elinor came in to visit, her eyes running with tears whenever she thought of Flora, and said she was thrilled about the baby, though privately she wondered how on earth Gwyneth would cope. A nurse came in to talk about methadone.


  Do you know, said Elinor, that methadone was developed by the Nazis in the 1930s, as a synthetic substitute for opium derivatives, and the basic substance was named adolphine, after Adolf Hitler? Isn’t that amazing? That’s where the adone comes from. She beamed at us all. Elinor with a new word was like a vain little girl in a new dress, turning and pirouetting and shaking it out.


  I think you’ll find that’s a fallacy, said the nurse. A nice story made up after the event. It’s called dolphine, really, from dolour, pain, and fin, putting an end to it.


  Really? said Elinor. Really? Is that true? Oh my god. We’ve got Hitler in the dictionary.


  Maybe you can put apoc. after it, I said, rather cruelly, I admit.


  What’s that, asked Gwyneth.


  Apocryphal. Nice story, probably not true.


  Elinor was upset, and had to go. Of course the nurse might be wrong, she said, but I have to check.


  I kept in touch pretty solidly with Clovis, or rather, he kept in touch with me. We both needed support in our drastically changed circumstances. He watched anxiously over my loss of Flora. We both found comfort in visiting Gwyneth. Joe was also a regular visitor. Clovis told me he was so very proud of her, and the idea of the baby. He would look after them, he said, they will be safe with me. Clovis telling me this said, I do not think he will be a man to shake a baby until its brain comes lose and it dies. Or hit it when it cries to make it be quiet. Or throw it across the room because it is disturbing his drinking. You can never be sure, of course. But he seems to be kind, and to love her.


  Yes, I said, Flora thought Joe was a good boy.


  So did Martin and Kate. They offered him a job in the restaurant they were going to set up. They hadn’t planned to do it quite yet, but, well, fate seemed to have taken a hand.


  Indeed.


  What are you going to call the restaurant, asked Clovis.


  We thought of Kate and Martin. Martin made that rocking gesture with the flat of his hand that indicates doubt. Kate Martin, or Kate Martin’s. More hand-rocking. We wondered about The Lantern. A nice image to put on things.


  If they rebuild The Point, I asked, for there was talk about this, the small gem of original Marion Mahony Griffin should not be lost, should be recreated, replicated, so the newspapers said, ending their account of the tragedy with calls for undoing it, If they should rebuild The Point, would you be interested in taking it on?


  Out of our league, said Kate. A modest shopfront in a not-too–distant suburb, if we’re lucky.


  Bruno was interested in going in with them. But he’s really an actor, said Martin, and I’m not sure we can afford that. One of the apprentices will come, though.


  Can I be a waitress, asked Gwyneth.


  She had a lot of visitors. It was as though people who’d had associations with The Point saw her as in some way a farewell to it, as if her after all moderately miraculous survival of its destruction made her somehow its last surviving emblem. Laurel came, to say that she was going away. She was selling her house in Canberra, now there was neither job nor child to keep her here. She was going to live in Wagga, she’d get a nice place there with the money from the Canberra one, and go to university. I am going to start a new life, she said. What studying, I asked, and she blushed and said, Well, viticulture.


  New lives. New lives. As I am living a new life. But not better, worse. Clovis and Gwyneth. Gordon and Sharneea. Maybe I should change my name. But I am Jerome, he is me. I can’t escape him, and I don’t want to. I am still writing myself down. I don’t want to think of finishing, and how I shall be bereft.



  I think I said I was ruined. I am an old man, suddenly become. I was still in my fifties, young and energetic, the lover of Flora, desiring a child and me in health and vigour to bring him up. Now I am into my sixties and old and tired and worn and forgetful. Ruined.


  This is how it happened.


  There were ways in which I quite hoped that Oscar was my hacker for then that criminal interference in my business would certainly stop. At the same time I wanted it not to be him, that the bright beautiful boy conjured up by his friends at his funeral was the true image after all. I did find my hacker, but not before I was raided by the police. They were looking for pornography, child pornography. And they found it, thousands of images. On my computers. They obliged me to look at a bit of it. It made me sick. Those pictures are with me still. They taint my mind. They occur in moments of weakness and despair, they taint me and taunt me. I had not believed that such … such … horrors, perversities, such deformations of the beauty of desire … could exist. In insomniac hours they play themselves before me, and grotesquely they transmigrate into my nightmares. I wish I could deny them, forget them, but whatever I forget it is not they.


  Ah, Leonie, sweet-scented natural cat. Sit on my pages and let me bury my face in your fur. You purr like an engine. For she purrs with thankfulness when God tells her she is a good cat. Maybe if we humans could purr we would be happier. Certainly if we could be so simply happy we would be happier.


  I denied all knowledge of the pornography of course. Doesn’t everyone? Wouldn’t you? The police refused to believe my denials. Doesn’t everyone, wouldn’t you?


  But I did find my hacker. And my pornographer. Clement. I was right when I thought that my virus protection was good. I could be broken into because it was an inside job. How ironical that I had set its perpetrator to solve the crime.


  I see how; I don’t quite understand why. It went back to Clay Brent wanting me to work for him, and to the sibling competitiveness of Clement and George. George was involved in Brent’s child sex and pornography rackets, for the money of course, though I think his tastes lay there. There was certainly a great deal of money to be had. Clement was jealous of that. He didn’t want his brother becoming vastly richer than him, and he also wanted to prove that he was equally skilled in the manipulation of their natural territory the computer. George there’s no doubt was excessively clever – as well as much more educated. His was the erudition of the Faustus games. Of St Jerome and the blood of the pelican. That thesis whose name I can’t remember, that was how he knew such arcane matters. He played Clement as a fly fisherman does a trout, skimming the water with his jewelled glittering morsel, tantalising, seducing, until finally Clement rose to the temptation. All the cities of the world before him, and his brother taunting.


  To do Clement credit, I don’t think he meant to betray me, at the beginning. He began working for Brent through George. Brent set up sequences of those bizarre pornography networks that trap people into hitting on them. Innocent web surfers looking up, say, children and behavioural psychology, or bedtime stories for five–year-olds, or whatever innocuous subject you like, suddenly find themselves railroaded into child pornography and the harder they try to get out the deeper they are drawn into its labyrinthine passages. The back key is disabled, they’re trapped. They get quite hysterical as every move they make brings up yet more filthy images. The porno site of course doesn’t register their unwillingness, only that there are a great many hits, so it can be sold off for a lot of money. So it goes.


  This was Clement, who did not know where to look at topless waitresses! What did you think your girlfriend would make of all this, I asked, but he just shrugged. What did you make of it? He said in a mutinous glum voice, I didn’t look at them really. It was just a job.


  Just a job. Indeed.


  I think you are even more corrupt than George, I said. At least he seems to find child porn interesting. For you it’s just money.


  The hacking was different. George blackmailed him into it. Using the pornography. As Clement saw it, he had no choice. Either he introduced the virus that destroyed all our files, or George would destroy him. It sounded so pitiful and grubby in court. I looked at the two handsome boys. Why couldn’t Clement say, I cannot do that, you are my brother and I believe you will not make me do it.


  Clement said, It wasn’t as if they were destroyed forever, I knew we could get them up again.


  Spoken like a true and faithful servant, said the judge.


  They got gaol sentences. My innocence was finally established, maybe not entirely believed but at least agreed to. But my business was gone. A service such as mine which depends on trust cannot survive months in court. The only consolation was that Brent’s business went too. Not him, of course, they didn’t get him, him and his millions safe somewhere offshore, and doubtless starting up afresh.


  There were other fish caught in the net. The Costellos turned out to have connections with Clay Brent, not just in the pornography trade. The vague import–export business, with its teak furniture and celadon china, was also about drugs. The pink and gilt palace where Gwyneth was raped featured in the newspapers as the castle that cocaine built. I thought she’d be delighted to hear of their fall, and so she was, but not surprised. I knew they wouldn’t last, she said, it’s only a matter of time, those people always get caught.


  All those diamonds on Mrs Costello’s fingers. The rocks of heroin, was the newspapers’ name for them. Not much good to her now, said Gwyneth with great glee. The come-uppance of the Costellos and her delight in it was the most fun I had in that sorry time.


  I dismantled my Venetian study, sold my house. Now I live in one of those lots of battery housing, down near where the old drive-in used to be. I walk to Dickson sometimes and eat a meal in the friendly white-lit Vietnamese restaurant with its Buddhist shrine on the wall garishly and lovingly decorated with votive offerings. It is easy to read there, in the shadowless light holding the book in one hand while I eat with chopsticks.



  I am choosing to end my story here, or perhaps you could say stop, you could understand it as a cutting off, a slicing through, sharply and cleanly. You could examine it in a scientific way, as a cross-section, each life in its place marbled in amongst the others. At this slice some people are in happy moments, some not. I could have cut through at other instances in time. Flora and me waking up, making love, all our intoxicating musky scents, an occasion of bliss that not even a fairy story could manage. I tell myself, those other moments are there, I can slice through at any time and observe them.


  But it is this later time. Flora is dead, I am ruined. As much by her death as the collapse of my business. This slice is marked by the rich dark marbling of her absence, not her presence.


  Gwyneth miscarried. The shock of the accident, presumably delayed. The doctor told her she should never grieve too much when a baby miscarries, it most likely knows what it is doing. She wept and said she would never have a chance again, and the doctor said nonsense, she was a healthy girl, remarkably so, all things considered, and when she sorted out some of her problems she would be in a much better state to go getting pregnant. Joe, weeping with her, said this next baby would have him for a father from the very start, not just a few months in, and that would be good for all of them.


  I remarked at the beginning that there would be no more children. But of course somewhere there must be. Somewhere there must.


  Clovis took me to see the willow sculpture that he and Gwyneth had made, a warby skewiff affair leaning all over the place, with long whippy canes out the top. Of course it’s been neglected, he murmured. I nearly said, Hmm, don’t give up your day job, eh? and then thought, that’s a bit cruel, and how lucky I did because he said he liked the idea of becoming a willow sculptor, he thought he could be good at that, and he preferred being outside these days. But first he had to sort out Gwyneth, the business of the broken parole, she had been shockingly treated by the authorities given the nature of her problems.


  I suppose a good lawyer would help, I said, wondering where the money would come from.


  She’s got a good lawyer, said Clovis. Me. I’m all right to practise, now. And then, willow sculpting. I could hear anticipation in his voice. He stared out over the lake, his eyes narrowing out of habit. It was a brilliant blue day, the lake silver-coloured and sparkling. Merry, it seemed.


  A myriad tiny points of light, said Clovis. Millions of sharp little sparkles – they’re like happiness. Tiny tiny points and all so precise. And swans, he said, pointing to two black dots in the distance.


  Clovis drove me round the lake – yes, he had a car, along with his spectacles, an ancient thumping Holden within memory of fins – past the ruin of the restaurant. The rubble and that curious surreal scattering of copper pots and sinks, a lavatory, broken tables, wooden spoons and whisks and scrambled sooty piles of white tablecloths, as well as the unrecognisable detritus that the explosion had spread far around itself, all that had been cleared up, but the wreck of the building was still there, a mound of rubble from which rose up twisted shapes of metal against the blue sky. Mary’s–robe blue, serene and smiling. There were still bars of metal enclosing light, holding it in lozenge shapes, but chaotic and formless, or maybe it was a form of anarchy. It hurt my heart to see the old grace and symmetry all lost in jumbled jagged metal.


  Do you think they’ll ever rebuild it, asked Clovis.


  Doubt it. It’d cost a fortune. That workmanship. All that delicate, but really when you look at it massive, steel tracery – I doubt they’d spend the money to do it these days.


  I expect you’re right. And anyway it wouldn’t be the original.


  There’d be something false about it.


  Maybe they’ll leave it as it is, a kind of memorial.


  As I said this, I was thinking of Flora as well as the restaurant, but of course she would not be their intention.


  Would you like that?


  I don’t know. Might be better than clearing everything away as though it had never been.


  We drove for a bit in glum silence, apart from the racket of the car. Clovis is probably a good driver, a bit rusty, inclined to stamp on the brakes.


  Do you believe in … he paused, looking for words, in … life after death, eternal life, that sort of thing, at all?


  You mean God’s been so bloody horrible to us in this world that there has to be another one where he can be nice to us?


  Clovis smiled faintly. Well, you know, a bit more spiritual than that.


  Will I ever see Flora again, you mean.


  Sort of. In some form, I don’t mean another life like this, this flesh. Some soul, some spirit, that doesn’t die.


  I don’t know.


  I’d like to think so, said Clovis. But then I also think the desire to believe in the immortality of the soul is a noble wish. We desire it, and so we believe.


  More wish than noble, I reckon.


  I don’t think so. A noble wish. A noble need. It comes, after all, from love. Love transcending death.


  Suddenly that huge vaporous inert part of me started to come alive again, was pierced through and through with sharp sensations like those we call pins and needles, only this wasn’t blood flowing painfully back but feeling. All of me, not just the small busy bit which could put it aside on the grounds of too much to do, was invaded by piercing needles of grief. I hunched over with the pain and burst into tears. I sat in the front of Clovis’s car and howled. If I hadn’t let her stay. If I had made her come with me. If I’d loved her enough. If I’d made her love me enough. It could have been all right. If I’d stayed and helped her. I wouldn’t have let her put the stone in the flame like that, I could have told her river stones explode with heat. If, if … those minuscule tiny differences that avert fate. How inexorable they are. I can’t bear it.


  It was a kind of breakdown. I was glad of it. I needed to grieve with all of me for Flora. My state had been unnatural. I still do grieve, it is how she is still with me. While I feel the pain of her loss she is not entirely lost to me.


  Elinor invites me to lunch from time to time and I talk about Flora with her. She tells me how she met her, in the French village, by the postcard stand in the newsagent, we tell our stories to one another and always find something new amid the comforting old narratives.


  I suppose we overweened. Is there such a verb? Flora and I, and our desires to do and to know. But at what point does ambition become hubris? And what’s hubris anyway? The Greeks and their sins against the gods. The bloody Greeks, I want to say, nothing to do with me. I wish. They gave me the word, and the idea, nothing I can do to forget it. I can try to say, it was luck, just luck, bad luck, or no luck. I was lucky I was not at The Point when it blew up – but was that luck good or bad? You tell me.


  The even more bloody Christians, with their God and their devil pretty as a goldfish kissing the air.


  I think I have finished recounting my life. I’ve lived it, too many adventures, despite what Sartre says about living or telling, not both, and now I am recounting. Making an account. Counting again and again. Like an accountant. Like a miser. I think of all the metaphors I have made in this telling, all those connections between idea and thing, between one thing and another. You and your words, said Flora. Your gaudy silk scarves. I suppose the enchanter never enchants himself, he knows how it’s done. I can’t say I do. Pull out the bright scarves, hoist them to the tip of my pen. Flags against despair. Banners of defiance. Beware of metaphors, I believe I said, some time back, metaphor cannot save us. But maybe, if you can find the right ones, it can comfort us.


  It’s just about time to bunch these pages together, tie them up with string, put them in a box, and … what? Burn them. Or weight them with a stone and throw them in the lake.


  Later. I have had enough of stones and fire for now.
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