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Chapter 1

At five o’clock in the afternoon of a day in late September, Matthew Cortez went out of his hotel and crossed the road on to the seafront. He hesitated for a moment, and then turned left, and walked swiftly along the front as the first spots of rain began to fall.

He pulled his overcoat tightly around him and turned the collar up, and then thrust his hands deeply into the pockets. The sole of his right shoe was coming away from the upper and already he could feel the rain soaking in. It was falling harder now.

He breathed deeply. The light was extraordinary; the sky was split in two distinct halves. Over the sea hung huge black storm-clouds, rolling inland rapidly, but over the hills behind the town there was a wide, gentle expanse of blue, with filmy white and pink clouds scudding restlessly along. The sun was just hidden from Matthew by the edge of the storm-clouds, but the cliffs towards which he was heading, outside the town, shone gold and white in its rays, and the crashing waves at the foot of the cliffs sparkled a distant brilliant green.

Matthew jumped down the slope of the concrete front to the shingle four feet below, and picked up one of the pebbles and put it in his pocket. He had no idea why he did this. It was an impulse. The whole thing was an impulse. The storm that was coming was undoubtedly an impulse in the heart of God.

Matthew was twenty-three years old. He was a little over medium height, and slightly built; he had a dark complexion, and his hair was black and long. His eyes were brown, and rounder than most people’s, which gave them the appearance of staring wildly and nervously. His hands trembled.

When the stone was safely in his pocket he scrambled back on to the pavement above the beach and strode off again. The storm-clouds had spread much further and there was now very little blue sky left over the hills. The cliffs no longer shone in the sun.

The town was not large, and in any case most of it lay behind him. To the right, as he looked along the road, the beach stretched along to the cliffs, and on his left was a row of boarding-houses and small hotels very like the one he was staying in. They looked like mock-Regency and were mostly painted white or light grey, though the paint was peeling on some of them. The air, fluid and dark though it was, somehow held a livid kind of light in suspension, and the white-painted houses seemed to attract it electrically and glow in the stormy semi-darkness. The first peals of thunder rolled, far out to sea, and Matthew felt a lump in his throat. He felt like a cat prowling and he also felt an unbearably tense longing for a climax to days of waiting, for a sign from – where? From God, he supposed; and for emotional and mental and sexual relief. He felt like the world itself preparing for war.

He came to a car-park at the end of the sea-front, where the road turned away from the beach. The mock-Regency houses here gave way to smaller and less grandiose semi-detached houses and shops selling buckets and spades and postcards. The car-park marked the limit of the sea-front, though a line of beach-huts stood on the far side of it. Behind them were sandhills; and behind them, grassy fields that led up to the heights of the cliff-tops.

Matthew went into the car-park and stood still for a moment. He looked around, feeling that the place was thronged by the ghosts of holiday-makers; there were only two cars there, but the car-park seemed crowded. He stared over the tiled house-tops and chimney-pots at the last remnant of blue in the sky. Something in the shape of it and in the light on the roof-tops and in the rain and wind and the clouds behind him spoke all at once, and confusedly and dreamily but with great power, of extraordinary and unfathomable romance; and then it was gone, and Matthew stood emptily, not understanding.

He walked slowly across the car-park, and then turned back to see if anything of the feeling remained. It did, but he could not say why or what it was, or where it came from. Most of it, he supposed, was a longing in himself. He turned his back on it.

There was a barbed-wire fence around the car-park, and when he came to it he paused, wondering how to get through. He noticed, looking along it, that the corner nearest the beach was broken and lay sideways, and went along and climbed over the twisted strands. An old rusty petrol tin lay half-buried in the sand by the corner post; empty cigarette-packets and sheets of torn newspaper littered the sand. The look of it pleased Matthew, for there was an ugly and discordant and careless poetry in it. It was the same with rows of badly-planned houses, and factories on the edge of towns, and oil refineries on the coast. There was beauty there, but it was harsh and even unpleasant: and to Matthew, it was worth more than most things.

His overcoat was soaked. The sand was getting into his shoe, so he moved, and went into the field behind the sand hills. It was used by campers in the summer. There were a few caravans parked near the road, and next to them was a garage. The lights were all on inside it. The few cars that passed, he noticed, had their sidelights on. He would have to hurry to get to the cliffs before dark.

He walked quickly through the first field and into the second, and through that, and then the fields gave way to a rough grassy, area with gorse-bushes growing here and there, that led gradually to the cliff-tops. There was no-one in sight, and the road was far enough away not to matter, and the cliff-tops were ahead of him, so the way was clear. Anything could happen. He prayed with all his heart that something would.

He had prayed for it all day long in the stuffy hotel. He had sat since breakfast in the lounge, forcing himself to be still, not to get up and walk about, and promising himself that he would go outside later, when he felt calmer. Halfway through the morning he had to go to his bedroom and lie down, for the tension in his right temple was making him feel sick. Then the nausea passed; he ate lunch slowly and went back to the lounge and sat down again. He stared out of the window, over the beach, and felt relief of a sort as he watched the storm building up late in the afternoon. He had hardly seen anyone pass by. The town was nearly dead at this time of year. The day was cold, but oppressive, with hazy clouds and hazy sky. He held back until the first spots of rain fell on the window; then he went to get his overcoat, and set out.

He stumbled across the rough grass, hurrying so as to get there before dark, the rain falling thicker and the thunder rolling more closely now. Why did he want to get there before dark? What did he want to see? Anything.

The light, however, instead of fading, seemed to be getting greener and more diffuse; it attached itself to things at random, accentuating their outlines and giving them an extraordinary significance. A patch of sand on one of the dunes to his right; a gorse bush ahead of him. They glowed fiercely and tempted him to go up to them and lie close to their light, to study himself by it, to look at his hands and his arms and legs, to talk to himself. No! He strode onwards. First to the cliffs, and then…

A flash of lightning and then – he counted – five seconds afterwards, the thunder. The slope was rising now, and the dunes thinning out. He must be opposite the spot where the rocks began on the beach. His feet had found a path up the slope, but, noticing how slippery it was, he walked beside it. He went nearer the edge. Further up there was a fence along the top, but here the cliff was not high enough to need it and in any case the slope down to the beach was gentle. He stopped for a minute and looked across at the sea. The sandhills, lashed by the rain, lay in front of him, the coarse spiky grass clinging to the sides of them like long dark hair. Over their tops he could see the line of the Spur. The Spur was a long stretch of rock that led off the beach at right angles, like a jetty. It was uncovered at low tide, and in the summer children played on it with nets; now the waves were racing up the length of it and across, smashing luminously. The tide was nearly at its height.

Matthew was shaken suddenly by a sob, of rage as much as anything else, and clenched his fists, his arms straight down by his sides, staring out to sea. The black clouds seemed to have come much closer, so that there were no precise limits to the air and the water. The abnormal light under the clouds showed up the confused medley of elements out at sea in detail that shifted and changed too fast for Matthew to grasp it. Each wave was outlined brightly in foam, and the foam itself was outlined on the water by a line of tiny bubbles larger than the rest – Matthew was sure of this, though he could see no wave distinctly; but his own limits were as indistinct as those of the sky and the sea, and what he knew and what he did not know were shaken together like sand, and were hurled away with the storm like broken habits.              

He broke into a run further up the cliff. He came to the fence, a stout wooden one set firmly in the turf, and leant against it for a moment, breathless, and panting with difficulty in the snapping, tearing wind. It was blowing much more fiercely up here. He put both hands on the top rail of the fence and shook it hard. He hit it with the palm of his right hand and shouted wordlessly into the air. He shouted at the top of his voice but heard nothing over the wind and the waves. He peered over the fence and over the edge of the cliffs a few feet beyond, but saw only the surging water crashing against the side of the Spur.

He sobbed again, and felt his eyes grow dim and hot with tears. He climbed swiftly over the fence and walked forward, stopping abruptly at the edge. The wind made him sway, but he took no notice; he was lost for a moment, weeping uncontrollably. After a minute he started to move again, climbing further up the cliffs, but keeping to the extreme edge. Once or twice he slipped on the streaming grass but recovered himself casually, without thinking.

He did not pause until he had come, stumbling blindly, to the highest point of the cliffs; and here he stopped and faced the sea, and forced himself to be still, and to listen and watch. The water raged beneath him with no pattern in its tumult. The waves did not fall one after the other in a regular rhythm, but hastened together, each engulfing the others, and all of them reaching angrily for the land. The noise of them had no bounds, it filled the air completely, washing against the borders of the world, with such a roar that the crashes of thunder could hardly be heard. On top of this was the deep-throated clatter of million upon millions of pebbles, tumbled around by the water, and the howling of the wind. With only a little effort Matthew could hear voices in the wind, fragments of words and cries and sentences, thousands of lost voices tossed over the endless sea and drowned; and with a similar slight effort he could see, in the surging tumult of the sea and the sky, innumerable ghosts and shattered figures, beckoning and calling. Their arms and fingers reached out in the spray, and they were dragged under by the weight of the waves behind them; and others took their place, like the shingle, numberless, in the water or in the air, in the spray or in the darkening clouds. The light by which he saw seemed to come from nowhere, as if it had wandered into the world from outside and stayed, trapped under the pall of cloud and murky water; and there seemed to be panic in it, for it moved in constantly between the white foam on the water and the lightning in the sky, fluttering like a caged bird, desperate to return to its original source and escape the haunted storm of the world.

Matthew watched all this while standing quite still, maintaining his balance in the wind; and he was unconscious of the drop only a couple of feet in front of him, for he knew that something in his head was coming to a crisis. There was a throbbing tension in his right temple which might at any moment turn into a blinding headache. This headache came to him from time to time and inevitably prostrated him, and all his actions that day had been directed among other things towards avoiding it. He had discovered that if he went carefully, and followed every whim, and tried to propitiate it, it sometimes did not appear. The throbbing in his temple was a warning that it was due; he had woken up with it, and had gone carefully all day to avoid jarring it into pain. It was this which had led him to the top of the cliffs, either to jump off or fall off or go home cured – this, and a nearly frenzied longing for knowledge, for a sign out of the storm.

Then the throbbing increased and the first filaments of pain began to burn in Matthew’s head; he shut his eyes and, on another impulse, raised his right hand and stretched his fingers out to the sky, and prayed for lightning to strike him dead.

But none came; and presently, to his astonishment, the pain subsided, and the throbbing died away, leaving him clear and light-headed for what seemed like the first time for days.

He stepped back from the edge, dizzy, and lay down weakly on the grass. The rain beat at his face and streamed over the length of his body, and he shivered with cold, but at least his head was clear. He considered his position.

He could go back to the hotel and do nothing; or he could stay lying ·on the grass until he fell asleep; or he could stand up and try to get down to the beach and walk for a while beside the raging sea. On the whole the last idea seemed the best, he thought. He got to his feet and tightened the belt of his coat.

He was still a little dazed from the relief of losing his headache. Nevertheless as soon as he began to move along the cliffs he almost regretted it, because by being in the forefront of his attention it had at least dammed other things back. Now, with it gone, there was nothing to restrain them, and they came flooding through. Prominent among them was the desperate longing for an unmistakable signal from God. From God, or the Devil, or any other interested party – as long as it proved that the universe had depth, and width, and significance, and that Matthew’s life partook of them. Also among the various fevers that shook his mind were a wide, impartial lust, a fear for his future, and, not least, a thin, maniacal glee that he had survived so far.

Armed and driven onward by these feelings, Matthew looked for the footpath that ran along the top of the cliffs, and, having found it, set off along it as fast as the rain and the slippery mud would let him. It must lead down eventually, he thought, to the beach; and he was right. Fifty yards or so along from where he had been standing, there was a fold in the cliff, and the path led straight towards the edge. Matthew thought it was going to plunge right over, but he found, hidden by the fold and shielded from the wind, a series of concrete steps leading down the cliff, with a stout railing embedded in them. He had had no idea it was there. Perhaps the tide of the world had changed in his favour for a while.

Holding the rail tightly he set off down the path. The steps were streaming with water, but the rough concrete was not slippery. The sole of his right shoe was now gaping even wider.

The path followed a series of natural ledges downwards, taking the easiest way. At times it was completely exposed to the wind, which nearly flattened Matthew against the rock wall. The state of his mind – and he was able somehow to stand back and watch it – was fluctuating as wildly as the light and the wind. One minute he would be secure and half-enjoying everything, and the next a great rush of despair would seize his heart and nearly force him to his knees from sheer weakness. Then he would feel himself gripped by a wave of lust, pure cerebral lust with no object, and that in turn would give way to a huge emptiness, an echoing cavern of no-purpose. All the while he carefully picked his way down the steps, clinging tightly to the railing in case he should slip. He thought for an instant of how he had been standing a few moments before on the cliff-top, and shuddered. His head was filled and emptied in turn. Tears for his helplessness came to his eyes and rolled down his cheeks, mingling with the rain.

The bottom steps were covered in a drift of pebbles and rough soil from the base of the cliffs. He let go of the railing and stepped on to the beach, looking around. The beach sloped down sharply to the water, which was ten yards or so in front of him. The tide was almost at its height, and the waves crashed angrily with a roar that deafened him completely. They were high and fierce, and the water raced sideways after the waves broke, each retreating back into the belly of the next. He walked carefully down to the water, wiping the rain from his eyes, and stopped just where the highest rush of the water came. He could feel the shingle moving underfoot as the great mass of water crashed down and swept back and sideways again.

The light was greener now, taking its colour from the water; and the clouds were universally black. The body of each wave was a trembling, translucent black-green, and the foam and the spray that shot far into the air were ghostly white. Further out were lighter patches on the water, patches of mud-green and what looked like yellow. The spray dashed into Matthew’s face, but he hardly noticed.

There was something moving out on the sea, and it was drifting in to the shore.

At first he was inclined to ignore it. But his eyes stayed on it and before long it had absorbed his interest to the point where he could not look away if he tried. Above the roar of the waves and the shingle he could hear, faintly and intermittently, the noise of an engine, but soon that stopped. The boat, meanwhile – for that was what it was – had drifted in further, and he could see lights on board, and even make out dimly the shape of it. It looked like a fishing boat of some kind, with a small wheelhouse amidships, where a light was glowing. It rose and fell heavily with the waves. It was being carried in almost languidly, and borne along to his right. He supposed that the engines had failed.

It was still two or three hundred yards offshore – it was hard to tell in the wild confusion of spray, and the extraordinary light – but it was definitely coming closer. Matthew, eyes fixed on it, began to stumble along the beach, following it. His feet slipped once or twice on the shingle, but he kept his balance. He could see someone in the wheel house, moving about unhurriedly. Probably there was nothing they could do. He thought he could see a dinghy hanging over the stern; why hadn’t they lowered it into the water and rowed safely ashore?

He came to a spot where the shingle gave way to a mass of rocks, and had to take his eyes off the boat to clamber over them. They were rough with limpets, but great clumps of seaweed made them slippery, and he had to go carefully. When he got back on to the shingle he ran a little way to catch up with the boat, stumbling and nearly falling head long, and panting with excitement. Something, either the boat itself or the sea, had gripped his emotions and was holding them tight. The world had come alive again, and in the sweep of the wind and rain he felt a hint of that mysterious romance which had emanated from the sky over the rooftops earlier on.

With a shock he realised that the vessel was heading straight for the Spur. In fact, no sooner had he realised it than it struck, and he caught the breath in his throat with dismay. It had lifted high on a wave – a little less than a hundred yards out now – and come down, with a crash, on the rock. It hung there, at an angle, and then a second wave, even higher, lifted it and forced it further on to the flat top of the Spur – and there it stayed. The light still glowed in the wheelhouse; he could see no movement on board.

Nothing happened for a minute. Puzzled, he sat down on the shingle, drawing his knees up and clutching his coat around him, watching the boat closely. It did not budge; it was too deeply wedged on the rock. He thought he saw someone in the wheelhouse, but he was not sure. Waves broke against the far side of it, and the spray burst into the air and streamed over the deck and down the side. The tide was fully in; the boat couldn’t possibly be lifted off. When the waves receded it would be left stranded on the rock.

The light of day had mostly gone, and the storm was dying away, but it was raining harder than ever and the clouds were still thick and black. The light was gone from the sky, but by some freak chance of the air, things – all things – appeared to glow with their own luminosity. The black sky hung over everything, and everything was visible in immense detail, from the fingers of spray down the side of the boat to the tiniest pebbles at his side. He could even read the name of the boat: Jeannette. All the stones, every single one in the steep beach below him, and each tiny ripple on the tossing black-green sea, were outlined with a weird clarity in black and silver and deep green.

He breathed in deeply, and turned his face up to the pouring sky, partly in prayer and partly in a deep excitement that things were happening. At the very same instant, when he had his eyes closed, he knew with absolute certainty that someone had appeared from nowhere and sat down beside him.

He brought his head down nervously, and looked to his left – and yes, there was a figure there, seated just a yard to his left. He wasn’t sure, in that first few seconds, if the figure was male or female. The light, strange as it was, was clear enough, but there was a subtle ambiguity about the way he or she was sitting – or something, perhaps, in the face – at any rate, his first thought was, “Where the devil has she appeared from?”

Now it was clearly a girl; how could he have wondered?

“How long’s she been following me?” he thought.

She was extraordinarily beautiful. The slight boyishness which had made him unsure of her sex was at a second glance one of her best features; it made her slim, and it made her look tough and challenging. Her hair was dark – he couldn’t be sure of the colour – and about as long as his own, and thick and wavy. The wind off the sea blew it round and forward on both sides of her face, which was isolated in darkness. Her eyes were dark and heavy-lidded. Her nose was firm and very slightly Roman, with proud and finely arched nostrils. Her cheekbones were high and wide and her cheeks pale, the skin drawn tightly over them. Her jaws were clenched and her chin seemed to be trembling. Her mouth was wide; the upper lip was full, and curved proudly like a lion’s. There was little or nothing of ordinary femininity in her face – no submissiveness or passivity, no gentle weakness, but a harshness and strength that roused Matthew to a pitch of excitement and which he seemed in an obscure unconscious way to recognise and greet like an old friend. Her expression in one way was disconcertingly familiar; and in another, it overawed him; it was open, and rapt, and trembling, as if she were staring out over abysses of revelation, and there was such passionate conviction in the way in which she looked not at, so much as through and around Matthew that the very solidity of the earth beneath him seemed suddenly false and perilous.

With difficulty he took his eyes away from her face and looked downwards at her body. She was wearing a raincoat, buttoned at the neck, and sandals, and nothing else that Matthew could see. Her legs were bare, and the sight of her naked skin, slightly goose-pimpled with cold and streaming with rain, made his flesh burn with a strange blend of lust and compassion.

Their eyes came together again and held each other for about half a minute, without a word passing between them. In that time a subtle weighing-up seemed to take place on both sides – Matthew with a dozen questions racing through his mind, and she, to judge from the look on her face, under a pressure at least as great as the one that burdened him.

From the very beginning, too, there was a wild and tender eroticism in the air between them – an urge towards the flesh in the meeting of their eyes and also, because of the suddenness of the meeting and because of the intensity with which they both felt it, in the cold air itself, and the rain, and the hard pebbles beneath them.

She shifted her weight on the shingle as if she were uncomfortable, and then, her eyes fixed on his with an expression half-mocking and half-pleading, she opened her legs a little and drew her knees up.

This gesture jarred on Matthew; it seemed gross… but then, he realised several things at once, as she spoke.

“You can touch me if you like,” she said.

Their minds seemed to come into sudden contact. Firstly, this was an invitation, as he saw, which was meant to blunt the edge of his lust by its coarseness – as it had, for a second. He knew that it was deliberate, and knew that she knew that he knew; and knew, deeper than this, that there was a powerful magnetism between the two of them, deeper than any words on the surface, and that the invitation was really an admission of it – and really an invitation.

His eyes on hers and his heart racing, he put out his hand towards her – and then she spoke again.

“You can touch me with one hand only and you mustn’t come any closer than this. And you can put your hand anywhere you like and do what you like with it, but when I go, you mustn’t follow me.”

He nodded, agreeing, and slowly reached out and put his hand on the bottom of her left shin. He was sitting tensely, with his knees drawn up like hers, a small stone tightly gripped and forgotten in his right hand.

Their eyes hadn’t left each other for minutes. A multitude of expressions crossed hers; there was no mask between her and the world – or between her and Matthew – for he saw, instantly, all that possessed her. He sat tight, just looking at her, and said nothing. The suspicion gradually left her eyes.

She put both hands to the side of her head as if she was trying to shut out the infinite noise of the storm and the clatter of the shingle, and shut her eyes and pushed the hair back from her face. Remote and frail and weary she looked in that gesture, and Matthew’s heart melted altogether.

She looked suddenly at him, seemed to say “Shall I start?” and seemed to read agreement, for she settled herself more comfortably on the shingle, and started to speak.

“You look just like him,” she said abruptly, and then paused a second; “my lover, I mean. Your eyes are the same as his but his are stronger. I don’t care if you don’t want to hear. I want to talk. Yes, just then when you put your hand on my leg, your expression was the same for a second, but it’s not now. I think I can feel what’s going on in your mind. But I’m going to tell you about my lover.”

She spoke quietly, but her voice was so clear – and there was such urgency in it – that Matthew heard her quite distinctly over the storm. She sat leaning forward slightly, with both hands on the shingle at her sides, playing with it distractedly. He found himself wondering dazedly at the beauty, firstly of her face and figure, and secondly of her voice; of all strange things, this limpid trembling beauty of hers was the most unreal.

“I was on my own on the moor – because behind the house and the church the moor comes right down, and you can leave our garden and walk straight on to it – I was on my own because it was a fine day and I was doing nothing, so I went out on to the moor to get away from things, and I was quite happy at last. Then – well, there he was. I don’t know where he appeared from. He might have come out of a cloud. I thought he was a workman, because he was dressed in rough clothes and he seemed coarse, not coarse spirited but coarse-bodied, as if he just used his body and never enjoyed it. Without one word said we were lying down together and we made love, or rather – I did nothing at all and he made love to my body while I, the central part of me, watched and watched and kept watching to see that – to see that he didn’t hurt himself, or demean himself in any way – I would have protected him, because already I was in love with him.

“Probably that means very little to you. Probably you’ve never known what it is to set eyes on someone and fall immediately in love so deep that you’d give them anything straight away, without even speaking. You’d let them do anything to you. You’d prostitute yourself and care only that they didn’t hurt themselves or shame themselves in what they did. What happens to you – hurt or shame – doesn’t matter a bit anymore; and you’re no more important than a speck of dust. Suddenly you’re outside yourself and scattered, and the most important thing there is, is this stranger.”

He had been concentrating on her words, puzzled beyond measure by what she was saying and why she was saying it, and her leg lay forgotten under his hand. Now he thought of it again and felt it wet and warm where his hand had been; but an inch away, the flesh was cold. He stroked her shin, and the softness of her calf where his fingers brushed it made his body run like water inside with lust for her. She saw it in his eyes, and in the middle of her words she smiled at him. He tried to smile back, but too many emotions got into the smile and spread it out in a foolish grin, and he looked away with embarrassment. On the underside of her right knee, where his hand rested, he could feel a small pulse throbbing like a tiny bird.

Now they were both insulated from the storm. Even the rain that fell on their bare heads did not really touch them; and in the fastness of the mental ark that had formed around them, they faced each other intently. Matthew sensed that she was about to speak again. Down on the Spur, the boat lay stranded; but he had forgotten it.

“So that was what I did. Or what I set out to do in the first few seconds. But something else happened and I found it all very different – all of it from the uttermost tiny thoughts in my head to the distant things like the horizon or a lark high above me. It was that suddenly I was thrown – no, I don’t mean quite that – I suddenly found it to be a whirlpool, you know, but it was in nothingness and it produced matter. Not nothingness – the spirit, rather. But it threw out matter and all matter was somehow generated in this whirlpool that I was in. I don’t know if you understand what I’m getting at. But I don’t suppose it matters. Only about three things matter at all – matter – that’s the word. Do you see? And now there’s a sort of mixed-up area between us, that includes all the beach and storm and sky and all that you bring to it – to me – and all of what I’m saying – it’s all mixed up now – I did so want it to be clear – oh God; it’ll come clear in a minute.”

An extraordinary ambivalence, like a fiery two-edged sword, came from this girl and pierced Matthew to the heart. All questions such as “who was she? where did she come from?” were torn away on the wind and lost in the dark sky, and all that was left was the fact of her. And this fact affected Matthew in two ways, making him a total slave to her – in much the same way as she had described her own relation to her lover – and also a wise and kindly father confessor, anxious to hear, comfort, and forgive. Yet as far as she was concerned, he might have been a brother – or a guardian angel – because she would at times look at him to see, not if he was listening, but if he was agreeing, as if she were recounting the history of something common to them both. And such a passionate sensual-mystical mood now lay about them, and so charged was the air, that it seemed only proper to move his hand from her shin and caress the inside of her left thigh.

“Love inside my body and brain; that’s what it was – I’m just rambling now. No, I’ll try harder. He was middle height with blond hair. His hands were rough and dirty. He was quite stocky – very strong – and his eyes were absolutely still – powerful – iron! Do you know what they contained? – And for the matter of that –” she leaned forward and put her face close to his; Matthew felt his jaw trembling – “what yours contain? Morality!” She leaned back again, and stretched her right leg out in front of her. Matthew’s hand was moving up and down the inside of her thigh. “It was like an extra kind of vision that he had that showed him good and evil. He never said a word about it but I could see in his eyes the split-second he saw evil or good in the world. As for me… I just melted, all the rigid ness of me, twenty-two years of it; I’d never had a lover before and I’d grown hard. No! No-one had made love to me! I hated it! I hated it because it seemed to be so gross and earth-like and I was completely, oh, utterly spirit! What’s spirit? It’s everything that isn’t matter. It’s dreams and ideas and feelings – ghosts – devils – fear and love, too, though I didn’t know anything about love. Anyway, I was spirit and I hated matter and then, meeting him, I suddenly changed and started to yearn for matter, still being spirit. Because now I was bereft of something. For a minute I’d been at the centre of the matter-creating whirlpool, and then I was thrown out of it. I wanted to cuddle matter, like a baby. I wanted to feed it at my breast. I was pregnant with it, I, the transparent one, the tenuous vaporous empty one, the one the wind blew through and the stars shone through! I was bearing matter in my womb and then it was taken from me. I was robbed of my baby the world… All this is very roundabout… It’s not feminine, is it. All this image-making, I mean; I ought to be giving facts and dates. But I know them all right. Do you think I haven’t remembered the date I first met him? March the twenty-fourth! And every single date since then, like a schoolgirl. Oh, yes, but the central thing is this loss…”

Her voice became wistful, and her eyes softened; she looked down at the shingle. After the initial shock of finding her there and the confusion of emotions afterwards, Matthew found one feeling now predominating, and that was nothing more or less than total identification with her. He knew with his body and mind exactly what she meant when she talked about matter; the same obsession troubled him. He too felt hollow, transparent and lost in what she called the spirit, and had the same doubleness of feeling towards matter – that it was hateful, and that it was infinitely desirable and to be cherished. Slowly the odd suspicion grew that this passionate and spirit-dominated girl was his own shadow, his doppelganger, come to warn him of death. And again came the crazy drift of suspicion as to her sex. Was it a girl? Yet the infinite softness of her thigh against his palm, and the subtle warmth of her belly, were intensely female. He strained to listen; she was talking again.

“It was just before Easter; and now I haven’t seen him for six weeks. He left. But the yearning for matter and the loss of it – that’s been going on for months. Only the first time, I was really there, and perhaps once or twice at other times, because he had a special touch that could bring me to it – oh, to what I mean by matter – not just a climax but a general sort of penetrating, uniting, completely, I felt complete – oh, that’s nonsense; no, I didn’t feel complete but I felt alive at least and with matter, the solid earth, flesh, skin, bone, blood, grass, wood, stone, matter! It was friendly and not alien! Then I drifted – oh, what’s going on down there?” she interjected suddenly. Matthew was staring at the boat down on the Spur; he was not sure, but somebody seemed to be moving on the deck. The waves continued to crash against the far side and break streaming over the top. The girl twisted her head round momentarily; “what’s going on?” she said. “Is it important?” Matthew shook his head. He squeezed the flesh of her left thigh with his palm, and pressed the back of his fingers into the softness of the other. He was poised, balancing carefully, between three forces: her flesh; her words: and the boat. By pursuing any of these too far he would lose all of them. He had somehow to maintain this balance and let all three carry him to – well, to whatever pitch he was destined to reach. The simple motion of his fingers pressing in and out of the flesh of her thigh made him tremble with lust. He leant forward to listen carefully and concentrate on what she was saying.

“I saw something – I forget what it was – a bottle or something like that – shake and shake, just because he wanted it to. He – it was in his room, that’s right, he had a room in the town and I stayed a few times with him and slept with him. It was empty, I mean he had no luggage or belongings or anything except a few books. They were mostly about economics. He knew all about politics. He belonged to a party. I don’t know which one; I don’t think it was the Communist party but I don’t know… politics, oh it’s so earthly too – not earthly in the sort of precious, you know aesthetic sense – no! – but there’s a harshness and solidity about it, and earthiness; yes, really it’s the highest phase of matter, I suppose, where matter’s densest.”

Matthew, balancing, took his eyes off her and looked down the beach again. It was not easy; in motion, and especially when she was searching for the right phrase to describe what she meant, her face was so animated, and with such a passionate withdrawn mystery struggling in it – the very same, identically the same mystery, he was convinced, which ravished him – that he was in love, and so deep that he could not move or look away without an effort. But when he did, he saw movement on the beach. A hundred yards or so to his right, lit by the omnipresent lightness of things themselves under the gloom of the streaming sky, he could make out six or seven men struggling along against the wind towards the Spur. They did not seem to be on the same beach; hardly on the same planet. There was no question of acknowledging their presence, far less of trying to conceal what he was doing. He watched them come, and continued to caress her, moving his hand gradually closer and closer to the top of her thighs, and to listen intently to what she was saying.

“I’ll tell you about when he met my parents. It was in May. My mother – oh she’s so secret and possessive and deathly proud about me! – wanted to meet him and she made me ask him to supper, though I didn’t want them to meet. But she insisted and when he came I’d just had a row with my father and we were all tense; and he hardly said a word until suddenly, out of the blue, he said to my father ‘I hear you’ve discovered a well.’ And it was just as if he knew it was the worst thing in the world he could have said, because the well is my father’s secret really and he was furious when it came out in the local paper about him – the well proves something important in his system of religion – oh God;” and she shivered as if with a great effort, “help me get to it.

“So we all went quiet. And my father said yes, he had, and what about it. And my lover said ‘l want it; that’s all.’ Just like that, as calm as you please; but I knew from his expression that he was – throwing acid in my father’s face; that’s what it came to. And my father went as white as a sheet and asked him in a sneering sort of way what he wanted it for. My head was spinning, but I had to side with my lover! I had to champion him! He wanted it for his party, he told me later, but I never found out why.

“And my father was getting frightened. He was so strong, my lover, so – implacable. It got worse and worse and then we were all talking together; my father got to his feet and then he started shouting and told him to go, and forbade me to see him again; but I ran out of the house and as I caught him up he was calm, so calm, and smiling gently – I was trembling, wild and upset – he smiled gently and told me where to meet him, and left without another word.”

While she said this the girl sat quite still, with her eyes closed and her face tense and stiff. Matthew left his hand where it was, with the knuckles pressed against her belly, and strained to listen. He was absorbed in it all to the point where he forgot even to ask “why? what’s the meaning of all this? who is she and who’s this lover of hers?”

And when she stopped for a moment and opened her eyes, he saw that there were tears in them. It wasn’t the rain, because the instant the eyelids opened and the dark eyes looked at his, they brimmed over with moisture that ran down her cheeks, running swiftly from rain-drop to rain drop where they lay on her skin. She smiled at the same moment, a brilliant and rueful smile that admitted everything, admitted the tears, admitted the openness of her body to him, and admitted the fact that the two of them had now, on this Plutonian shore, become united in a firm and dreamlike closeness.

As for him, he longed with all his soul to hold her close to him and to go much further than the conditions he’d accepted allowed; but he saw clearly that the whole encounter was based on extraordinary conditions, of the earth itself and of its atmosphere as much as anything else, and so he stayed where he was without moving.

But just beneath his hand there was the opening into her body, and he could, perhaps, let something of his love into her through his fingers. He pressed gently into her belly with his knuckles and ran his fingers along inside the elastic of her panties to loosen it; the thin nylon caught on a rough fingernail. At the same time he lifted his head and looked at the beach below. The men he had seen approaching were now – though, seemingly, at a vast distance – at the foot of the Spur, buffeted by the wind and busying themselves with ropes. He could hear snatches of shouting above the roar of the waves.

He turned back to the girl; and she, when his fingers reached their goal, smiled and laid her head on one side as if it were on his shoulder, and he could feel the tenderness and confidence of the gesture across the cold, rain-dashed air between them as if there was nothing there but a pillow.

He caressed her up and down until she was as soft as a cloud, with all his heart in the careful movement of his hand. After a minute she began to speak again.

“The next time I saw him it was in secret just outside the village; and he told me that he’d let my father keep the Well for a time and do the restoring for him. He trusted him to that extent, he said. I didn’t care; I was his to do anything with, his for ever and not my family’s any more. I wanted to live with him and work for him but he wouldn’t let me. It was his secret heart I coveted. It became a symbol like an eagle. Yes, and like matter, that started to withdraw itself from that moment on, taking itself out of me like a hasty lover before – oh, before anything had happened to me – it stole out of me by night and left me open and empty, while his secret heart circled above me like an eagle waiting; was it threatening, or did it protect me from something? I didn’t know, and I couldn’t reach it to ask.

“The importance of it grew and grew. I thought of it as having some kind of affinity with the laws of matter, with nature, and it possessed me so I could think of nothing else, nothing at all…”

She looked straight in front of her as she said that and caught her breath in a deep gasp as if he had hurt her suddenly. He pressed less hard and changed the direction of his caress, squeezing the flesh softly between his two fingers.

“You know – you know I said about the bottle that shook because he wanted it to? Well, that was – I think that was because I’d just said something stupid that made him angry, and instead of showing his anger himself he made something else shake and smash itself. It fell off the shelf and smashed. He didn’t move but I jumped and burst into tears hysterically because I was so frightened by him. Then another time when he was angry – it was on a bus, we’d got on together, and there was a drunkard sitting there who was shouting and upsetting an old lady beside him and my lover just sat down quietly and didn’t even look at him but suddenly I felt sick, and it came from him like a blow, a great wave of anger that made a silence – and he said nothing at all, but I could see the drunkard go pale and then I felt faint and weak from the force of it. And the seats themselves and the drunkard’s head and body went – transparent – faint – for a second as if they were fading like a ghost, and everybody fell still and shocked. That was all. No-one said a word but I knew it came from him and he could make things unsure of themselves enough to go faint and pale like that. So that’s why I thought that his own secret heart that I knew nothing of was so linked up with the laws of matter.”

One of the men below them had tied a rope around his waist and was wading into the surf at the foot of the Spur. The light in the wheelhouse of the boat was fainter, and occasionally it flickered. Apart from wondering briefly what they were thinking of doing, Matthew was hardly interested. The scene down there was merely a study for a land scape with figures, set perhaps on the shores of Lake Avernus, lit by the irregular corpse-light of the white spray and the lightning; a fine, mysterious, Cimmerian picture, but of no great concern to him anymore. All his interest was centred in the remote and sexual world he and the girl in habited. He had found the opening of her body and his hand lay over it with the tip of one finger inside her. This, and the pressure of the way he was sitting, had brought him nearly to orgasm; and their two souls faced each other passionately as their bodies sat apart and while the fast-running current of her voice held them still.

“I’ve picked up things in my arms and pressed them close to me and cradled them for hours, kissing them even, because I was so remote and lost, and this making-love-to things was a way of getting back to the world of matter; I’ve been blown about, open and empty, on cold plateaus, searching for him and his matter–dominating touch to bring me back; the touch of him that dominated matter and brought me back to what I craved was all I looked for and I never found it anywhere… In Tibet when they had magicians there, there was a rite they used to perform. The magician would go alone into a dark room with a corpse in it. Then he’d lie down on the body, mouth to mouth, and hold it tightly, and think of a magical spell and repeat it over and over again. After a while the body would begin to move; its eyes would open and get brighter, and it would look around, and move its limbs feebly, but he mustn’t let go or stop thinking of the spell. The corpse would get stronger and force itself up, and twist and turn trying to get away, but he must hold on or else it would kill him; it would leap up and down, dragging him with it with his lips fastened on its mouth, and then, slowly, its tongue would begin to stick out and touch his lips, and he had to open his mouth and let it enter – and then suddenly bite it off, and the corpse would collapse. And he’d keep the tongue and work magic with it. That’s what he was doing with me, but I had nothing like that tongue to give him. It’s as if he did it with the corpse of a dumb person and couldn’t find the tongue and went away, and the corpse wanders all over the world, with its borrowed life seeping away, looking for the touch that animated it.

“And one way of looking is to open myself to the world and – sex, to search that way for the touch that brought me into matter. I know that he’s probably evil, because of the knowledge of morality in his eyes. Not just good and bad, but absolute good and evil! I know he saw them! But I couldn’t tell the difference between them, and I don’t care, because they’re not the poles I move between. Worlds… interpenetrate and the direction I move might seem arbitrary to you but I’m pulled by the north pole of my world! And the poles of my world are matter and spirit and I have to wander through many worlds searching for the touch that’ll bring me back to matter again, to make me feel at all…

“Do you see?” She was crying now, her voice raised high over the wind. “That’s what I’m doing! I’m seeking his touch at the hands of strangers, yes, strangers! Letting them touch me – do you know how many men I’ve let do this? Eleven! And you’re the twelfth! “

Suddenly she gasped, and sat upright, and stared straight into his eyes. If either of them moved, the world would collapse like a house of cards. The tension between them dimmed the sound of the wind and the waves; and with a rush like water Matthew felt, almost physically, their two souls flood together and meet and blend, embracing and penetrating each other completely in the psychic field that had formed around them. He felt tears filling his eyes and love choking him; he felt weak in all his limbs and broken by a great blow on his heart.

But then – in an instant – she scrambled to her feet and dashed the rain from her eyes, and faced him like a tigress. He fell back.

She shouted something; it was almost a scream. He could make out nothing coherent in it. Then she turned and ran off into the darkness.

He put his hands to his head, trying to stay where he was and not run after her. The sailors on board the vessel had launched the dinghy and were struggling through the surf towards the shore, and, seeing this, the man with the rope had turned back along the Spur.

The spray still crashed high into the air over the boat. The light was fading from the surface of things and darkness advanced over the sea. Matthew lay back on the shingle and shut his eyes, trembling. The rain fell evenly over all his body. He was uplifted and enslaved by the same force, and the world was wide again, and the universe in flood.






Chapter 2

As she screamed she was conscious of a powerful impulse not to let him hear what it was that she was crying out; and the sound got lost in the air as a wordless shriek. How could she let him know? How dare she? As she stumbled away over the shingle she heard her breath rasping in her throat and before she could do anything about it she was torn by a burst of sobbing, and she flung herself to the ground and cried, with great gusts of tears shaking their way out of her into the flying darkness.

She could not say “You are the one,” she could not tell him, because the whole balance of her life was tilted against finding him. To come upon him so suddenly put her in a dangerous position from which she could only escape by trying to deny that he existed. Oh! Everything she had told him was true! And now this casual stranger – was he casual? Perhaps not; he seemed as intent as she was, and his eyes went as far as she would go, and further, into the darkness – had plunged her again into the whirlpool which generated, it seemed to her, the seeds and forms of everything she was not. So; was it love she felt? But what else could it be? Well, if it was, love was a cold thing, as sharp and in different as a flailing sword, and now it had cut her again.

She lay still and exhausted on the shingle. The darkness was complete at last, and the rain had settled into a steady beating rhythm. She shivered. She was soaked through and through. She wondered what was happening down there on the rock: had there been men there, rescuing a boat? It had flickered intermittently on the screen of the world like a scrap of dream, and she was no longer sure if it had happened at all. And where was he now?

No; that was ended. She had discovered him, but she had turned her back and gone away; she had told him, but she had done so in a scream that no-one would have understood; and now it must come to an end, and be forgotten.

She gradually became conscious of a sharp pain in her left leg, and eased it away from a stone that pressed against the shin. As she did so she felt suddenly cold, as if she had been sustained up to that moment by the warmth in his hand and fingers. She shivered again, tired out and empty. Had he thought she was beautiful? The thought came from nowhere and disappeared.

She sat up stiffly and leant her weight on her right arm. The wind blew her hair across her eyes for a second, and the wet strands of it slapped and stung her cheeks. The light had all gone; she could see only the obscure line of the horizon, and when she looked round, the dim shapes of the sandhills; but she saw more from memory than by the sight of her eyes. The rain dashed into her face and numbed her.

Now she would have to leave this stormy mask behind her, and walk out of the drama of night and air and water and go back home, faceless. Tattered snatches of movement still caught at the edges of her soul and tempted her to run back down the beach, seek him out, force his eyes to stare into hers again and then never leave him; but they were only broken impulses without any weight of meaning behind them, and they clung for a second, and then fell off. The knowledge that in an hour or so she would have no identity – that she had no identity now – frightened her suddenly, but it was a familiar fear, and she knew how to deal with it.

Her method was to recollect as painstakingly as possible all the circumstances which had formed her, and then to pretend that they were true; to repeat her name over and over under her breath, and then to pretend that she was herself. In this way she preserved a fragile and tenuous stability which enabled her to live her real life and experience her real obsessions unobserved.

But this time, she realised, the reconstruction of her false self would have to be far more elaborate, detailed, and passionately carried out than ever before; because she had no way of telling when, if ever, she would be able to abandon it again.

She stood up carefully and leant against the wind, pushing her hair out of her eyes and looking intently towards the sea; and saw nothing there but chaos and darkness. A slight dizziness affected her for a moment, and she nearly fell over; and in that second she felt suddenly warm, and heard a voice speaking with great clarity; but when she recovered and stood upright again, she had forgotten what it had said.

She turned her back on the sea and began to walk up towards the dunes. She had so much to examine, to sort out – really, it seemed as if she had lived for a thousand years. She was assailed, as her feet met the first patch of sand, by an oceanic sense of tragedy that made her put her hands to her head and rock back and forth with anguish; and it was only after a low moan of pain had escaped her lips that she recognised the source of it in the intense pain in her ears, caused by the cold wind and the rain. The impressions of her senses and the impulses of her mind were inextricably confused; she realised it, and found in it merely another cause for regret. The world – and to the vague and unsatisfactory term “the world” she attached, in her own speculations, a precise, elaborate, and meticulously organised meaning – was retreating from her with the formal inevitability of a mass of high waters after a flood; and this was the only true cause of ruin, and the only true reason for anguish.

With her hands pressed tightly to the sides of her head she trudged up the slope and into the dunes, where the going was heavy on the deep, soaking sand but where, at least, the force of the wind was broken and dispersed. Something in her chaotic state seemed to have improved a little: it was caused, she realised, by the simple dogged action of walking, which went a little way towards imposing a measure of order on the confusion of memories and emotions and movements that she was trying, now, to organise into a recognizable semblance of herself. Gradually the whirl of ideas began to find one or two vortices to settle around. She found herself wondering why, first of all, she had instinctively reacted as she had done towards the stranger, and why she had justified it to herself so emphatically afterwards; for now, a little calmer, a little less oppressed, she began to recognise in this refusal a cause of great potential sorrow. And secondly she began to take stock of herself once more: her head was less painful now, and as the rain seemed to be easing off, she took her hands away from her ears and brushed her hair back, pressing the water out as much as possible. She shook her coat, shivering with distaste as drops of moisture on the collar ran down her neck. Well, she had not drowned, nor had she been raped; so for the time being, she thought, her body was safe enough.

Half unconsciously she began to divide up the scattered pieces of sensation and knowledge that moved along with her into what was hers and what belonged to the night and the wind and the rain. And one of the first things she made herself acknowledge – with an involuntary smile – as she came out of the sandhills and into the grassy field, and saw the lights of the town in the distance, was the fact that her name was Elizabeth Cole.

 

Her next task was to get herself home. This involved making a train journey of an hour or so, and then waiting for a bus; and the bus, when it came, took twenty-five minutes or half an hour to travel the six miles between the town and the village she lived in, and by that time she would be half dead, she thought, or more than that: completely dead, and her body would walk into the house and climb the stairs and get into bed, and close its eyes on the emptiness forever.

But for the moment her eyes were open. She looked half-hopefully down each street as she came to it, feeling the usual silly fears: suppose she met him coming round a corner? Suppose he, too, were to get on the train, and come up to her in the corridor with a knowing smile? Better to ignore the fears, to pretend that she was in disguise – and so, indeed, she was, she thought.

A clock outside a jeweller’s shop told her the time, and she realised that she had three-quarters of an hour to wait for a train. As she passed a coffee bar the smell of food reminded her of how hungry she was: she stood and stared inside for a moment, thinking how clean it looked, how bright and warm and comfortable. In every way it was ideal: and all she had to do to be allowed to sit in there for a while was pay for some food and a cup of coffee, perhaps, and she had money in her purse.

She sat at a table with her back to the street and ate greedily. The place was nearly empty: there were only a boy and a girl in the corner and a man on his own reading a newspaper. She felt more sure of herself now,. The red plastic of the seat was more than comfortable; it was as soft as mist. The colour reminded her of a dress she had had as a small girl.

She thought of taking off her raincoat and hanging it on the coat-rack by the door that led into the kitchen. But she thought that it would not get dry, and would be uncomfortable to put on again, so she merely undid the buttons and let it hang open. The neck and shoulders of her pullover were wet too.

She bought some cigarettes and smoked one in the waiting-room on the station. The stove in there was heated by coke. The top of it was so hot that when she touched the tip of the cigarette to it to light it, for she had forgotten to buy any matches, she thought her hand was burning, and expected to see flames running all over it.

The ticket collector was in the booking office, and she could not find anyone to show her ticket to. But as she gave up waiting and went through the gate on to the platform, he came out and clipped her ticket. It was soaking wet and he tore the edge a little.

The train came in on time and stood at the platform for a minute or so. The carriages had a corridor running down the middle of them, with the seats on each side of it in groups of four round a table. There were perhaps ten or fifteen people in each carriage. Elizabeth sat on the left-hand side facing the engine.

The railway line ran along the coast for about ten miles before turning inland. It had stopped raining now and patches of starry sky showed between the racing clouds. The moon seemed to strain against the wind to hold still. Elizabeth leaned back and watched it, resting her cheek on her hand.

She felt at ease, fed and warm. The heating-pipes under the seat would soon dry her coat out. She was balanced.

A small group of fishermen’s huts in the distance was lit brightly and surprisingly by the moon. There was no-one near them, and perhaps they were totally empty. Later on she saw a barn in a field, standing away from the rest of the farm buildings. It was dark and enclosed, but she felt that at any moment someone might light a lantern and go out to it, and perhaps even put a paraffin stove in there to warm it up.

She could see a light flashing at regular intervals far out at sea. It was a lightship, and it was anchored near a wide stretch of shoals and treacherous sandbanks. The railway line ran along a high embankment of stones set a little way back from the beach. When the tide was in and a high wind was blowing off the sea the side of the train was soaked with spray that dashed against the windows. The tide was going out now, and the wind was dropping.

If she were rich, she would lay this panorama in front of her lover, for him to sleep in and dream. But which lover? Now she no longer knew who her lover was; and for the moment she craved for nothing. She herself could go to sleep, if she chose to. And because she craved for nothing, she was not unhappy when the train turned away from the coast and went inland.

It was travelling fast. Telegraph posts flashed by invisibly like tokens of regret. If she regretted anything it was not having let him speak. There would have been so much for him to say to her! And she would nod dumbly, entranced, and beg him to kiss her again.

Two women on the other side of the carriage were talking, about the cousin of one of them, and her baby. He was called Peter and his father was a plumber. Elizabeth listened to them for a while. They talked quietly, slitting side by side without moving.

Just before it left the coast the train passed a wide estuary with a long low island in it where thousands of water-birds had their nests. In countless trees inland owls would be stirring and haunting the air with their cries.

There was no fear in the world at the moment, and no darkness. Darkness was caused by distance, for all things shone with their own light, and if she could not see them, it was only because they were too far away and not because it was dark. She had seen his face well enough, hadn’t she? It was the same with fear. Things had their own benedictions and reassurances. It was only when you couldn’t see them that you began to be afraid. He had blessed her with his hand and faithfully observed her commands; he had reassured her by the intent silence in his eyes. How they had stared! It was almost as if he’d been afraid. No, no; he had not been afraid.

Far off in the woods a vixen called to her cubs to warn them that a human being was nearby; her savage and uncertain-sounding cry, between a bark and a moan, echoed time and time again between the trees.

Elizabeth smiled to herself with relief. But it was strange, all the same, that none of the men to whom she had confessed had done exactly what she wanted. Most of them tried to speak. She might so easily have been murdered by any of them. She must have been lying in fragments, separated, disconnected, for the past months; or asleep.

For some distance the railway ran parallel to a road. It was not a main road, but it was straight and had a good surface. She imagined him in a car, a large, expensive, comfortable car, driving swiftly along the road beside the train, looking up at her fixedly, with his hands on the wheel; the expression on his face was bewildered at first, then stern, and finally, unwillingly, happy. And if the train stopped somewhere she would get into the car with him, and listen to him as he talked.

 

She got off the bus and stood, a little dazed, beside the main road that led through the village as the bus drove away. The village was empty at this time of night; the pubs would be doing business, but there was no-one in the streets or in the village hall. It was not a Sunday or a feast day and her father would not be in the church; it was far too late for evensong now anyway. She could see lights in many of the windows, so people were alive; they were probably watching television, most of them, or talking, or playing games. In the window of the grocer’s shop on the other side of the road a neon light glowed, illuminating the interior of the shop.

The road was wet. The street-light fixed to an iron bracket in the wall behind her shone distinctly green, but the colours of the tar on the road and the bricks of the wall and even the paint were all reduced not to shades of green but to shades of grey, though with a metallic hint of green in them. It was clear colour, and one that showed up the textures of things with great force and clarity, tempting her to peer closely at them, to examine, to make comparisons, or just to look for a moment, clearly.

There was a swirl of petrol on the wet road in front of her, and she crouched down to look at it. Even the rainbow purples and reds and blues were subordinated to the monochrome luminosity of the streetlamp, and revealed themselves in minutely differing curves and stripes of texture, some of them glassy-smooth and others almost completely matt. It set her teeth a little on edge to look at it, and she stood up again and glanced away down the street.

A car went past, braking as it came to a curve that led round past the garage, and its lights flared brightly in the air and on the wet surface of the road, making a sudden red smear of brilliance on things, so that the palms of her hands felt hot.

The road seemed endless, although she could see hardly a hundred yards of it from where she stood. What she could see, the surface of things, was just like the road: it was either too open or too enclosed, and she could not tell which.

She leant back against the wall and closed her eyes, and felt the air blow around her face. Perhaps what she could not see would be more welcoming. What lay around the village? Fields, to be sure, and on one side, as she had told him, the moor, that came down behind the church and the rectory. The moor was wide, at least, and never deceived her. Fields lay darkly side by side and she could fly above them silently. There were barns that contained hay, and barns that were empty but for tractors, farm machinery, perhaps an old car… the thought of them made her shiver. How did this appalling dilemma get into the world, that made things either near or far away, either calm or frenzied, either hot or cold, either soothing or anguishing? There was no escape from it. It was embedded in the depths of her like a long splinter of glass, pinning her to nature.

 The surface of the road was like a giant slash of ink across a sheet of dirty paper that was smeared with grease and tiny grains of dust. She knew without letting her eyes dwell tin it that it was less attractive than clean concrete, and she knew equally well that the garage down the road had a forecourt which was bounded by a wall of concrete slabs. Furthermore, it contained and exhibited a large number of glossy surfaces of paint and enamel, and these would be even more cool and refreshing to her eyes than concrete.

She began to walk slowly down the road, her hands in her coat pockets. Until she got to the garage her only link with wholesomeness was the gusty air, which made her shiver; but she did not bother to tighten her coat around her or to button the neck, because she was striving to suppress the loathing that rose in her throat for the clutching night. She fixed her eyes on the bright neon light in the little building in the forecourt of the garage and resisted the impulses of all the other surfaces she was aware of, which flew up in her imagination and drove themselves against her like snow.

She came to it and rested her hands on the cold roughness of the concrete. The garage was deserted, as she had hoped. At the back of it was a large corrugated iron building where they repaired cars; the little glass-sided hut in the forecourt, with the neon light on inside it, was where they sold accessories and kept the till. In front of it stood three petrol pumps. There was a circular sign about three and a half feet high which swivelled on a metal frame and stood in the entrance, saying “Closed”. Her eyes took it all in gratefully. She looked first of all at the wall. Her hands lay side by side about three inches apart on a rough grey shelf which formed the top of the wall. It was perfectly flat. She had seen insects crawling on stone walls at night, lapped in a mellow air of peace, and wished she could throw off her alien body and join them. Now her hands, with their flawless surface, were tortured and inert, like victims of passion: but a passion that was not hers. that she had never felt, that she had never imagined or dreamed of… it had passed over her without even a shadow and fastened the mouth of its attention on these hands of hers, biting and twisting them unrecognizably and leaving them torn and shapeless, but still the same shape as before, unchanged.

The circular sign was caught in a gust of wind and swung round creaking. She looked up sharply and found her heart moving out towards it, as helpless in the sweeping air as the metal was.

Then she really began to ache with sorrow for the stranger on the beach; because he had gone for ever, and because she didn’t even know his name. Memory was false, and God and the world were false, but if she knew his name she could say it to herself and think of him… he had obeyed her too faithfully, and it was her fault and not his. How had the God of the world brought her to this?

She visualised as strongly as she could the rest of the village, on a sudden impulse, and spread it out around her like a cloak. She did this in order to fix herself there, because she was coming to pieces again after the momentary wholeness of the train journey. She concentrated as hard as she could, gripping the wall tightly with her invisibly tortured hands, and tried to see in her mind’s eye the entire darkened expanse of the village. Most of it lay behind her; hut that made no difference. The road, on her right, curved to the left ahead of her and led downhill a little way past the builder’s yard and out of the village. A few yards ahead on the right the road was joined by the other road through the village; the two of them formed the two sides of a triangle which was completed by a shorter road joining the two. The road directly behind her led through the village, past the village hall and the recreation ground, and out to the villages of Holy Ditton and Eastley. The road that joined it ahead of her was the main road to Silminster, and along it on the left were the church and the rectory, as well as the primary school and another garage. In the centre of the triangle there was a pond, a war memorial, a square of grass, a bus shelter, and a number of shops and houses.

Elizabeth pictured it all dimly, but it was not enough to make her feel safe. There was more yet that needed to be done, just as a beginning; as for completing the work, that might take a lifetime… now why, oh, why had she run away? Coward that she was! She might have finished it all with one blow. No, no, not kill herself; all that she meant was, release him from his promise; but then she’d have had to surrender herself altogether. Though wasn’t that what she wanted? Coward that she was!

She heard a number of men leaving the pub near the bus shelter. One or two of them were walking down towards her, talking loudly. She grew afraid they would see her. Before she had time to move they did, and one of them pointed to her. They knew who she was. They spoke to each other, and laughed. They came past the garage staring at her and she recognised one of them. Then they went on down the road and shouted something, calling her names, and they both laughed loudly. It paralysed her.

She went back into the shadows beside the main garage building, and a lump came to her throat. The long grass wet her legs; nettles stung her. Light from a distant street lamp shone dimly on the corrugated iron, and she thought of lying down, covered with the long grass, so that she would be forgotten. Behind the garage was a field in which a rusty harrow lay abandoned, covered with grass. She wondered if he would know what it meant to lie down on wet grass and wish for oblivion. If only he had forced her to listen to him…

Two miles away in the darkness the well lay in the wood, with the ivy dragged suddenly from its stone coping by the hands of her father. There was a quality of rape implicit in the very existence of things, and nothing was safe from it, nothing.

 

Her mother opened the door of the sitting-room and looked out.

“Oh! It’s you, dear,” she said. “Where on earth have you been? Oh, look at you, you’re soaking wet; come and hang your coat in front of the fire.”

“It’s all right, mummy; don’t fuss,” said Elizabeth.

She stood in the hall, looking and feeling a little uncertain. After a second she began to take off her raincoat. She handed it to her mother, but stayed where she was, looking downwards, puzzled.

“What is it, dear? What’s the matter?” said Mrs. Cole.

“Come in, come along, there’s a dreadful draught out here. Come and get warm; you’re frozen.”

She took Elizabeth’s hand and tugged it gently, and Elizabeth followed her into the sitting room. Her mother shut the door behind them.





Chapter 3

She had not been wrong when she had said to Matthew that she discerned morality in his eyes. Matthew had known immediately what she meant, for it – what she called morality – was the one consistent force in the universe. Instinctively, he referred everything to absolutes; he always had done. It was a nervous reaction to things – a sort of shying away from the crude elementary criss-cross patchwork of motives that governed human life “under the moon” – and when he thought about it, he put it down to the fact of his Spanish ancestry, without, however, taking that idea really seriously. His father was only half Spanish, and his mother entirely English, but to think of himself as a Spaniard in England gave depth and body to his more instinctive sense of being a stranger in the world.

He was his parents’ second son. They had had a daughter, five years older than Matthew, but she had died when he was four. His elder brother he hardly knew at all, because when he was nineteen and Matthew was eleven their father, for some secret reason that Matthew was too young to guess at, had thrown him out of the house and had for bidden him ever to come back. He was never mentioned again.

Matthew, therefore, had grown up with the sense of being the last of a race, a survivor. Sometimes this feeling weighed heavily on him and made him resent his inheritance, but he was glad at other times of the identity it gave him.

His teachers at school had thought him intelligent, but lazy and vague; but his friends at university had been surprised occasionally by the intensity with which he used to regard problems they had answered for themselves years before: that of the existence of God, for instance, which Matthew would be prepared to debate for hours on end with anyone at all. At length he arrived at a temporary solution which enabled him to live without actually being compelled to talk to everyone about it, while carrying the debate further on inside his own heart. He came to regard God as an ironical ghost whose existence was in no doubt, but who had little or no effective power; and good and evil – though their shadow fell inexorably over every dilemma which con fronted him, however petty or absurd it may have been – the distinction between them was muddied now and obscure; he no longer knew, if he ever had done, precisely which of them was which – but he knew, as well or better than he knew his own name, that they held the power of life and death over his soul.

For most of his childhood he had been neither happy nor unhappy, but quiet and withdrawn, almost as if he were resting after violent action; he seemed to his parents not young at all, but an old man with the body of a boy. Not that he was wise beyond his years, or even dignified, as some children are, but he had an air, even in his earliest years, of remoteness and abstraction, which at first worried and then amused his parents. It was because he had always been conscious of something between him and the world, a veil over things. and had grown up thinking that it was natural – that everyone felt it – while still remaining uncomfortably aware of it. He had only spoken about it two or three times. Once, when he was nine years old, he had a fantasy that the surface of everything, including his own skin, was covered in an invisible jelly-like grease nine or so inches thick, and in order to touch anything he had to scrape his hands together first to clear them and then scoop it away from the place he wanted to touch. As soon as he took his hands away it grew again. His mother used to watch his hands moving in their strange ritual and wonder what he was doing, but she said nothing, thinking it was a game. Then one day he came to her in distress; he was almost crying, and his hands were moving here and there, sweeping back and forth, rubbing his chest, scraping the edge of the table. He couldn’t tell her what the matter was. He knew she wouldn’t understand, but it was too horrible to hold back.

“What is it, darling? What is it, tell me,” she said, sensing that something really was wrong.

But he couldn’t tell her. He tried to, but because it had been in his head for so long, unshared, he had no way of explaining it. His mother was calm, and she comforted him, and presently his panic died away; but for a long time after wards the compulsive movements of his hands showed her that the mysterious grease he had talked about so clumsily, with tears in his eyes, still grew like moss on the surface of things.

Sometimes however the veil was suddenly torn away, and he seemed to see the world not with his own eyes but with the eyes of an angel or a god: the bark of a tree, when he was eleven, burst into eloquent flame in front of him, and burned in its own colours without being consumed, leaving him weak and rapturous. And another time he woke up on a wintry morning to find the sun shining through a fern pattern of frost on his window, irradiating his bedroom with a miraculous forest of brightness that grew and grew as he lay there, and entered his body and shone inside his chest and all his limbs, so that he was conscious of light filling him from his head down to the tips of his toes. It felt spicy, fresh, and immeasurably clean and good, and it had a sound too, like the rustling whisper and tinkle of innumerable frozen silver bells. He lay there still and afraid to breathe, thinking quite literally that he had died and been taken to heaven. At times like this it seemed as if the light of another sun shone on the world, inconceivably strange and distant, just as the ordinary sun sometimes burst through a bank of clouds at sunset and lavished all its colour on one solitary house or tree; but the circuit of the other sun was mental and spiritual, and subject to no laws that could be understood on earth.

Thus Matthew had grown up, half in the world and half out of it, not knowing where he belonged. And it was when he was most confused that he took refuge in the family identity which otherwise meant little to him. He saw himself as a reincarnation of that other Cortez, plundering the world and pausing to stare in awe at some new interior ocean; but such fanciful visions had little to do with the actual family he knew. His father’s relatives were mostly stern and overbearing, although his grandmother could be kind; he did not feel easy with them. On his mother’s side, however, he had a relative for whom he felt nothing short of devotion: and this was his uncle, Harry Locke.

He was really the uncle of Matthew’s mother; when her parents had died in her childhood he and his wife had brought her up with their own children. Harry Locke had been a builder, and his firm had prospered and become one of the largest in the west country. Since his wife’s death twelve years before, he had retired and become a lay preacher. He was rich, but almost accidentally rich, as if his wealth had come to him instinctively, for he had no apparent shrewdness or cunning; his business had grown as a result of his own diligence and honesty, as a bird’s nest grows because of certain qualities in the bird.

Between Harry Locke and Matthew there was a bond of great love. Matthew had found that he could talk to his great-uncle with no fear or shame, and Harry’s religion, though it was naive and even childish, appealed to him strongly sometimes. Harry was an evangelical Christian, and he preached at chapels and revival meetings all over the west country, gaining as time went by a local reputation as a powerful and eloquent preacher. Matthew had no great respect for Harry’s colleagues and fellow-preachers, and in general felt little but contempt for the banalities they preached; but his objections were blunted and turned aside in the case of his uncle by a strange kind of moral force, as uncompromising as light, which emanated from the old man when he preached and which had the power of moving even a hostile or indifferent audience.

His uncle’s character was simple, but puzzling in the same way as the success of his business was puzzling. If you looked for intellectual subtlety, or avarice, or arrogance, or for anything like “lust of result”, you would find him empty of them. But if you watched him closely and without pre conceptions you would begin to see certain traits emerging: passive, almost negative things like patience or good temper or kindliness or calmness, quiet things, but things that earned him loyalty and love while ensuring that his personality could not, because of this very blankness and plainness, be idolised or even copied by his followers. Matthew respected his uncle because he sensed that Harry’s mildness covered a deep sense of what he called “absolutes”: the questions that plagued and worried him like dogs and which others had forgotten. But whereas Matthew was tormented by these things, Harry seemed to draw strength from them. He had tamed them, and moved among them, Matthew thought, like a master.

It was natural, then, that when Matthew needed advice and help, he should turn to his uncle. He had not seen him now for a year or so, and had forgotten the things which irritated him in Harry’s religion.

Six or seven months went by after Matthew had gone down to the beach and listened to the girl; and it had been it peaceful but sterile period. Matthew was drained of all his will and energy; he lived, emotionally, on the memory of her face dominating the darkness and her voice subduing the sound of the waves; and he wrote down all he could remember of what she had said. In the absence of any concrete evidence of her, her words were almost as effective in evoking her memory as if she had written them down herself, and then kissed the paper often so that it held her scent.

He went home and lived with his parents in London, and found a job in a factory nearby, saving all the money he earned and going for long walks by the river. It was peaceful; but when spring came, he felt the stirrings of energy and restlessness inside him, and, with them, a renewal of pain and longing. He was overcome by odd compulsions which appeared quite arbitrarily and were, for the moment, irresistible: a powerful thirst would seize him for days on end, and no matter how much water he swallowed, he could not moisten the parched dryness of his throat, and he would have to smother his food with gravy in case he choked; or, having gone to bed, he would have to get up again and dress and go outside, fearing that the house would collapse at any moment. He found a kind of protection in various talismans which he collected avidly – a twig of driftwood from the river, a triangle of blue plastic he found on the floor of the factory, a pebble, a photograph in a newspaper, a small jar made of blue glass. Because of some peculiarity in their shapes, or some intensity of emotion prevailing when he came across them, these things and half a dozen others like them gathered into themselves a formidable power and became, as far as their protective strength went, gods or guardian angels which Matthew carried around with him, or set up on his bedside table while he slept, according to each its privileges and omitting and offending none.

While he lived his solitary and precarious life his parents ignored him as benevolently as possible, letting him come and go as he pleased; but in spring they decided to go away for a fortnight, and suggested to Matthew that he, too, should have a holiday. His mother was worried about him; but she did not tell him so. Matthew was a little disturbed by the idea. He had withdrawn too far to face the prospect of going away again with equanimity, let alone excitement, but on the other hand something inside him was aching for change, that was certain. The questions were waking with the seasons, and he could not placate them for much longer. When his father mentioned it, he was taken aback, but tried not to show it.

“All right,” he said. “Yes, I could do that. I don’t really want to go anywhere, though.”

“Why don’t you go and stay with uncle Harry?” said his mother. ‘He’d love to see you. You haven’t been there for years.”

And as soon as she said that, he realised that he must go. Uncle Harry would listen to him, at least; and above all, he would not be dangerous; he would not threaten, and perhaps he would even know some of the answers. And as soon as his mind was made up, he could not wait. He gave in his notice at the factory, worked impatiently for the last week, and wrote to his uncle. His mood now was vastly changed: instead of being preserved in an accumulation of ice, he felt subterranean rivers rushing and gulfs opening beneath and around him, and soared sometimes among clouds of fretful, delirious elation. Instead of being frightened by the movement, as he had thought he would be, he was keyed up, anticipatory, excited.

Harry Locke, for his part, was pleased to get his letter, and worried only that Matthew would be bored. He lived alone, looked after by a woman called Mrs. Parrish, who lived on the farm next door with her husband and elder son, Peter. The farm itself belonged to Harry, and the Parrishes worked it for him; but as they belonged to Harry’s chapel, and were as devout as he was, the relation between them was much closer than that between landlord and tenant. Matthew knew them well, and liked them. He had stayed many times in the village as a child.

He arranged to come down on a Friday afternoon and arrive at his uncle’s in the evening. But as the evening went by and there was no sign of him, Harry began to wonder where he could be. He expected the telephone to ring, but the evening grew late and it stayed silent; and eventually he went to bed, hoping that Matthew was safe.

It was nearly half past eleven on Saturday morning when he turned up. Harry was shocked by his appearance; he looked ill, pale and thin, and he kept glancing nervously around almost as if he were guilty of something.

“I’m so sorry I’m late, uncle Harry,” were his first words.

“I got off the train last night – yesterday evening – and I felt my headache coming on; I could hardly move, I had to go to a hotel and go to sleep straight away – I’m sorry, I should have tried to ring you.”

“Never mind that, that’s all right,” said Harry. “But how are you, son? You don’t look too good now. D’you want to lie down?”

“Oh, no! No, I’m better now. They go as suddenly as they come, these headaches; I’m fine now.”

But Harry was not happy about it. He had never seen Matthew so jumpy before. Whereas in his childhood he had been quite happy sitting alone with a book for hours on end, now he could not sit still for a minute; he would get up and walk about, chatting loudly and rather hysterically about nothing at all – about his father and mother – about the weather; Harry was bewildered. Over lunch, which they had with the Parrishes, Matthew was subdued and quiet; but as they walked in Harry’s garden in the afternoon, the old man had a glimpse of what was on Matthew’s mind.

“Uncle Harry,” Matthew began, “what would you do if you began to be obsessed by something? Would you think it was the devil possessing you? Don’t you think God could possess you too? I don’t mean drive you mad – or rather, yes, I do mean drive you mad. Could God drive a man mad?”

“No,” said Harry slowly. “The man would have to be upset first for the idea of God to send him mad. But, you know, it might not be God. It might be the devil after all. He can take a thousand shapes and forms, and if the man didn’t know what God was like, the devil could easily fox him and turn his mind astray by pretending to be God. He could do that, I reckon. Why d’you think it’s God, though?”

Matthew shrugged.

“It’s either God or it’s nothing at all. You know what psychiatrists would say – what any clever person would say – it’s just imagination. Imagination’s their god – they think it has wonderful powers – they’re just like savages who think that if they hear thunder, it’s because the gods are angry with them; and if anything’s wrong with your mind, it’s just imagination. Or it’s some complex or other, or an imbalance in the chemicals in your body. They don’t really understand it, so they’re superstitious about it. But the imagination really doesn’t have a tenth of the power they think it has. It’s a poor shabby thing and it can’t even cope with everyday things like – oh, like feeling bored; you can’t even imagine you’re not bored, it’s as weak as that. And you certainly can’t imagine God. No, I know it’s God there, haunting me. But He doesn’t believe in me.”

He stopped talking, and they walked on a few paces. It struck him suddenly that he was using Harry in just the same way that he himself had been used, on the beach; and as he remembered her face, the desire to see her again was so strong that he felt his chest tighten with longing. He wanted to say a hundred things at once, to go back to the beginning of his conversation with Harry and go over it again; he wanted to tell Harry about her; he wanted to talk to her, herself, talk furiously, talk without ceasing; he wanted to clarify, clarify, clarify, down to the roots of the world and the hidden corners of his heart, and learn once and for all what was the truth.

And there was not a thing he could do about it; he could only go on, further into confusion, He wondered if he would die like this, with unintended lies upon his lips, protesting his false innocence.

“I understand,” said Harry.

“But – there’s something else. Six months ago I met a girl – no; that doesn’t matter, I don’t mean that.”

He paused for a few seconds and tried to collect his thoughts.

“Go on,” said Harry.

“No; I get carried away by words. There, you see! I said, ‘six months ago I met a girl’ – that’s wrong, it’s a lie, although six months ago I did meet a girl – and fell in love with her – it’s not her that’s described in that sentence, though, I can’t describe her at all. The trouble is, I don’t know her name. So describing her – or saying anything at all about her – won’t be true. I can say it, I can tell in detail what we did, but there’s God inside me who’ll listen to what I’m saying, quite indifferently, because I might just as well be saying something else. No; not God, I mean, me, my central part. She – I can’t get at her, if you see what I mean, because I don’t know her name; oh, a thousand things besides her name, but that’s the most important. Perhaps that’s why I can’t get at God either; perhaps God isn’t His name. Perhaps you’re right, it’s the devil.”

He sank into silence. Harry did not make the mistake of thinking that Matthew’s last words indicated that he really thought Harry was right about it. He recognised that Matthew’s argument was coming round on itself, biting its own tail, not because of anything he had said but because Matthew was talking out of panic, using words without feeling their weight beforehand, so to speak. Matthew seemed to be thinking the same, because after a minute he spoke again. “I ought not to talk at all, I ought to keep quiet about it,” was all he said.

They walked up and down for a while, with only the song of the birds and the occasional sound of a car in the distance breaking into the drowsy silence. The garden was not large, but it was beautifully kept, and Matthew was aware of a strange, indifferent, meditative air of harmony which filled it, even though he was so disturbed himself at the moment. The same feeling emanated from his uncle. Harry was not particularly striking to look at; he was powerfully built, and still very strong in spite of his age, but there was nothing else remarkable about his appearance. His hair was thick and grey, and his eyes mild and brown. Nevertheless, it was an arresting face, because of something indefinable in the expression – the set of the eyes – the hint of a smile about the mouth; it had a quality of absolute stillness about it. You felt that if he were to sit down in the garden, the birds would come and play around him, perching on his shoulders and arms and legs with no fear at all, and that even if he were to move suddenly they would only flutter their wings and adjust their balance and settle down again. This was why Matthew felt able to talk quite unselfconsciously, whereas if he had been talking to anyone else he would have been tied in knots of embarrassment, cursing himself.

He wondered for a moment if Harry had even heard what he’d been saying. He’d hardly said anything in reply. But why should he expect a reply? It was enough to be able to talk, wasn’t it? No, he thought, it wasn’t. Perhaps the answers, if there were any, wouldn’t come from Harry at all, but from some other source as far removed from the world and all that he knew as that other sun was, that shone so mysteriously on the world for a while and then vanished again.

Suddenly both of them looked up and over to the farm. There was a cry; it was muffled, and Matthew wasn’t sure if he’d heard it at all, but for some occult reason a spasm of alarm took hold of both of them. They heard a door slam, and the sound of hurrying footsteps, which only a few seconds later got louder and crunched on the gravel beside the house. They saw, as she came into the garden, that it was Mrs. Parrish.

She was nearly running; and she looked so frightened that it was almost comic at first, and Matthew had to be careful not to smile as she hurried breathlessly up to them and nearly tripped on the edge of the grass. But her face was white.

“Oh! Mr. Locke! “ she said, and paused for breath, looking swiftly at Matthew; she didn’t seem to recognise him, but looked straight through him, he thought, in fear – “Poor little Jenny Andrews – she’s dead – Peter found her in the wood – she’s dead – she’s been murdered!”

Matthew’s heart leapt; he looked at his uncle, and then back at Mrs. Parrish, who stood trembling in front of them with one hand on her breast, as if she were swearing to the truth of what she said. There was panic in her face.

No-one said anything for a second; and then Harry said “You’d better ring for the police, and I’ll go over to the farm. Matthew knows where the telephone is.”

He set off along the path. Matthew, dazed, said to her “Yes, yes – well, of course, you know where the phone is, too;” and ran to the back door of the house, and let her in. They hurried into the hall, and Matthew wondered why his uncle had made him stay behind. Mrs. Parrish was talking nervously.

“It was in the seven-acre field, down the end where it borders the wood, you know the place; Peter was down there looking at the fence and he said there she was, poor lamb; he had to carry her all the way back to the farm, and then he realised he shouldn’t have done, of course; oh, I don’t know who’s going to tell poor Mrs. Andrews…”

“There, sit down,” Matthew said automatically, pulling a chair out from beside the hall table. “What’s the number? Is it 999?”

She sat down and dialled the number. “Hullo? Emergency – police it is – and ambulance – at South End Farm, Barton – yes – Barton 685, this is – there’s been a murder…”

Matthew leant against the wall, and then had to sit down on the stairs. Where, in heaven’s name, did this come in? He tried to picture the body of a girl – how old could she be, he wondered? Perhaps she was only a child; and he tried to imagine her body, flung down casually near a clump of trees at the edge of a field, discarded, and the murderer turning away in loathing. When had it happened? In day light, perhaps – in the cold dawn – that was horrible –

Mrs. Parrish finished speaking, and put the telephone down.

“Poor Mrs. Andrews – I wonder if I’d better ring her up – oh, it’s awful – no; I couldn’t tell her on the telephone, I couldn’t; I’ll have to go round straight away, before the police get here.”

She was still greatly agitated; but it was only just beginning to sink in to Matthew.

“Who’s the girl?” he said. “How old was she?”

“Oh,” said Mrs. Parrish; and as she spoke she began to cry, “she was only eleven, the poor little thing; oh, I can’t believe it. When Peter came into the kitchen, I didn’t know what it was he’d come back for, he’d only been gone half an hour or so; and ‘Mum,’ he said, ‘be careful, listen, don’t be upset, I’ve found Jenny Andrews and she’s dead;’ and he was shaken, I could tell that, and he went on ‘I’ve taken her and laid her in the dairy, now go and find Mr. Locke and ask him to ring the police and the doctor.’ I didn’t know what he could be talking about, Jenny Andrews dead, what’s he mean, I thought, but then he sat down and sort of groaned and put his face in his hands and said ‘Now I’ve done it wrong! I should have left her, mum, now they won’t find any clues! I’ve messed it all up, I should have left her there.’ and then I saw he must be telling the truth. Mr. Parrish is out on the tractor; he doesn’t know about it; oh Lord, it’s too horrible.”

“Christ,” said Matthew in a whisper. “How was she killed? Do you know how long she’d been there?”

“She’d been strangled; oh, the brute, he must be mad. Peter said she was stiff and her clothes were all wet. She must have been there all night, and her mother wondering where she was – now she’ll have to hear this, on top of it – oh, it’s just wickedness, it’s pure wickedness!”

Matthew was silent. He stared at the wallpaper without seeing it. “Now then,” he thought, “this is another gulf opening – this is the world moving again – it’s like the girl on the beach – I don’t move as fast as I thought; I don’t move at all, it’s the world that moves, it strides like a giant and I can’t keep up with it…”

But in fact his mind was racing, darting here and there over the whole image of murder. It shocked him like thunder; and like thunder it was a natural phenomenon, perhaps; it came out of a clear sky, and demonstrated contemptuously how deep in sleep he was. It spoke too loudly to be human.

After a second or two Mrs. Parrish had recovered a little. She stood up and smoothed her hands over her skirt. “Oh dear, I’m all trembling; look at my hands. I’d better go and see what they’re doing over there, then I’ll go to Mrs. Andrews’; the police’ll be here in a minute, I suppose…”

“Can I do anything, Mrs. Parrish?” said Matthew, feeling that he ought to say something, “I don’t suppose there’s anything I can do, really – I don’t want to get in the way. There’ll be so much going on in a minute.”

She went across to the window beside the front door that overlooked the drive and the entrance to the farm, and leant forward to look out, resting her hands on the window sill.

“No; I don’t think so,” she said. “I don’t think you’d better get in the way, Matthew, because the police’ll have lots to do; I should just stay here, if I was you.”

Whenever his emotions were excited, as they were now, he found himself experiencing a curious kind of over sensitivity; he responded in the most extravagant way to the most minute stimuli. It amounted almost to clairvoyance. He was aware of every smallest degree of feeling in Mrs. Parrish, and even felt a momentary flare of lust for her thickset body, because unconsciously she had put her weight on one hip and bent the other leg in a way that gave her an unusual lightness and grace. As soon as she turned round, of course, the spell would be broken, but he was astonished by the strength of it, while it lasted. Perhaps the murderer had seen the girl like that, and been unable to resist – it would only take a moment… But the words she had just spoken would have protected her, because Matthew had been hurt by them, feeling them to be a harsh rebuke to his presumptuous desire to interfere. Consequently he sat absolutely still, hiding his feelings but still being aware of every tiniest gradation of the light around her body, every variation in the emotional atmosphere between them. He could even smell her, among the other smells of furniture-polish, of cooking oil, of soap, of flowers through the open window; he caught the warm smell of her flesh, not entirely clean, but certainly not dirty. And he heard quite distinctly, over and apart from the flooding of his own blood, the rush and pull of the tides of hers, and felt her heart above him like the moon.

And before he could become aware of what was happening, he was swamped, overcome by her; and she didn’t move an inch, but stood there quite still, with her back to him. The quiet hall they were in suddenly assumed the proportions of a womb or a cradle or a pair of enveloping maternal arms, and the air of the afternoon swept around him, imperious and amniotic, so that all he had of self-awareness and independence was swiftly and momentarily annihilated.

And then she turned to him and smiled briefly, and said, “Well, the Lord knows what He’s up to, but we don’t; sometimes I wish He’d make it all a bit clearer. Poor Mrs. Andrews; her heart’ll break.”

And with that she opened the front door and went out.

Matthew thought of grief and terror bounding out greedily through the village, straining forward like gaunt spectral dogs from their birthplace on the edge of the wood; and in his mind he watched them, impersonally.

“What does it mean? What does it mean? What does it mean for me?” he thought.





Chapter 4

NEXT DAY being Sunday, Matthew decided as soon as he was awake that he would go to church. There was an impulse of refuge-seeking in this idea, for he had had a disturbed unpleasant night, waking in the grey dawn from a nightmare of the girl’s broken body that hung straddling a fence, with black blood pouring from it, and he could neither run away nor take his eyes off it. He lay awake, frightened at first by the singing of the birds, which seemed to be resounding in a bare, damp, grey place, the wood of the self-murderers, extended in his head; he lay still in misery for almost half an hour until the sky cleared and the sun rose, and then he fell asleep again. When he woke for the second time he felt tired and oppressed.

Harry had told him the night before that he’d be gone when Matthew woke up; he was going to preach in Silminster. Matthew wished he’d got up earlier and gone with him. But the church would do; it would have to. Such a craving he had for order now, and stability! He had not set foot willingly in a church for years – not when there was a service on, at any rate – but this morning the thought of singing psalms and hearing prayers spread over his senses like balm.

The morning outside was bright and cloudless and windy; he shaved and dressed quickly and went downstairs. The clock in the hall said it was nearly ten o’clock. Mrs. Parrish had made him some breakfast and left it in the oven to keep warm, and he ate it in the kitchen, staring dreamily through the window on to the back garden.

He washed up carefully when he had finished and then wandered outside. He supposed that they still held services at eleven o’clock, but perhaps he had better set off and find out. He went out into the road and turned up towards the village. He dawdled; the warmth of the sun on his head kept slowing him down to a standstill, and he felt as weak on his knees as a newborn calf. For the matter of that, everything felt newborn and unfamiliar. He could not give a name to a single one of the wildflowers and grasses that grew by the side of the road. He felt small in the face of the world.

On the right-hand side of the road he passed the great yard of Locke and Son. It used to be the firm’s headquarters, but nowadays most of the large construction work was carried on from Silminster, leaving the Barton yard free for smaller contracts and carpentry work. It looked this morning as clean and tidy as if it had just sprung naturally out of the earth, like a huge flower or a tree; and, like a tree, there was something powerfully organic about the way it functioned and rested. The piles of timber and bricks, the fleet of lorries with the firm’s name on them in black and red, the neat offices and sheds – there was order there, and it was visible and clear. Matthew lingered for a long time, staring through the screen of trees that separated it from the road, marvelling at it.

He got to the church at a quarter to eleven and looked at the notice-board by the lych-gate. He didn’t recognise the vicar’s name; he only vaguely remembered the man who’d been here when he was a child and had gone to the Sunday School. The church itself was not especially beautiful, but it was old and untouched and fairly small. The graveyard rose steeply behind it and bordered a green field, where sheep were grazing and where a hawthorn hedge led up and across the brow of the tiny hill. The weather was exhilarating. The sky was clear one minute and half-covered with huge dazzling billowing white clouds the next, that raced and swept across the whole intense blueness of it and disappeared. The sun was warm, except when a cloud crossed it momentarily, and the air was fresh and cool.

Matthew leant on the wall until the bell began to ring, and then wandered slowly inside.

He sat in a pew at the back of the church, on the right hand side next to a window, and watched the rest of the congregation come in. There were not many of them, naturally; a few old ladies, a smartly-dressed man who might have been a doctor or a lawyer and his wife, two or three other middle-aged couples, and that was all. Matthew thought he recognised some of them, but he was not sure, and in any case no-one seemed to know him. He sat still, feeling oddly peaceful.

As the organist began to play a prelude he realised that he would not, after all, find much of an answer here, if he had ever really expected to. It was all too familiar and ordinary. Salvation lay in extremes, in things like that murder, even, and unless the vicar was a saint or a madman he wouldn’t find it here.

Then from the back of the church the vicar’s voice announced the first hymn; and immediately Matthew felt a small obscure shock, and involuntarily turned round. He saw a small man, slightly balding, looking mild and preoccupied, whom he’d certainly never seen before. It was his voice that puzzled Matthew, because it was loud and rich, and intensely melodious, almost the voice of an actor.

He stood up with the rest of the congregation and sang dutifully as they did. It was a short hymn, and when it was over and they were kneeling down Matthew was astonished again at the volume and richness of the man’s voice, reading the prayers. It was not a “parsonic” voice, over-ripe with self-admiration and piety; but it rang out like a bell, effortlessly powerful. “He should have been an actor,” thought Matthew, wondering at it.

It formed a great contrast with his appearance: for he looked ill-at-ease, absent, even slightly nervous. His eyes were very light in colour and made him look half-blind and a little weak. He was not looking at the prayer-book, but staring obliquely down the church, with an uncertain frown on his forehead every now and then.

As the service went by the sun crept round and a beam fell through the window beside him on to Matthew’s side, warming him and causing red and green pools of light to shimmer and coalesce on the wood of the pew in front of him. They sang the psalms, and recited the creed, and sang another hymn which the vicar did not join in, rather to Matthew’s surprise. “Perhaps he’s tone-deaf and doesn’t like to throw everyone off their pitch,” he thought; “but he ought to sing well, with that voice.” And then the vicar went to the pulpit and arranged his notes, and waited impatiently for the hymn to end.

He opened the Bible before the congregation had sat down and began to read his text. He read a sentence from St. John which Matthew didn’t recognise: “He that loveth his life shall lose it; and he that hateth his life in this world shall keep it unto life eternal.” Then, without any other preamble, he went straight into an extraordinary, rambling, wandering maze of a sermon that worked itself up into a vivid excess of passion. Matthew listened greedily.

“You will have noticed that whenever we talk about the entry of God into the world we use the word descent. Christ, we are told, descended into the world; but we don’t perhaps consider as often as we should what this word descent implies. Quite evidently we don’t believe that God is up there in the sky; it is a spiritual height from which he descends, and spiritual depth which receives him. When we say that a man is in the spiritual depths, we mean that he is rotten and sick with anguish for himself and for his life in the world. These are the spiritual depths; and it was to this that the Christ descended – otherwise the phrase has no meaning.”

He said this briskly and decisively, like a barrister; Matthew settled back and listened carefully.

“Once we see this clearly there can be no question of our complacent mouthings about there being no God ‘out there’ – about God being nowhere but in our hearts and affections for our fellow men, and so on; none at all. Why should we love each other, after all’? Is there anything noble in us? All humanity is darkness, darkness; the forms of your mind are the forms of darkness – that darkness which perceived not the light that shone in it; we are clogged with darkness and the forms of darkness, and their number is legion: pride; anger; lust; envy; greed; sloth; and avarice – the classical seven, and a host of others: indifference; fear; ambition; vanity; passion for smallness, for small things, a love for the mean, the petty, the perverse, the temporary, the trivial; the craving for popularity, the urge to be pleasant and the urge to be treated pleasantly, yes, dark ness; nostalgia, sadness, melancholy; and hope, expectation, joy, pleasure and even kindness, curiosity, frankness, timidity; the refusal to bear burdens and the refusal to share burdens, because there are some men in whom the flames of pride burn so highly that they will not give any hint of suffering, and it is a form of darkness thus to cling jealously to one’s own afflictions as surely as it is a form of darkness to spread the germs of plague throughout the world by a hasty, panic impulse to run to one’s fellows, cry, weep, embrace strangers, kiss men and women indiscriminately out of fearful lust and the fear of imminent death; and because darkness, darkness, darkness is everywhere it is dark ness to discourse of these things, doubtless, it is folly, ignorance, and sin to make them known, folly, ignorance, and sin to know of them in secret and say nothing, folly, ignorance, and sin not to know of them at all…”

His voice had become louder; he was speaking almost wildly now, and his voice filled the church and seemed to echo back and forth like a peal of bells. Matthew was overawed. The priest was rocking gently from side to side, his eyes half-closed, the tight intense frown still gripping his brow, his hands spread wide on the pulpit rail.

“They are all – desires. They are all – a greed for the world; and we lust for the world because it is beautiful, oh, it is sodden with beauty like a sponge with vinegar; there is no truth in it, and there is no health in us. Consider what it is in the world that we love.”

He paused again and swallowed, and passed his hand over his eyes, and then leant forward and began to speak again, softly at first and then working up to a climax.

“The sky, first of all; the blue sky, the sun in it and the moon and the stars; the clouds, white, grey, and black; the rain, snow, hail, sleet, thunder, lightning, the rainbows and the haloes around the sun and the moon in strange weather; the mountains and the hills, criss-crossed by valleys and streams and glaciers, overhung with snow or mist or blossoming with spring flowers and green grass; the song of the birds, the lark and the nightingale and the blackbird and the thrush, and the screech of the owl by night; the midnight flitting of the bat, the flight of eagles into the sun, the slow flapping of the crow and the quick dart of sparrows; and the trees, the clear brightness of the larch and the venerable grey of the oak, the dull deep green of elms, the tender lightness of the silver birch and the rich wine-coloured darkness of the copper beech, the straight serried sombreness of pine-trees and the grace of cherry-blossom, of apple blossom; and there are the forms rock takes, the massive grey monolithic granite and the red sandstone, there is chalk with its dazzling whiteness, and near chalk often you find flint, opaque but nearly translucent, like smoky chipped glass, falling in flakes; slate, too, splitting in dark slabs away from the mountain-side; limestone, lava, silt, mud, sand, shingle; rock, piled in confusion, caves, cliffs, scree, wilderness, avalanche, hurled far out pinnacle upon pinnacle surmounted by trails and curtains of snow; the water falls dashing down the cliffs and gullies, leading down again deep into secluded corners, dark unsurveyed pockets and folds, hidden, descending inwards to huge caverns with the drip of water laden with minerals, the stalactites and stalagmites gleaming, their slow growth like teeth into the darkness, and further, ledges, dizzy chimneys and passages, needle-thin, tortuous, intent on their depth, opening out to unseen vast chambers, cathedrals, underground lakes innocent of fish, oh, innocent of life but for the blind gropings and yearnings of soft-bellied creatures without names and the sway of primitive slime at the water’s edge...”

The flow ceased for a second; his face was creased as if in pain, his fists were clenched, and Matthew saw sweat starting on his forehead. The silence in the church was profound. The priest’s voice had never faded or faltered once, but plunged majestically onwards like the course of a river in flood, powerful and a little terrifying. For no reason at all Matthew wondered suddenly if he had heard about the murder, and if he had, what he thought about it… The priest continued.

“And man in the midst of nature, intent on his lusts and their trivial satisfactions – man loves the world, and we call it natural that he should; man hates God, and we would call it unnatural if he did not. This is where we have come to, following our instincts downwards, like water; into the depths. And we are exhorted to take comfort in each other! We are encouraged to call ourselves immortal! This is Satanic irony; for man, man, is no more remarkable, truly, than the lowliest worm in the muddiest pond – no more godly – no more noble; he is only an object of love, of craving; and a form of darkness.”

Abruptly he stopped. He had been speaking for nearly fifteen minutes. His voice had risen in the latter part of his sermon to a kind of hysterical sing-song, and as he enumerated his lists of the forms of darkness he beat unconsciously on the pulpit rail, emphasising the rhythm of the words with a sound like muffled hammer blows on a coffin, or like the heart of the world itself beating faster under the onslaught of his condemnation. The men and women in the church were obviously a little taken aback by the sermon – either that, or angry, or irritated, for Matthew saw people turn to one another and whisper as the flood of words came to an end. Matthew himself was both wondering how far the priest’s disgust with the world really went and trying to fathom the depths of the expression on his face. For as he said the last words, “and a form of darkness,” his lips came together sensually and his eyes opened halfway, and he looked suddenly obscene – as if he were lapped in a drugged sexual ecstasy – while all the time there hovered around his eyes and mouth the shadows of a distant, satisfied cynicism.

He said a few more words, indifferently, with such sudden lack of interest that Matthew could not even make sense of them, and then turned almost theatrically – “flounced,” – Matthew thought – to face the altar, and muttered swiftly “And now to God the Father, God the Son, and God the Holy Ghost…” and swung round again to announce the last hymn.

As he left the pulpit and went to the altar for the last prayers he seemed much more in command of himself than he had been at the beginning of the service, when Matthew had felt a kind of pity for his apparent nervousness. Now he looked oddly just like a woman who was sexually aroused: his eyes were bright, startlingly light and clear, and his cheeks a little flushed. His movements were brisk, cold, and offhand. He gave the collection-plate to the sidesman and followed him down the aisle to the vestry, ignoring Matthew’s gaze but seeming to acknowledge it by the secretive, self-centred, narcissistic smile that constantly showed itself and vanished at the corners of his mouth.

“I’ll go and speak to him,” Matthew thought, “I’ll go and ask him – it’ll be something done – Christ, yes, it’ll be a movement, I’ll be doing something for once.”

The priest did not go into the porch to say good-morning to the congregation, but stayed in the vestry for so long that Matthew wondered if he had gone out of the church by another door. Eventually, however, when everyone but the sidesman and Matthew had gone, he came out, still wearing his cassock, and still with the peculiar expression half of desire and half of satisfaction on his face.

Matthew stood up and stepped out of the pew, and the priest stopped in surprise.

“Good-morning!” he said. “We haven’t seen you here before, have we?”

Matthew was uncertain what to say, but the man’s tone was friendly enough. At close quarters, he looked even more like an actor, for some reason – there was a kind of over emphasis about his features, which was hard to pin down – but his eyes, which Matthew now saw were a very light shade of greyish-blue and slightly protruberant, did not seem to carry as much theatricality as his nose, mouth, and chin; they were withdrawn, dreamy, even mystical. Something in his face, close to, prompted a dim memory in Matthew, perhaps of a dream, but something far-off and strange – at any rate, he’d spoken, and was waiting for an answer.

“No, not here – well, not for a long time, that is,” Matthew said. “I used to come here when I was a boy. I’m staying with my great-uncle at the moment. Have you been vicar here for long?”

“Two years or so, I think – two years at Whitsun, it’ll be. My name is Cole, Canon Cole: do I know your great-uncle, I wonder?”

“Mr. Locke, of Locke and Son, the elder Mr. Locke. But I don’t think he’s one of your parishioners; I mean, I don’t think he comes to church, because he preaches at chapels.”

“Ah yes! He’s quite famous, you know. I have met him, but as you say, he doesn’t come –”

“Forgive me for saying so,” burst in Matthew impatiently, “but I felt I had to speak to you after hearing your sermon – I was fascinated – what you said about the gap between God and the world, it struck me as being so extraordinary that I couldn’t help waiting behind to ask you to tell me more about it. I know it’ll probably strike you as a waste of time; but I don’t want an immediate course of free lectures, or anything; you must be very busy and as I don’t even live here I’ve got no claim on your time at all. But if you could spare me a few minutes one day this week, perhaps, or anytime you can, I’d be very grateful… You see, I’ve got a sort of God-mania, or religion-mania, that troubles me, and I’ve a feeling I’ll get more help from priests than from doctors… would you mind very much?”

He spoke in a low voice, hoping that the old sidesman, who was gathering prayer-books from the pews and straightening the hassocks, would not hear him; he felt harassed, too, by the figure he could see seated in the porch: the church door was slightly ajar. The Canon. Frowning, stared at the ground, his forefinger pressed thoughtfully along his cheek. After a second he said:

“Mmm… what is your name?”

“Matthew Cortez.”

“Cortez – is it Spanish? Yes; mmm…Certainly I can spare the time, I would be glad to… time! Certainly! But tell me, what do you think of God now? Why did the – er – disunity I mentioned ring true for you? You believe in God, do you?”

“Yes! That’s not the problem! The problem is, why does He seem to be dead? It’s a religious problem, I suppose, but it’s also a philosophical problem, and a historical problem, and probably an economic problem as well for all I know, and a physiological and biological problem too; but why is it? Why? If I sound hysterical, I’m sorry; there’s nothing worse than being talked at by a neurotic. But you see, I’ve decided to make a move; outwards, that is, from myself to this hidden God; and I don’t know where He is. So if you could explain your own conception of God to me I’d be able to see a little more clearly, perhaps.”

“Yes, yes, that’s excellent, I see that plainly. Now look –” he took out a little leather diary from an inside pocket and looked through it, muttering “Monday – Tuesday – no – Wednesday? Would you like to come to the Rectory on Wednesday evening – you know where it is, do you? – say at eight o’clock, after supper? The evening is the best time, perhaps…I find it easier to think in the evenings.”

He made a note and put the diary back in his pocket.

“‘Thank you,” said Matthew, feeling at a loss for words all of a sudden. “It’s very kind of you.”

“That’s quite all right,” said the Canon quietly, moving towards the door. “On Wednesday evening, then...” He opened the door and let Matthew go through into the porch. The sunlight lay like a golden dust-sheet over half the stone floor and over the seat along the right-hand side, and sparkled brilliantly where it caught the glass front of the notice-board. The square patch of sky he could see ahead was so intensely blue that his eyes dazzled for a second and he blinked, and he felt the fresh wind on his face, chilly and exhilarating… and then he saw who it was who was sitting there, and nearly fainted.

He heard the Canon say “My daughter, Elizabeth” – but instantly and more completely than he would ever have believed possible he was transported back to that wild beach with all its dreamlike intensity and felt, swirling around him like clouds of fire, the same, indisputably the same impulse of passion that had enveloped him then. “I can’t let it go,” he thought, “not this time! I’ll make love to her, I’ll take her away, I’ll tell her everything! “ And, conscious of the desperate and imperative need to act, act decisively, he stepped forward and shook her hand as if they’d never set eyes on each other before, although his heart was beating furiously and his legs could hardly support him.

She was wearing a white sweater and dark velvet trousers; her hair was tied loosely with a grey silk ribbon at the back of her neck, and she looked cool and self-possessed, almost indifferent, as she took his hand. She looked, in fact – and it was the complete and total opposite of what she’d been before, and of how he had pictured her ever since – sophisticated; but all around her slim figure there hovered ghosts, dishevelling her hair, wetting her face, her checks, her neck with rain and tears, making the outline of her body waver and flow like a flame, so that he longed to hold it in his hands, to contain it, and, pressing it to his breast, to defy darkness and the devil and time to come between them again.

She stood up to shake his hand and make the pretence of being introduced, of talking politely about the weather; but inside she was trembling with fear and joy. She felt utterly naked, as if not only her clothes but her body too and her habits and her personality and her memory, everything, had been suddenly whirled away in the April wind – everything but the fragile, obstinate nerve-pattern she thought of as her soul – everything but the very centre of her: and that be longed irrevocably to Matthew.

Matthew! Matthew Cortez! She knew his name at last! But it was so unreal to see him! He seemed more tense and cold than she remembered, and his eyes, wider and more penetrating; but then, she thought, as she walked with her lather down the path to the lych-gate and they said good bye for the moment, what did she look like? Had she borne the separation faithfully? And would he tell her?





Chapter 5

Despite the shock of coming across her again and the reawakening of all his questions about her and desires for her, the main image that haunted Matthew’s mind in the next few days was that of the murder. It was inevitable, in a way, because he saw nothing of her, whereas news and speculation about the murder was all over the village; there was a police car patrolling up and down all day long, and detectives from Silminster were using the village school as a temporary headquarters. According to what he could gather from gossip and the reports of the newspapers, there were no clues at all as to the murderer, but speculation thrived on the murder itself. Matthew heard from a number of people – from the postmistress, from the greengrocer, from the newsagent – that the girl had been raped, but there was no mention of rape in the newspaper articles.

He did not like to question Peter Parrish about it, firstly because of an odd fastidiousness in his nature, which he’d never really noticed until now, and secondly because he liked Peter too much to pester him. Peter had obviously been badly shaken by the whole business – by the police investigation as well as by actually finding the dead girl; as he had feared, they were far from being pleased that he had moved the body, and made him feel clumsy, blundering and stupid. Matthew did not know Peter all that well – he had been more friendly with Peter’s younger brother Robert, who was about Matthew’s own age and who was now, Matthew thought, a teacher – but he felt very sorry for him. It had upset him much more than his parents.

All the same, the murder gradually assumed a fearful kind of centrality in Matthew’s thoughts and, half unconsciously, he brooded on it. He was not sure how he visualised it, or even quite what was meant by the word “murder”. The important thing for him was the way it had suddenly intruded into the world. It was like a rainstorm coming from a perfectly clear blue sky, or like a footprint appearing on a clean patch of sand in front of his eyes. It jolted him because it seemed to exist in a more powerful way than other things, and because there was no reference to it, none at all, in the rest of nature. It was alien, he felt, in the same way as Canon Cole’s God was alien; and if it could not be said, because of this very alien-ness, that the latter was immediately recognisable as good, then it could not really be said – he thought – that the former was recognizably evil… He did not recognise it as evil; he did not recognise it at all. Perhaps good and evil were only relative, after all; perhaps they were as bound up with earth, with matter, as the law of gravity was; and perhaps, in the domain of the spirit, they were no more valid, no more relevant than that.

He pondered on it obsessively in the next couple of days. He spent the time doing some gardening for his uncle and helping Mr. Parrish on the farm, and when he was on his own, he sank into reveries of fruitless argument, where the same questions endlessly posed themselves, like menacing trees in a dark wood. He could not find any point at which the murder – or his continual, preoccupied return to religion – or even the meaning of his own life – came through, so to speak, broke out of the circle; but they frightened him increasingly. Perhaps Canon Cole would be able to tell him, he thought; perhaps his uncle would; but somehow his relations with Harry were unsatisfactory, even a little strained. It was odd. The old man was busy for most of the day, it seemed, and in the evenings he was so withdrawn that he spoke hardly at all, He was perfectly pleasant when he did speak, and friendly and attentive when Matthew addressed remarks to him. But it seemed to Matthew that Harry neither really heard nor really answered, that he was rapt and engaged somewhere else; and he both envied the old man his detachment and was unnerved by it.

However, one thing was certain; and that was, that he had seen her. Strangely, the main feeling the encounter gave rise to in his breast was not one of pleasure, of joy, of delight, or anything like that: he felt a rush of those emotions, to be sure, in the instant of seeing her: but afterwards, when his heart had found its own level again, what possessed him most was a plain satisfaction in the matter of his own survival. He had lasted, and that was almost enough.

On Wednesday afternoon, he decided to go for a walk. He was feeling restless, and besides, it was a grey, windy day, and he loved the wind. Harry was away in Silminster on some business or other; and Matthew left the house at about two o’clock, putting on his shabby overcoat and but toning it up to the neck. The wind made it flap around his knees, and blew his hair about. He set off along the main road away from Silminster, intending to take a side road that led up to the right and out on to the moors.

The road wound slowly upwards between high hedges. It was quiet. A few cars came along this way, but for most of the time it was absolutely deserted. Spots of rain fell every now and again, but the wind was what dominated the sky and the hedges, and in fact soon dominated Matthew too. His thoughts ran sluggishly and after he had been walking for twenty minutes or so he had effectively stopped thinking at all. He gave himself up to the sensations of coldness and movement and emptiness, bareness, sparse ness, which the day evoked in him. There were buds and little green leaves on the hedges, but he did not notice them; he was happier relishing instinctively the great sweep of the grey sky, as grey as a goose-feather, and the vast indifference of the wind. Leaves – buds – flowers – birds – and people too, especially people – he was glad to feel rid of them for a time. He felt light, extended, magnified by the great and enveloping non-life of the sky and the wind. Yes, that was why he loved them so much! It was the fact that although they coloured everything, although it was they who gave to a scene or a landscape its particular mood and atmosphere, there was absolutely no life in them. The sky was as free of the taint of life and death as a stone was, and the wind, though it gusted and blew and shook the trees and played with his coat and his hair like a child, wantonly, it did so from no motives at all, in the purest and plainest indifference; and this above all things was delightful to Matthew.

He wandered along, staring up at the sky or letting his eyes gaze down the road without seeing anything. He was not thinking, but all the while he could not help being aware of things. And something he heard or saw or perceived entirely clairvoyantly must have turned his mind again to the subject of the girl. Elizabeth, she was called; yes, that suited her, or it suited that rather daunting sophistication of hers. Whether it suited the memory of the girl on the beach he was not sure. He wondered if he’d ever see her like that again, or feel like that again himself; ah, that was beyond life – outside it – just like the wind, just as cold, just as arbitrary, just as absolute.

He was used to the workings of this uncertain clairvoyance of his, so he was not for an instant surprised when he turned a corner in the road and saw, about fifty yards ahead of him, the slight figure of Elizabeth walking slowly along. She was going the same way as he was, so she had her back to him. He stood absolutely still and watched; he was not sure what to do. But after a few seconds, she turned around and saw him.

He immediately felt awkward and shy, but he did not move an inch.

As for Elizabeth, she stood still too, watching him. She had no idea at all of what he might do. He might just turn his back and walk away, for all she knew of him, or he might run up to her, worst of all, and remind her of where they had met, and talk vacuously while he eyed her body. Just for a moment, before either of them moved, she suffered the humiliating torture of knowing that he could easily be the worst thing in the world.

Then he stepped forward almost as if he had been pushed, and walked up to her unwillingly. As soon as he got close enough for her to see the expression on his face she knew she was safe. He looked disturbed, even distressed, and before a second was up she did, too. In order to help him she went a few paces towards him, so that he should not be embarrassed – have to wait –

He saw that she had begun to cry, silently and proudly, but in a total confusion. It was his fault; he cursed himself. But then, unable to help himself, he ran the last few yards and stopped dead in front of her. It was astonishing; he was completely helpless. Something had suddenly taken possession of him. He was shaking from head to foot; he felt his arms rising to stretch out towards her and saw her hands move from her side to meet his, and then they touched and his hands clasped tightly around hers. Then without seeming to make the least effort, without seeming to move at all, they were in each other’s arms. Matthew felt a pressure as if all the blood in his body suffused his brain; his eyes closed, and he rested his cheek on the top of her head, hearing himself sigh, and drank in the sweet smell of her hair like water, as if he were dying of thirst.

She pressed her face into his shoulder, and felt the tweed of his coat rough against her cheek.

“No! I don’t know you at all!” he began to mutter wildly. “I’ve never seen you before; I can’t understand it, I can’t understand the least little thing about it, I’m lost completely; but now you’re here you mustn’t go, you mustn’t ever leave me; we must try and make sense of it…”

“Are you afraid of me, then?” she said quietly.

“Afraid? No! Yes! I’m overcome with fear – look – I’m trembling –”

He let go of her and held his hands out in front of him, shaking like leaves. As soon as he did so he had to struggle with himself to keep from seizing her again and holding her more tightly than before. She looked him in the eyes; hers were still wet with tears, and the look in them, so tender and yet so cold – yes! – indifferent – nearly forced him to his knees.

“You are –” he began, and stopped, and his voice rose to a cry – “Oh God! It’s not true, any of it, from the beginning of the world it’s all been false and mocking; and you, now, what I feel for you, if that is false and untrue then I am not here, and you are not here with me, and the sky is not grey, and no storms exist. And this storm here in my heart, now, and my mind, what of that? Well, that’s a deception, too. Tell me, though… Elizabeth,” he said, more calmly, “tell me what you thought I was thinking, there on the beach.”

They stood a couple of feet apart, and each of them wondered at the force in the other’s eyes.

“I thought you might have been – you might have been dismayed, you might have thought I was mad, or you were,” she said.

“No, no! I know you didn’t think that – Christ, we can be honest with each other! In fact we can’t be anything else. There’s no hope for us now, if we’re not; no, I’ll tell you what it was I was thinking. I was thinking that I loved you!”

This seemed to shock her profoundly, for she went pale and closed her eyes for a second. Matthew felt that unless he continued to talk, swiftly and convincingly, to press his case, he would lose her altogether. Already he regretted having said what he had; but the only way out was to continue, to bludgeon her into accepting it. But some scruple held him back and made it impossible to talk.

As if to underline the difficulty, a car went past them just at that moment and they had to step on the grass verge. And this action somehow – because it was forced on them and they had to act for a moment in a way that had nothing to do with them – generated an awkward and rather formal tension between them. Matthew felt that he was losing again, that it was now nearly out of his reach; but then she saved it.

“But, you know,” she began hesitantly, “the fact is that we still – don’t know each other. And if you want to know what I was thinking on the beach – you were right, I wasn’t thinking that at all, what I said just then – but what you’ve just done saying that – it shows that what I was thinking about you was true, because I was thinking that you’d be more daring than I was, you’d go further, you’d speak more – openly, and where I’d hedge and make excuses and stay silent, perhaps, you wouldn’t… you’d say it, whatever it was. I can’t say it more plainly than that. But yes, I can, I’ll do what you do. I’ll tell you –”

“Tell me what it was you shouted, then! Tell me what you cried out just as you ran away!” Matthew said urgently.

“All right…” she said, and put her hands to her forehead as if it were aching. The gesture touched Matthew’s heart, for it looked as if she were trapped, like a shy wild animal that could not bear being looked at, and he longed to say “no, don’t do as I tell you, you needn’t…” but he let her go on. “All right, I’ll tell you,” she continued, “I’ll have to think to remember the exact words, but I told you in that cry that you had the same touch as he did, as my lover did – but you don’t have to take it literally, like that – not just the way you touched me; it wasn’t just the way he touched me at all – oh, do you see? It was a whole sort of aura, a whole sort of atmosphere about it, power, stillness, something like that – do you see? I said nothing but ‘It’s you,’ I think; I said I’d found you…”

Her voice faded. He felt dizzy, unreal, as if the wind that swept the trees and the road and the clouds had now entered his head, his eyes, his limbs, cleaning him, sweeping him bare and ecstatic.

“Elizabeth, Elizabeth,” he muttered, “I – am – unable… I can’t believe any of it… anything; and I can’t believe you’re lying!”

He took her shoulders roughly and squeezed them tight. She looked at him openly, without fear or shame, and he saw desperation in her eyes, and anger, and contempt, and pleading. He looked away, unable to bear it, up at the cold grey sky; that was where he belonged! That was his home land, those grey wastes, haunted by gulls and by geese! And he drew strength from it, too, he felt resolution entering him.

“Matthew –” she said, “I don’t care what you do, or what you say; it’s almost incidental; but you – that’s all – that’s all I – oh, all I – I can’t say it, I’m afraid to say it! But I don’t want you to care about my being afraid, I don’t want you even to listen, just hear it casually, turn away, look me once in the eyes perhaps, and say nothing about it – that’s what I want; and what I’m afraid to say is that you – that central part – that’s all I love. There, I’ve said it. I can’t pretend I haven’t, now. I’ve copied you and said what l thought.”

Matthew was still holding her by the shoulders; he dared not let go. But he could not look into her face – he had to look away, at the road, at the hedge, at the windy sky, and all of them seemed to flicker and tremble on the edge of articulation, on the edge of becoming something else…

“No!” he cried; it burst out of him – “no! Look, I’ll tell you! Look at me now, I can’t look you in the face, you see that? You know why? Do you? It’s because you’re too human, that’s why it is! Too beautiful! No, no, no, I don’t say what I think; because I don’t know what I think, because I am not human enough. I daren’t look you in the face because my heart would turn to flesh if I did, and break… Now, you see, I can feel it – you’ve gone cold – was it true then, what you said, that you don’t care a straw what I do?”

She was astonished by the speed of the complete change that now came over him. He was staring fixedly into her eyes as if he’d never said anything at all about not being able to; “he must be half-mad,” she thought. And in place of the fearful, naked look of anguish that had twisted his features a second ago, he now wore a light, free, almost joyous expression that was strangely innocent.

She nodded.

“It doesn’t matter a bit,” she said. “I told you it doesn’t. And I think I can see why it is that you – whatever it is, torture yourself, if you like; and why you’ve changed suddenly, why you’re smiling now as if nothing had happened. Yes, I know; it’s because what you get agonised about, like now, is only on the surface; it just doesn’t go deep enough to last. Truly, honestly, you couldn’t care less about it; but you don’t like to say so, and so you act, you overact; but your mind’s not on it and after a minute you’ve forgotten it again. Isn’t that so? Isn’t that true about you?”

“Yes,” he said.

“And so that’s why I don’t care about it.”

He was silent for a moment, hoping with all his might that she wouldn’t suddenly disappear again; and he felt bitterly ashamed of this cold charlatanry she had just unmasked. Well, he’d better tell her so, and set about clearing his name!

“I’m sorry I’m like that, I genuinely am; I had no idea it was so obvious – but that’s not an excuse – I don’t know – I’m ashamed of it. Should I be more open? Should I have more human feelings? I admitted it, though, I said I’m not human enough – oh, but Elizabeth, I’m sick of these human feelings! That’s why I changed just then, you see! It was because I felt you go cold, as if you were contemptuous; and my mood changed because it delighted me that you should feel contemptuous – because I did, too! I hate myself like that – I was saying that I didn’t know, I couldn’t see, I was lost – weak things! I should be strong enough to see and to know. And underneath the charlatan, the actor, I’m constantly working on myself like a madman to make myself strong enough –”

“Stop! For God’s sake shut up! Because you don’t believe that either! And it’s not the point anyway.”

Her voice shook; she held up her hand to stop him interrupting.

“Oh, Matthew, it’s not the point,” she went on. “I know about that – of course I know about it, because I can see straight into your eyes – I knew about it on the beach. I swear I did! Why am I saying all this now? Why is it me who’s talking? I don’t know; I’m just trying to show you what’s obvious…”

“Yes,” he said, “I know! It is obvious; oh God, let me for once accept it, please, accept the truth… all right, Elizabeth, the truth is this, and I swear I will accept it – that my soul – and your soul – however it’s come about – that we have, somehow, we have one soul between us! And maybe it’ll turn out that now we’ve found each other we’ll be complete, we’ll be human, we’ll be happy, and we’ll forget about these other things – your matter and spirit, and my morality, as you called it – they’ll just lose their urgency, and die, and be buried, and we’ll – grow up. That’s malice, and envy; that’s the charlatan speaking, that last bit. I know you know it is, so I don’t worry. I’m double, Elizabeth, I’m sorry, I’m a mocking ghost as well as – me, whatever my soul is, my central part.”

She was looking at him with what he could only think of as tenderness in her expression; it was the same tenderness which had so stirred him when she had smiled at him on the beach.

“Supposing when we get to know each other we find out that we don’t even like each other? What’ll we do then?” he asked, only half seriously.

“Put up with it,” she said. “I won’t care, if you don’t. I think we live so little on the surface anyway that we won’t even know if we like each other or not. Isn’t it – isn’t it incredible;” and she smiled again, looking down at the road and shaking her head.

“I love you,” he said.

The whole afternoon was cradled in stillness. Far away above them the wind blew as coldly as ever, and Matthew felt an obscure corner of his soul lifted and borne out like a banner in the great invisible streams of air. Isolated drops of rain fell now and then. He breathed in deeply, feeling faint, uncertain, but a little relieved… in the depths of the freshness he could taste in the wind, he caught the scent of her hair; it was clean and lightly perfumed, as if she had just washed it. And only then did he realise that he hardly knew what she looked like, for he had scarcely any apprehension at all of her physical presence. For what he knew of her body, he might as well be dreaming of her. He noticed that she was looking at him, -and stared back at her, puzzled by something…

And then he had it: it could only be that her existence – the whole of it, her entire being, that rose-pearl-white-silk coloured flesh, her flawless hands – which she held, now, clasped tensely in front of her – her hair, thick like dark water, loose and wild in the wind – her eyes – what colour were they? Light! Of course! Like her father’s! Light green-blue, narrowed, with a multitude of expressions held trapped in them, held back like wolves on a leash – her lips – pale in colour, too, just tightened: the upper lips curved proudly, and the two almost equal in fullness – her slim shoulders – he had never realised truly how slim she was, she was like an arrow, her breasts small and her hips slender – this, her body; and this, her soul, too, hidden, tenuous, intent, self-regarding, possessed: the very mirror of his own – it could only be that her whole being was akin to his, akin as closely as brother and sister, as twins.

Then, and only then, when he’d stepped outside himself accidentally, as it were, did he know completely what it meant to have found her. And how completely he was bound to her, heart to heart.

Then he blinked, and sighed, and suddenly smiled broadly at her.

“Now – do you know what?” he said. “I feel shy, I don’t know what to say.”

She looked away, thinking it embarrassed him to be stared at; but in fact he was hardly conscious of it, and after a second he went on: “Did you do it again after you left me there on the beach? I mean, did you find anyone else?”

Without thinking of it they both began to move gently along the road, as if they had exhausted for the time being the psychic potentiality of that one spot. It was easier to talk, too, because they did not have to look at each other, but instinctively each of them sought the other’s hand and clasped it tightly. She answered him in such a low voice that he had to lean close to her to hear it.

“No…I never did after that, because I didn’t need to, you see, I’d found you; and then lost you immediately… I had to make myself again falsely, to pretend all day long, month after month. But I never did it again.”

“No…I believe you, my love! You see, I can believe simply and honestly! Oh Elizabeth, tell me something else: do you think that in this love of ours there’s anything real? No, I don’t mean real: I mean realistic, I mean worldly. If I were to write about it, to write it down like a story, would it look – I don’t know – improbable? Fanciful?”

She smiled at this, but it may have been his expression she was smiling at, for he looked almost childishly anxious as he said it.

“Why don’t you know?” she asked. “But just because it’s extravagant and unlikely doesn’t mean it’s not true. I don’t know, I haven’t the least idea about it. It doesn’t matter either, does it? It’s just happened now, like this, instead of after we’d known each other for a long time, that’s all. It would have happened anyway. But it doesn’t matter – it doesn’t matter – it doesn’t matter. What is realistic anyway?”

“I don’t know. But I can’t feel the world to be true. I don’t know if it is true, so I don’t know how important it is; politics, war, trade, business, crime, are they a sort of dream, because that’s how I see them, or are they vital – real – true – important? Am I deluding myself? And us, Elizabeth, are we part of the world, or are we outside it?”

“No! We’re outside it! Politics and business and war don’t concern us at all, any more than if we were on another planet. But it’s hard for me to say that, it’s harder now than it was on – on the beach. I said then – I can’t remember, I think I said about politics that it was matter, it was completely earthy, and I’m not matter at all, so of course it’s not real… now it’s harder. I don’t know so clearly because I’ve been, all this time when I thought I’d never see you again, I’ve been denying myself, I’ve been copying the world so earnestly and moulding myself to it – to pretend that – if the real part – my soul – if it shrank, if it grew colder and smaller and finally died – I could pretend that the false part was true, when I had nothing else; and so I’d last a bit longer. And I pretended it so completely and so fully that now you’ve come and the – my soul can be true and live again – but the false part’s strong, it’s grown hard, hard to break – so it’s – it’s difficult… oh Matthew! “

She had been speaking haltingly, uncomfortably, but now she broke down and wept, and shook her head helplessly and turned to face him, making awkward movements with her hands before flinging her arms round his neck and holding him tightly.

His concern was all for her; but he could not help thinking, as he led her gently to the side of the road and the shelter of a great elm that stood there, how the strangeness – the unworldliness – of their meeting was never so poignant as when their bodies were pressed so closely together.

She cried so passionately and so freely that it began to worry him a little, and, noticing that the gate in the hedge nearby was unfastened, he said to her “Elizabeth – Elizabeth – listen, love! – come and sit down in the field, come on; it’ll be quiet in there.”

It was quiet enough in the road; but he hated the thought that a car might come past, or a man on foot or on a bicycle, to disturb them.

Once inside the field, he made her sit down beside him, and leant back against a clump of hazel saplings. The hedge was thick and still. The field sloped gradually upwards in front of them, ending on a ridge about a hundred yards away where a clumsy wire fence separated it from the next. Outlined against the grey sky on the other side of the fence was a dilapidated hut, made of corrugated iron and roofed with tarred felt. He wondered what it was for; it was too big for a pig-shelter, and not close enough to any farmhouse to be much use as a chicken-house… It was just about big enough for a man to live in on his own, if he had few possessions. Next to it a dead tree lay on the ground, with one great thick bare branch thrusting up against the sky. Matthew was fascinated by this little group of apparently useless things, as he had been fascinated by the rubbish in the car-park near the beach. Something in the way the light played on them or in the way they were grouped reached down deep into his unconscious memories and stirred his heart as if it were a dream, giving him the tormenting hint that nothing short of rapture was awaiting him if only he could penetrate the secret they symbolised.

But no – he suddenly realised with a powerful start of surprise that the secret of those dreams and memories was here beside him, now.

His arm was around her shoulder, and he pulled her close to him, trying to make sense of it. And he thought it would only make sense if when he looked at her – when he kissed her – he would be unconscious of her, and conscious only of that subterranean life-force that welled up with a tumultuous, enigmatic joy, overflowing his heart, when he was alone in front of things like this field or the sky over the houses near the beach.

He hugged her closely with his left arm and caressed her burning cheek with his other hand, trying to soothe her sobs; but she still cried, not responding in the least, sitting tensely against him.

“Speak! Speak to me Elizabeth!” he whispered. “If it’s all breaking down and coming apart, this false life of yours, then it’s to the good – never forget that your soul is real, and so is mine, and that we’re not part of the world! We can’t be defeated, my love! It was impossible that we should not meet and love each other – it’s impossible for us to lose it – you are the source of my life, and I am the source of yours, and there’s nothing stronger than us in the earth or the sky – oh, believe me, Elizabeth! Believe me! Hush, now, and look at me – look up at me – that’s it – dry your eyes, and stop crying, my love; be still, now, rest your head against me, like that; that’s right, be calm, and speak to me if you want to, and I’ll listen.”

She shook her head numbly and leant it against his shoulder again, but she was not crying. Once or twice a sob shook her chest, but otherwise she was still. And Matthew went on, thinking aloud, half dreaming:

“I can’t be aware of you and aware of the world at the same time… it’s a different kind of consciousness, different eyes I see you with. I don’t just see: you, a girl aged – what are you? twenty-two, the daughter of a priest, who lives in the country, who works – I don’t know what you do – I don’t know at all… for all I know you might be married. Because you’re not in focus when I look at the world, that’s what I mean; you’re not, and nor is anything else that’s sublime… and that’s a word you don’t hear nowadays, isn’t it! I don’t think anyone’s used that word seriously for years and years, but the sublime exists and from time to time I see it – anywhere… and you contain it, love does – I am beginning to love you now, Elizabeth, because every second I grow more conscious of you: you’re driving the world out of me! “

There was an idea tormenting him, and he couldn’t stop until he had articulated it; but what it was, he didn’t know. He went on, letting his voice find its own way:

“I’m losing sight of the world, thank God, I’m going blind… and the summit of hope and the end of desire will be when I’m blind and deaf, and alone, driven by one raging motive with everything else forgotten – if you’re blind you can’t see illusions: so put your eyes out! If you’re deaf you can’t be distracted by lies: so stop your ears up! and I am blind, deaf, alone with my one lust which is love, and it en gages every bit of me, I am driven, possessed, pure at last, at peace – yes! peace! Driven and obsessed, at peace! Do you understand that? Oh, why do I ask that? Yes, of course you understand, and it’s only because you and I are brother and sister, with one soul, that I feel like this at all. Now I’m beginning to feel it for the first time…it’s breaking into my heart, flooding into my soul, as if dykes are bursting, walls crumbling, under the weight of it… what is it? Love, I call it, and lust. The object of it – whatever it is – is you; you, your slim body and your hard intent soul; they’re mine! And it’s the ache of it, too, Elizabeth, it’s like the longing for home when you’re a small child away from your parents, but far fiercer and deeper than that because I’m more impatient now, I’m stronger than I was; the longing has more worldliness to overcome before it can sweep cleanly into my soul – but it does sweep into me, and now I know where my heart is: it’s where this bitter pain is most intense! … How is it happening? why, why, in God’s name, does it hurt? I thought it hurt when it was unrequited, but no! There are no obstacles now, there’s no distance between us here; so why does it ache? It does, though, intolerably, and I think – think! I don’t think any more! I am – I dream – it is the eternal world speaking through me now! I know, then, that no love can exist without this ceaseless longing and pain, it’s at the heart of love, it is love’s life… All these vague longings, these unrealised sadnesses, this – alienation that makes everything we do trivial and commonplace – they’re only a premonition of pain, and the pain is love –”

She had been sitting absolutely still while he spoke. He was struggling to remain in control of his voice: he had a vivid sense of being spoken through rather than of speaking himself, and the flood of emotions was almost too strong for him. But suddenly she sat up and put her hand to his lips and silenced him.

She leant across and they kissed, almost savagely. Matthew felt his flesh shake with a force that transcended sexuality altogether; for while sex scorched the flesh and set it burning, this pierced straight through him like light through glass, making him like crystal at the blaze of noon; and he sensed the physical world around him straining to burst, as a bud breaks, into that state of being which she had named morality.

How long the sense of it lasted he had no idea; at length they drew back gently and faced each other. On her cheeks were the marks of tears, and her hair was tangled; the sleeve of her white raincoat was stained with green where it had crushed the grass. Around her hands, and around the flesh of her neck, he discerned – if not with his eyes, then with some other sense – a wild, tender, will-to-touch that moved him inexpressibly, like music; and his hands joined hers, and they kissed again. Plainer and plainer every second it came to him that his flesh and hers were not going to be kept apart; if it had not been sex that stirred him a moment ago, it was now; and she, for her part, pressed her body more urgently against his with every moment.


But then she broke away, quite suddenly, and sat away from him, her eyes bright and disturbed.

“Matthew,” she whispered, “to go beyond it now – to go beyond it – to transcend it – what would we have to do? Answer me honestly, and remember that I asked!”

Immediately the answer came to his lips: “We’d have to – to stop completely, now, take our hands away from each other and agree never to touch again, never to let sex into us – no: we can’t help it when it does come but we’d have to act like brother and sister: our kisses would have to be chaste, and we’d each of us have to understand the sex impulse when it came in the other, understand it calmly and lead it away… earth it… that’s what we’d have to do, if we wanted to get any further!”

She nodded, slowly at first, and then enthusiastically; and the look on her face, as her eyes met his, was intense and happy.

“Matthew, dear, that’s what I’ve thought too! But you will remember, won’t you, what I said? That I asked, and you answered?”

“Yes,” he said, and laughed; “oh yes, I’ll remember. But now, my sweet – sister, I’m burning from head to toe with it, with lust, I mean, now that I’ve put you out of my reach completely!” And he laughed again, out of pure joy.

“Well, we’ll have to start now. Get up,” she said, and she sprang to her feet and gave him her hands, “stand up now, and kiss me, as you said, chastely; and we’ll go on, down the road.”

He stood up, holding on to her hands, and leant forward to kiss her. As their lips met he felt suddenly conscious of the entirety of her body, the body he’d just renounced, and he knew with a violent certainty what her breasts would feel like cupped in his hands – what her thighs would feel like, with his lips pressed into them – and exactly how hot it would feel to enter her; and the knowledge that the momentous landscape of her body was at that very instant in his arms made his heart surge: but no, he had renounced it, and there was a reason for it, a good reason, which was that the struggle against his flesh made him a little stronger, a little more tense. He opened his eyes, and saw that she was thinking the same, and they smiled.

“Give me your hand,” he said as they walked slowly back to the gate. “Brothers can hold hands with their sisters; there’s no sexual meaning in holding hands. Oh, I love you, Elizabeth!”

“Perhaps one day we could go into the desert, if sex is wearing us down, or maybe even if it isn’t,” she said; “the sun would burn sex out of us, and we’d be completely naked, hermits, with hair down to our waists, burnt black; and we’d appear in front of travellers, the two of us, holding hands, almost inhuman we’d be, and they wouldn’t be able to tell if you were a man or if I were a woman; and we’d say nothing to them but just vanish back into the desert like mirages…”

“I know what it means to be demonic, and angelic – yes, yes, let’s go into the desert, Elizabeth! Or at least let’s make a start now, today. God! I didn’t know when I came to Barton that I’d find love and Puritanism – sex and morality – all on the same day, all mixed up together, like this… Ah,” he sighed, leaning on the gate and staring sightlessly down the road, “now we’ve… cleared the air, we can start our life. Yes? What shall we say first? What shall we find out about each other?”

“I’m not married,” she said – almost defiantly, he thought, and it puzzled him for a second until he remembered what he’d said a few minutes before. They looked at each other and smiled, and slowly began to feel, as they went out into the road and wandered along up the slope of the hill with their hands firmly locked together, not more confident, not more at ease: but somehow, slowly and imperceptibly, more at one than either of them had ever felt in their lives before.

And so, gradually, they learnt the obvious little facts about each other that afternoon, the surface facts, the trivia. She at first wanted to know nothing, or very little, but he pestered her gently with an almost feminine regard for what she had done, where she had been to school, what her parents were like, and so on. He learned that she’d read English at the University of London, and that she now worked in a second-hand bookshop in Silminster, and that she’d thought of training to be a pianist, and that her mother was Welsh; and he told her in return that he’d read Spanish and French at Oxford, and that out of desperation when he came down he had nearly followed the tradition of his father’s family and entered the Army; and she laughed wholeheartedly at this, and teased him.

“But Elizabeth,” he said later, when they were nearly back in the village again: he stopped, and turned to her, and she saw that he was serious: “we won’t forget, will we? It won’t just wash over us and disappear and leave us empty-handed again, will it?”

“Oh, Matthew,” she said, “don’t ever dream that I’d be faithless. Not now! You might forget and fail, but I won’t. No, dear, don’t misunderstand; I don’t think you will, I wasn’t saying that. But you didn’t have to ask, that’s all I meant.”

“I’m sorry,” he said foolishly, “I didn’t think… I swear – I swear I’ll be faithful to everything, to our brother-and sisterhood, for ever. Now let’s kiss again.”

They kissed; and as they came back into the village the rain thickened and began to fall steadily. The light was now; the afternoon was nearly over. A police car passed them on the way up the hill.





Chapter 6

Canon Thomas Cole arrived back at the rectory at half-past five. He had been visiting one of his parishioners, an old spinster who was ill; normally, for some unfathomable reason, he liked her and enjoyed her company, but he resented having to go to her this afternoon, because he had meant to spend some time at the well in Ditton Wood. Just as he was setting out, however, his wife remembered Miss Harrison; and, annoyed, he put the car back in the garage and set out on foot.

He was speedily roused to anger – or petulance, as it often seemed to his wife – but he was not vindictive, except when he was afraid, and he was certainly not afraid of Miss Harrison. Consequently he had almost forgotten his annoyance with her and her niece. When he was with women – particularly old unmarried women – he tended quite unconsciously to drop the rather mannered theatricality which had so surprised Matthew in him, and to put on instead the affectations, and even to a small degree the appearance, of an old woman himself. He did not flirt with them, as some parsons did; he imitated them, without knowing it, subtly and sincerely; and, also without knowing it, they were flattered, and enjoyed his company.

He had tea with them, and then left, having become Canon Cole again and resumed something of his annoyance. He could not quite place it: perhaps it was a belated frustration about his plans for the afternoon, perhaps something more deep-seated. He did not enquire very closely into his own feelings, as a rule, because he exteriorised them so thoroughly and successfully. The world, to him, was very vivid. But as he turned in to the rectory drive he realised suddenly what it was, and his annoyance gave way to apprehension. It was only that he had made an appointment with that boy, Matthew Cortez, for the evening. He wondered what he would find to say. As a priest he was used to receiving strangers in his house and being engaged in wearisome neurotic chatter. When he was younger he had done his best to get used to it, but he never liked it. He realised that people needed help, and that it was his duty to provide it; but only a duty, and not an inclination. He had only joined the church because of the opportunity it seemed to offer for the pursuit of scholarship. A university would not do; his scholarship was of a particularly fastidious, obsessive, even crazy kind which was best, perhaps, kept private and obscure. In another century he would have been an alchemist.

He would not have become a priest at all if he had not had some money of his own; for to concern himself with a hundred necessary petty economies and to witness the slow encroachment of shabbiness and dinginess into his life would have been an agony for him.

But Cortez; he would be a sounding-board, at least, if he did not fuss and fret about things. The Canon was embarrassed to find that he hoped Cortez would like him, that they’d get on together. Elizabeth these days was so hard, so hard to approach; and as for Gwen, his wife, she was – she could be very cruel. The air, the atmosphere between them had been silent for a long time.

He opened the front door of the rectory and heard Gwen call out “Is that you, Elizabeth?” He shut it quietly behind him and took his coat off before answering.

“It’s me,” he said loudly. “Where is she?”

“She said she’d be back at four o’clock to help me with the W.I.,” said Gwen, coming into the hall. “I had to do it all by myself.”

“Where did she go?”

“Gracious, I don’t know. Do you want a cup of tea now or will you wait for supper?”

“No, no, I’ll wait. What – oh, no, it doesn’t matter. I’m worried, with all these policemen about; I suppose they’re necessary. It’1l be dark before long.”

“It’s not the policemen you ought to worry about…” she began, but he had already gone into the sitting-room.

“Yes, I’m aware of that,” he called back to her.

She said nothing else; he imagined she had gone back into the kitchen, and felt secretly and absurdly guilty for a second; but then immediately he was worried again. Supposing Elizabeth had wandered too far over the moors and had met the murderer? They hadn’t caught him yet, they hadn’t even got any clues; he could be anywhere. It might be one of the men from the village – there was that half-wit – what was his name – Archer. They could never tell, in cases like this, he’d read, sex-murders… he grimaced in voluntarily, and felt a rush of compassion both for the murdered girl and for her family, mingled with an intense, biting curiosity about the murderer and a fear for Elizabeth; and he sat quite still, stiff in his armchair for over a minute, while his eyes darted this way and that in the confusion of his feelings. Then he relaxed and sat back.

He could not sit still for long. He did not know whether he was glad to be alone for a while or tormented by the absence of others; he felt now one thing, now the other, and after a few minutes the second feeling prevailed. Gwen was deliberately ignoring him. It was plain that she would have preferred it to have been Elizabeth coming in a few minutes before; she took little trouble to hide her dislike of him. Unhappily he got up and wandered about the room, staring out into the gathering darkness but seeing only his own re flection looking back at him. “Oh Gwen,” he muttered, and turned abruptly to go into the kitchen.

She was drying her hands on a towel; she started with alarm when he appeared in the doorway.

“What’s the matter?” he said.

“You startled me; isn’t it obvious?”

“Why should it startle you to see your husband in the doorway?”

“Oh, I don’t know.”

She hung the towel over the line, straightening it methodically until it was absolutely in the centre. He stood and watched her as she opened the door of the larder and took out a basket of eggs; she put it slowly on the table and then turned to face him.

“What is it you want?”

“Where is she?” he said. “Do you know, honestly, or don’t you?”

“Don’t be absurd, Thomas. Of course I don’t know where she is. If you want me to be angry with you, I can’t; I’m too tired, I’m not interested, and I’ve given it up. Why, in heaven’s name… no, I’m not going to ask questions either. It’s a stupid way of carrying on, answering one question with another, questions, questions the whole time, irritable questions; and they don’t mean anything, either.”

“Gwen, Gwen, my love! It’s not my doing! I was worried, I was frightened. You know I get frightened more easily than you do. There are so many things that can go wrong. Look, look at that darkness out there!”

He pointed at the kitchen window, and again saw nothing but himself, suspended in the brightly-lit kitchen like a ghost over the blackness.

“You’re acting like a stupid child. You are a child, with your endless posturing and acting in front of mirrors,” she said bitterly. “You like to annoy me, it makes you think you’re real, doesn’t it. You can pretend it’s important if you get a reaction out of me, and that’s the only reason you do it for, I know, after all; but you’re hollow, you’re completely empty. Don’t try and start an argument now, I’ve had enough.”

“Well, you know, that’s typical; I mean to say you insult me and you hurt me and then you don’t allow me to begin to defend myself – you accuse me of trying to start an argument before I’d even opened my mouth to protest- Gwen, it makes my blood boil, it really does.”

He leant forward with his clenched fists resting on the table. She looked at him coldly. He went on as if he had just thought of something else:

“But no – no, let’s be accurate about it: I’m angry with you now, yes, but we were talking about Elizabeth, weren’t we? Now if you can forget your temper for a few minutes, hadn’t we better try and find her?”

She said nothing. He stared at her for a second, and then banged his fist on the table.

“Come along, woman! What are you going to do?”

She shrugged, “Nothing at all, I suppose. What is there to be done? It was your idea. I can’t do your thinking for you, Thomas. Not as well as everything else I do. All right, I know you’re afraid; I’m sorry for you, being such a coward. But I’m not going to join in your cowardice, I’m not going to share it, I’m not going to join in your charades; not any more. A hundred times, a thousand times I’ve told you, no, I will not go mad with you; do you hear me? You’d like me to, though, wouldn’t you? Wouldn’t you like me to come with you into your obscurities, into your coldness, and sleep with you there? Wouldn’t you like to make love to me, with me disguised as someone else? That’s at the bottom of it, I know it is.”

He stared at her, fascinated despite his disgust… Gwen moved habitually in the centre of a sexual-maternal field of emotion that repelled him, that stifled him, that had done ever since he had married her, but which he had never entirely thrown off, or dared to; she, for her part, was only too aware of her husband’s Manichaean loathing for the flesh and for fleshly emotions, and she had tried time and time again, with a bewildering variety of stratagems born out of desperation, to engage him once and for all in a love relationship that was entirely human. She had always failed, and so had tried, after years and years of it, to live through Elizabeth’s emotions instead, encouraging her to make friends and, as far as she could, to fall in love; but in recent months she had been haunted by the fear that Elizabeth was cast in her father’s mould and that she would fail there too, and this fear drove her back with a passionate intentness to her first struggle, the struggle for the soul of her husband. She feared and hated the God he worshipped. She would have destroyed Him, if she could; she had no compunction about that. He was not the God she had believed in, but another darker colder one, who had usurped her and who mocked her daily from her husband’s eyes, and lately from the eyes of her daughter.

Canon Cole was only aware of the feeling of suffocation that the thoughts of love and warmth aroused in him, the feelings that his wife embodied and seemed to demand. And yet, all the same, he was fond of her, he was used to her, and in a way it could be said that his will lived off the tension between them over this question, that it fuelled him and spurred him on. There were occasions when the warm sexual field centred around her hypnotised him and drew him in despite himself, times when his mind ran riot in extreme sensuality, and each time it happened she thought she had won him forever; but each time she was disappointed.

They stood facing each other now, and their quarrel might have taken any of a dozen different courses. But just then, quite suddenly and calmly, the kitchen door opened and Elizabeth came in, her raincoat slung over her shoulder. There was a little frown on her face as if she were expecting to have to deal with two children who were fighting. “Hello,” she said. “I’m sorry I forgot the W.I., mummy. I hope you weren’t too busy.”

“Busier than I might have been,” said Gwen.

“Where on earth have you been?” said Canon Cole.

“Walking,” she said. “Why? Has anything happened? What’s the matter?”

“Really, Elizabeth, I was worried! What with this dreadful business –” he said. “You must be careful not to be out at night. You must promise, now, until they’ve caught this man, you can’t take risks, it’s absurd.”

Gwen stood up and took some eggs out of the basket and began to busy herself with preparing supper.

“Of course I’m careful,” said Elizabeth “But heaven knows there are enough policemen about. They’re like a plague of cockroaches. You can’t move without stepping on them.”

“Even so, I do not like to think of you wandering about in the darkness – no, I won’t go on about it. Just please be careful, or let us know where you’re going, at least.”

“All right, I’ll do that. But I was safe enough. Now then, can I help you, mummy?”

He left them in the kitchen and went back to his chair. He turned on the radio to hear the news, mainly to see if anything had occurred in the murder case.

He heard that Scotland Yard detectives had been called in, and that no further clues had been discovered. He turned the radio off and found himself sinking into a bitter, reflective mood. He felt helpless; evil pervaded everything. It was disguised, it went unseen and unknown until something like this happened; and then, just for a minute or an hour, it danced joyously and nakedly under the moon or the sun, crying out in strident triumph and then slipping back to hide again in the cells of a man’s brain, in the secret veins of tree and flowers, or in the crystalline grains of rock and stone. It was the natural condition of things to be evil, as it was the natural condition of things to be dark. The good was an effort, as light was. Lights had to be trimmed, maintained, guarded, re-lighted, sheltered. When the effort wavered, only for a second, evil swept in with a rush, a flood, and all things returned to chaos. And he, now, here, he could do nothing; nothing, that is, except endure it patiently, and hope that the powers of the world would not notice his soul.

And this was a thing that very few people realised about Canon Cole; it was the source of his compulsive and overdone theatricality. He behaved extravagantly, in a mannered, artificial, even slightly camp fashion, hoping to draw attention to himself and in the main succeeding, because in the depths of his soul he hoped that it would distract those powers of the world, of which he had such an overwhelming fear, and bewilder them for long enough to enable him to smuggle his soul covertly out of their reach.

A little later, at supper, there was a stiff silence in the air between the three of them. Gwen was obviously still hurt or annoyed, and he was far away. He hardly noticed what he was eating. After supper Elizabeth went upstairs without a word, and Gwen sat down with a library book in the front room.

He washed the dishes, as he usually did in the evening, and put them away lethargically, and then went upstairs to his study. It was a small room at the side of the house, with a desk and chair by one wall and bookshelves all along another. There was an armchair by the hearth. Next to it, on the floor, there was an electric coffee percolator, and on a small table beside the armchair, a tray with two cups and saucers and a bowl of sugar. On the wall above the desk hung a small wooden crucifix, a calendar, and an engraving of Raphael’s Madonna. The other pictures in the room were also engravings: Alpine landscapes and ships at sea. There was a plain dark green carpet on the floor; and on the desk, an old-fashioned glass inkwell, a blotting-pad, a neat array of pens and pencils, and a table lamp with a red shade. He switched it on and drew the curtains, and then sat down at the desk and took out his drawing of the well. He had never in his life felt the impulse to draw until a few weeks before, when he had bought a sketch-pad and set out to draw the well as accurately as he could. It was not just in order to have a picture of it. He could have borrowed Gwen’s camera if he’d wanted a photograph. It was a kind of remote caressing thus to draw it; it was a magic act, too, it worked some of the well on to the paper, so that the drawing became a talisman. It was a finicky, detailed piece of work; he was pleased with it, and had shown it to no-one, preferring to take it out of the drawer he kept it in and pore over it by himself.

When the doorbell rang he hastened to put it away, and opened the study door to hear Matthew explaining to Gwen who he was and what he wanted. He heard her say “Yes, he’s in his study. Come upstairs and I’ll show you where it is,” and he shut the door again and sat down.

She knocked on the door and called out, “Thomas, there’s someone to see you.”

“Come in! Come in!” he said.

She opened the door and let Matthew go in. As she did she smiled at her husband, surprising him a little; it was a warm, friendly smile.

“Thank you, dear,” he said. “Yes! Good evening, Mr. Cortez, come in and sit down.”

Gwen shut the door again and Matthew sat down rather diffidently. He was already regretting coming here; but, he thought, it might be interesting. The thought passed through Canon Cole’s mind that he’d seen Matthew before, a long time ago somewhere, he couldn’t put a time or place to it. The shape of his face was familiar; or was it his hair? He stared at him for a second, trying to place him. He looked haggard; his clothes weren’t bad, but he could do with a shave, and his hair was far too long and unkempt; it hung down nearly to his shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” said the Canon in his most charming manner, “I’m just trying to think where I’ve seen you before. Perhaps it was someone like you – I ought to know Mr. Locke and his family better, but I don’t at all; ah well.”

“No, no, I don’t think you can have seen me anywhere,” said Matthew; “I haven’t been in the village for a long time. I have some cousins, my uncle’s grandchildren, but I don’t look very like them, I think; still… I hope you don’t think it was an imposition on my part to ask if I could come here and pester you. But there are only about two or three important things in the world, and religion’s one of them… perhaps – if you could tell me about what you believe in – forgive me, but I didn’t get the impression from your sermon on Sunday that you were an orthodox Anglican priest, any more than my uncle is; but are you? I mean what you said in the pulpit: was that what the bishop would have said, or what one of the priests they have on television would have said? Because it sounded so completely at odds with everything I’ve heard from the majority of Christian priests, that I couldn’t help wondering.”


Canon Cole watched him gravely as he sat twisting his hands together and pouring out this speech. Well, you’re at odds too, my boy, he thought, at odds with yourself; because while the words tumbled out almost at random, under pressure, his face wore a reserved, haughty expression which contained a deep disgust for himself. “Cap in hand” was the phrase that came to the Canon’s mind to describe him, and, seduced by a wayward impulse of kindness, He decided to try to help him.

“Yes! Yes! Well,” he said, “I hope it was at odds. Not that I want to start a war in the church, heaven knows… no, no, but a little heresy, I’m sure, is a good thing. Does that sound like a paradox, I wonder?”

Matthew shook his head.

“No! I agree with you. But what heresy is yours? What do you believe in?”

“I’m – I suppose – tell me, first of all, would you like some coffee?”

Christ Almighty! thought Matthew; I come here to learn about God and he talks about coffee… “Thank you, yes,” he said.

“I keep an electric percolator up here. I don’t like having to run downstairs every time I want a cup,” said the Canon. He plugged it in, and switched the electric fire on at the same time, noticing that Matthew was shivering. “You said, I remember, that you believed in God… do you go to church often’?”

“No! I can’t stand it as a rule. I only went on Sunday on an impulse.”

“Yes, quite, quite…tell me, what are you conscious of, in the world? I can’t think of another way to put it; I mean your particular world-outlook, your – your life-illusion – do you see what I mean? Everything that goes to make up what you know and feel of the world and – and – yourself. No, no, I don’t want a long list, but you said just now that there are only two or three important things in the world – so what are they?”

Matthew sat silently for a second, staring at him. Canon Cole feared suddenly that he would say nothing, that the contempt would flare up in his eyes, and that he’d walk out; but then he nodded and said “Yes. Storms, first of all, violent feelings, anger or lust, anything, it doesn’t matter. But violent, raging. Then a sensation I have sometimes that I’ve been here before, that I’ve seen this place before some time, in a dream maybe, it’s a sensation that’s very sweet – wild almost – distant, hard to pin down. Of enormous potency – potentiality – a sort of metaphysical nostalgia – that’s too crude, I can’t explain that one, ignore it. And then God, or rather God over and above the rest. What I mean is this: there are no absolute values in the world. Everything under the sun and moon is relative. Now I’m consumed with desire – oh, it’s not just desire, it’s hunger, famine – for values that are absolute. Do you see? Humanity is a stunted, warped thing, weak and trivial. I am. But something in me isn’t. There’s something in me that longs to beat the rest into submission, or cast it aside, if by doing so it’ll help me to see more clearly. I – I despise those false priests who say that the only value lies in human relationships, because that’s a relative value. Doing good to others is relative. I don’t mean that we ought to ignore ethics, and do evil to others. Jesus was right; love one another, love your neighbour, love him completely: oh, I agree, I agree! There’s no other law than that between human beings. But it’s not enough! It’s a relative goodness because it depends on other human beings… I want a vision of a goodness that’s absolute, that would exist undimmed and unchanged if there was not a human being left on earth, not a living creature – if there wasn’t a scrap of matter or a single atom left anywhere in the universe. If there is no absoluteness, then it isn’t worth living a second longer; I know it, I know it. And I think there is an absoluteness – I think there is – and I want to know where it is, and how to find it. So that’s why I’d like to know what you believe.”

He breathed in deeply, and sat back. The coffee was ready, and the Canon bent over and poured it out into the two cups and handed one to Matthew. There was an air of clarity in the room, almost of calm exhilaration. Each of them recognised it, and looked at the other with respect, or close attention. The Canon sat down in his chair and put his coffee on the desk.

“Well, I’ll tell you what I believe,” he began. “I suppose you would have to say that I was a Gnostic. All that means is that I’ve found more truth, more of what I recognise to be true, in the old Gnostic teachers than in any of the church fathers… It was a similar time to this, you know; the end of the Roman empire was like the end of the world. I suppose things showed up more clearly…

“If you’re prepared to take every word literally, then, I’ll tell you… This is not an allegory. “The God of this world, whom the Hebrews knew as Jehovah, exists. But he is a false God, a usurper. He has no claim on us.

“Everything you’ve ever heard about him is false. Everything in the world is false… the soul, the pneuma as it is in Greek, is lost here, trapped, threatened, lost in darkness, a prisoner of the false God. But although he’s false, he is the lord of the entire universe. It’s his; do you understand that?”

Matthew nodded.

“Not understand it intellectually only – do you feel it to be true?”

“Yes,” said Matthew. “Carry on.”

“So that in the world – in the whole fabric of matter and thought there is nothing – nothing which is of any concern or importance to us, except that it may threaten to kill us, or enslave us… you see that. You have to start from that.”

Matthew noticed that the priest was watching him closely, with that same half-sensual expectation in his eyes that Matthew had noticed in church. Without taking his eyes away, Canon Cole settled back, and began.

“In the beginning, in the ultimate heights, there was a Being who was the father and the origin of everything. The Gnostic writers call him the Abyss…”

And then, Matthew thought, he must have begun to dream. The Canon talked without ceasing for twenty minutes or so. The most detailed, intricate, and vivid cosmogony unfolded in front of him, peopled with strange beings called Aeons, Archons, and Emanations, whose extraordinary generation and dispersal took place against a background of vast gulfs of eternity. There was a central parable of some sort, a fall, involving the lowest of the Aeons, and this fall led somehow to the creation of the world.

Matthew was fascinated. The priest’s voice was quivering, brim-full of excitement. His eyes, in the red lamplight, seemed to dissolve and disappear; his hands chopped abruptly downwards at the end of a phrase, or hung poised with the forefinger extended, or clasped each other tightly like lovers.

The narrative drew out; Matthew followed it dizzily. There was a being called Sophia, who had fallen from perfection because she had desired greater perfection too passionately. She suffered torments of loss, and out of her suffering came matter, and out of her yearning spirit. She gave birth to a blind and ignorant god, who ruled the cosmos, imagining that he had created it; and as for man, there was a spark of alien divinity in him, which had somehow survived the entrapment in matter, and longed to return to its home outside the universe.

As the tale grew, the Canon turned away from the light, and eventually put his hands on either side of his face so that it fell entirely into shadow. Matthew could hardly see it, but he looked closely, and after a while noticed with a slight shock that the priest’s eyes were fixed, with an expression of histrionic anguish, on his own. They stared at each other for a matter of seconds, Matthew openly in hunger and intense curiosity, and Canon Cole, believing himself hidden, in a false dramatization of agony. His voice, when he spoke again, was calm but taut.

He was talking about the condensation of the Sophia’s torment into matter and time. It was too complicated for Matthew to follow, but he saw that something in it was affecting the Canon powerfully.

His voice broke suddenly. His face was still in shadow; his hands quivered, but otherwise he did not move. “Out of these feelings,” he went on, a tight edge of pain in his voice, “there came about the universe; for the Sophia with her hands shaped a son, out of the ignorance that filled her and the grief she felt – she felt – a storm of feelings, a tumult of them, sorrow, loss, lamentation…” he was hardly aware what he was saying, in truth; he had almost lost sight of Matthew, and felt that he was talking to himself. He stood up suddenly, pushing his chair away with the back of his knees, and strode rapidly to the bookcase. He stood facing it, a foot or so away, and went on speaking, making the most extraordinary grimaces and pulling his face quite involuntarily into the shape of the mask of tragedy: “From – from the grief she felt – from the grief there evolved matter, it condensed into the elements, and then – she turned back, and in effect from her turning back there evolved everything psychical, do you see – it’s strange, isn’t it, how acutely this has power to affect us – from, at last, from her receiving the light, there evolved the pneuma.”

He fell silent, but continued to act, passionately, without a word and with his back to Matthew, to dramatise as vividly as he could the course of an obscure but powerful sequence of emotions that flooded through his heart. He wished that Matthew would disappear, and that Gwen and Elizabeth would leave the house for a while; because he really wanted to shout, beg, cry wordlessly out and throw himself into the most proud or the most degrading postures he could imagine, in a frenzy of melodramatic passion. Oh, it was all false, all completely fake – he knew it, he knew there was not an ounce of truth in it, but the fit was on him. Supposing – supposing, though, he took a chance with this Cortez and let it go, let it have its head… He didn’t look as though he’d be frightened. He turned speculatively around.

Matthew, meanwhile, was wondering what the devil the man was up to. He felt wrought-up, excited – ready to leap out of his chair, and fight, or shout; some germ of impatience had got into his blood, and was making him itch with anger; but the substance of what Canon Cole had been saying held him enthralled, for reasons he wasn’t entirely sure of – it was the atmosphere – the mental solution, as it were, in which such a system crystallised – now the priest was staring at him like a madman.

“Well?” said Matthew harshly, in irritation.

At once Canon Cole’s expression changed, and became crafty – confidential – even foxy.

“Yes…” he said slowly, drawing the vowel out – “If you want a piece of advice, young man, you’ll cling tightly to your soul, you’ll squeeze it so tight that you can’t let go. Give yourself cramp, let your arms get stiff, locked rigid around it. I’m not going to say another word about the gnosis, not another word, it’s lies from start to finish.”

Matthew’s eyes were wide with astonishment. The priest was babbling like a child, frowning, shaking his head. Matthew felt obscurely annoyed.

“Tell me, though,” he said “tell me – oh, all right, forget your system, I don’t mind. But what are you doing about it? Where does action come into it? What’s good and what’s evil? Tell me, if you can – yes, go on, tell me what the wickedest thing in the world is, if you know. Is it – can you tell me if it’s murder? And tell me something else – how do you know if you’ve committed a murder yourself?”

Canon Cole looked wary, and said nothing.

“I mean,” continued Matthew, “suppose you’d killed that little girl the other day, but you’d quite simply forgot ten about it; but you felt guilty every time you thought about it, that you couldn’t get it out of your head – well, for instance, what has that sort of problem to do with God? If He’s not in the world, I mean. If He isn’t, and I think like you, I think He isn’t, then does it matter to Him that she’s been murdered? If it doesn’t matter to Him then why does it matter to me? You see, if it does matter, then He is in the world, whether we like it or not. But He’s not, obviously, otherwise the world – oh yes, human beings as well – would be infinite and beautiful and rich and important – and it’s not, it’s nothing short of contemptible. Answer that, go on.”

Canon Cole was biting a fingernail. He went to his chair again and sat down slowly; then he passed his hand across his head, and sighed.

“It might be… terrible, but you’d have to admit that… no, it doesn’t matter,” he said. “If it matters to you it’s because you’re – er – part of the social being was violated… order – umm – order disrupted, that would be what you felt, perhaps? It’s out of our control really what we feel; I – er – I myself felt compassion for the parents – I don’t know…”

“No, no,” said Matthew, “it’s not that at all. Talking of the social being is rubbish. I’ll give you another example. What does it mean if you feel – if you, say, fall in love? And if it shakes you so profoundly that you haven’t the least idea what’s happening, if it jolts you like a thunderbolt – you might have been the purest saint there ever had been, you might have been utterly chaste but now you’d perjure yourself and sell your soul, if you could, for just one kiss – no, I don’t mean lust – simple lust is torment but you can control it if you want to – but love, romantic love I mean, is vastly different. You can say it doesn’t matter, but it happens, and I want to know: this woman that you’ve suddenly become a slave to – is she God? Or the love you feel – is that God?”

“Oh, no, no, certainly not –”

“Good! Good! I agree! But what does it mean?”

“I don’t know. The God of the world could tell you. These things – however deeply they affect you – are psychical, not spiritual –”

“Yes, and the measure of their dominion over you is the measure of your weakness – yes! That’s easy enough to say, easy enough to think; now tell me how you begin to live it. It’s not enough to say it and sit back! I want to move – I want to find God. If you’re in prison you have to escape, otherwise you rot. I’m rotting in the world. Do you know – do you know the way to become suddenly reconciled to the world?

“There’s a way of doing it. Now that murderer, I think, he discovered it. He took her into the wood in the evening, he enticed her there somehow, and he kept her there all night, he kept her prisoner – at first he was friendly but then she got frightened, and he tried to comfort her, he gave her sweets and told her that he wouldn’t hurt her, that he’d let her go when her parents paid a ransom.

“And hours went by, the whole night went by with him talking to her, getting more desperate all the time, you see, and she was getting more and more tired and frightened every minute, and still she didn’t understand. And then the dawn came, and she was so exhausted by then that she fell asleep. Even the cold couldn’t keep her awake. She only had a thin raincoat on over her dress. He knew she was cold, and he kept tucking it round her to keep her warm, and, you know, he even took his own jacket off at about four o’clock in the morning and put it round her shoulders so she’d be a bit warmer.” He paused; the Canon was staring at him. An odd certainty made him continue.

“What was in his mind when he did that? Who knows? I know she was shivering, shivering, shivering, like a little bird trapped in a cage. But when she was asleep, and the dawn came and the sky got a bit lighter, he could see her more clearly. He could see what he was doing.

“She was leaning back against a tree, her head on her shoulder; and without waking her he laid her gently down on the leaves – he laid her down just as if she was already dead; she didn’t wake, but she stirred a little and pulled the jacket around her like a blanket.

“But it didn’t cover her legs, and she wasn’t wearing stockings, she wasn’t wearing tights; every minute it got clearer, you see, every minute it was more inevitable. The idea of just turning his back and walking away may have come to him, but he didn’t move, he couldn’t move an inch except towards her; and so he knelt down and touched her legs, carefully at first, as if he expected them to burn him; and she didn’t wake up, she didn’t move.

“And then it came over him like a flood. He flung himself on her and tore at her like a wolf, he raped her and put his hands around her throat to stop her screaming. It was so slender and so weak that he couldn’t help but strangle her. You know what a bluebell’s stalk feels like? It’s so weak, it bends easily, but it snaps easily too. Her neck felt like that. And it only took a minute; only a minute, two minutes at the very most, before he was exhausted. He’d had enough of it. But he even went on for a bit longer than he really wanted to, because it seemed such a waste.

“But after all that hunger and that lusting for every curve on the surface of her body, for every tiniest declivity, it only lasted a minute and then he’d had enough. And then he hated the sight of her. He hated, hated, hated her, lying dead in front of him. D’you know, if you could kill a dead person, he’d have killed her then, out of loathing, he hated her so much. Why was that? I don’t know; but you see when he’d finished, just for a second or so, in the instant, maybe, when he picked up his coat or his scarf, if he had one, just for those few moments he was reconciled to the world; in those seconds, ordinary things – like a cup of coffee, or two friends talking about a football match, or eating a meal – they would have glowed as if they were immortal, there would have been the essence of heaven in them, there would have been such a light on them! So, you see, there is a way of being reconciled to it. It’s not inevitable to hate the world.”

“How do you know?” said the Canon swiftly. “How do you know that? What do you know about it?”

“I dreamt it,” said Matthew. “I’m clairvoyant. I dreamt it the other night. That doesn’t matter…but in it, at least, I’ve seen a kind of truth. A partial truth. That is, that to make the world eternal, you have to shine a certain kind of light on it, and one of the lights is murder… just by contrast, you see, it makes everything else – and everything human in particular – seem glorious and innocent. But then it burns you out, too, the light doesn’t last for long. In fact if you took those two friends talking about the football match, they’d only look innocent; really, if they knew about it, they’d be fascinated; they’d want to see the body, and if the murder was going on in front of their eyes they wouldn’t stop it, they’d even secretly enjoy watching… where is all this leading? Why am I saying this? I suppose… oh yes, the reconciliation; well, it looks true for a moment, but it’s false, that’s what I mean. Murder is the most desperate thing you can do, but even that doesn’t work. So: what do you do?”

“I am astonished –” said the Canon; he ran his hand over the top of his head – “I have not the least idea what you mean. This dramatisation of evil isn’t the point, I’m sure it’s not the point; and in any case are you sure that you’re correct about it? It seems to me that you’re attributing – oh, attributing motives – at least attributing a degree of intelligence to him which – no, no, no, it was only brutal, a squalid release of lust, that was all. To bring theology into it is absurd.”

“But how do you know? I should have said it was absurd to leave theology out. This is a thing that engages you – oh Christ, it’s like being hit with a hammer. And how do you know that wasn’t what he felt? How do you know that it wasn’t you, or me? We might have forgotten; it’d be natural to forget, if you possibly could, wouldn’t it?”

The priest breathed in deeply. His eyes were troubled. Again Matthew had the disturbing sense that they were melting and beginning to run down his cheeks, and looked away from him.

“But – no, go on,” he continued, “You hadn’t finished telling me how man came about.”

“Yes,” said the Canon slowly, “yes…did you say that you were clairvoyant? Did you mean that? It’s extraordinary…I’m forgetting: now Sophia created a son for herself, and he is the Demiurge, the creator of the world. He was ignorant, ignorant even of his mother, and he formed the world in ignorance. His name is Ialdabaoth. He drew power from his mother and brought into being a number of inferior powers, angels, Archons, and all of them come out of ignorance, all of them embody wrath and greed. He, Ialdabaoth, you know – they say He was the God of the Old Testament.”

Matthew settled back in his chair. Canon Cole was lost again, and Matthew felt in that moment extraordinarily close to him; it would be easy to lose himself in a myth as powerful as this, he thought. The priest went on, staring at the electric fire, one hand on his knee and the other resting on the table beside him.

He spoke about how the false God had created Adam because it taught Adam about his lineage and the alien life that was in him; and he told how it had been the Demiurge himself in the shape of the serpent who had taught them the mystery of procreation, hoping thus to enslave them and their generations of children for ever.

At last he said, “And that’s how the world came about. That’s the story of it all; that’s what you wanted to know.” He sat back wearily and crossed his legs.

Matthew sat still. During this last part of the Canon’s narrative he had suddenly found himself caught up in it, involved and dizzy, The priest was so mild now, so tired and dreamy and lost to the world; Matthew had the feeling of standing on a vast plateau miles and aeons above the flood of history, surveying the first cause of things and their last issue. There was nothing here, nothing at all, of the riddles and sadnesses of human things. A cold wind blew round him, a wind not of air but of thought, of spirit it might be, of sublimity; and his soul ached, but not with pain. It was an icy ghostlike joy which hurt him, and he welcomed it; it was no stranger.

He looked up at the priest and said “And that’s what you truly believe? Every word?”

“Yes.”

“Good; thank God for that. I can’t tell you how strange it is to find something like that. Something definite. Yes, that’s absolute, in the sense I wanted. But still… it’s a course of action that I’m searching for, as well. I don’t just want to know where God is: I want to know how to get to Him – oh, I’ve said it before, yes, I’ll go soon, but tell me, before I go: is there nothing in the world, no thing, which is any good? Is there no justification for the flesh at all?”

“Odd, you know, you do remind me of someone – have I said that before? He was an enemy of mine in a particular matter – this is to the point, it’s very much to the point. Now I think of it, it’s extraordinary, you might be his double; it’s as if he sent you to me like a spy, because the matter we quarrelled about was –”

Here he stopped, regarded Matthew closely, and got to his feet and paced restlessly about for a moment. Finally he went to the desk and took out his drawing of the well. He sat down, and put the drawing face downwards on the desk. Matthew stared at it curiously.


“In fact,” said the Canon, “it is my belief that ·- yes, that there are things which are, as you say, good. The Holy Grail… And I think I’ve discovered something which may be like that. It’s not far from here. How I came to find it is a secret, only because you wouldn’t believe it if I told you. But never mind that. Anyway, this is a drawing I made of what I found.”

He handed the drawing to Matthew, who studied it intently. The technique was fussy and precise; it showed a ruined stone coping emerging from a tangle of undergrowth. Ivy climbed over it, hiding a good third of the stone. There seemed to be an inscription carved on it, but the letters were indistinguishable. So this was the well he’d heard about all those months ago, on the beach! And this enemy of his must be her lover – had she seen him again since the beach? He felt a stab of bitter, murderous jealousy.

“What does the carving say?” he asked.

“It says – ummm,” the Canon murmured a little suspiciously; but after a second he went on – “it says DEO… well, there’s only one full word there, and that’s ‘Deo’; then there’s a gap where… there’s a gap, and then the letters TO; and I think what that means is that the well was dedicated to Mithra. There are other inscriptions on altars and temples that read ‘Deo Invicto Mitrae’ – to Mithra, you know, the invincible god; and then, usually, there’s the name of the man who put the altar up, followed by the letters ‘V.S.L.M.’ which stand for a Latin phrase meaning ‘willingly and faithfully carries out his vow’. That’s a common phrase; you find it all over the country. Now there’s a gap there where the name would be because the stone’s crumbled, but just here –” he indicated it with a pencil – “I’ve stripped the ivy away, and there are the letters L and M, unmistakably. I think it’s Mithraic, without a doubt.”

“Yes, I dare say. But why is it the same as the Holy Grail?”

“Because something’s hidden in it.”

“Well, what?”

“I don’t know!” The Canon’s voice was impatient. “I don’t know at all. It’s infuriating. The only way I could find out would be to take it to pieces, but I daren’t do that because it doesn’t belong to me. But it’s a holy well, beyond any doubt. Miracles used to happen there. And there was a tradition, too, that if you went to the well at certain times of the year and whispered a question into it, it would tell you the answer. It had an echo, you see… I have been afraid to test it, so far.”

He fell silent again, and crossed his arms, looking at the bars of the electric fire.

“I think,” he said, and his voice was more contemplative now, “that it’s a channel for something. It acts as a kind of radio receiver. I’ve noticed it when I’ve been working there; it’s as if the place is haunted, there’s a kind of amplifying of your perceptions. You feel more sensitive. You, with your clairvoyance, I imagine it’s how you feel, but I wouldn’t know what that feels like… You’d notice it, if you came there, I can assure you. I still don’t know what it means; that’s what I’m trying to find out.”

“Yes, yes; and what are you going to do about it?”

Again the Canon got to his feet, and this time went abruptly to the window and pulled the curtains roughly open. He rested his hands on the sill and put his face close to the glass to look out. The wind of the day had not yet died down, and huge ragged masses of cloud streamed across the sky, washing like waves over the gibbous moon; some unusual condition of the atmosphere was colouring it yellow and the clouds a shade of sepia, giving to the whole scene an air that was unpleasant and disturbing. Canon Cole stayed there for nearly a minute, struggling to find words for the incoherent hatred that was rising in his breast.

“I am – restoring it. I am trying hard to establish the history of it, beyond any doubt, and at the same time I’m fighting this devil of a man who is bent on destroying it and on destroying me, too. Oh, I’m sure of it! At least twice to my certain knowledge he’s been responsible for damaging attacks on me – on me personally – in the press. There’s a local newspaper which has printed things that are very close to libel about me… And I have found a stone missing, taken away quite recently. It has part of the inscription on it. If I could see it I’d have practically all the proof I need. What he wants it for I don’t know, but I have a shrewd idea that it’s for some political purpose; he’s a fascist, or something of the sort, and politics, you know – well, that would be the end of it, and I’m not going to let it happen. Now I don’t know why I’m telling you this – what’s the time? It must be getting on – except that you challenged me earlier on to say what I believed, and what it involved in the way of action… there it is.”

Matthew breathed in deeply. “Perhaps your man’s the murderer,” was all he could think of to say. Canon Cole’s words had left him a little dizzy; the man moved so swiftly from obsession to obsession, and seemed to be rooted nowhere… was he completely paranoid? Matthew was too tired to wonder.

“Thank you for talking to me,” he said, “it’s been very interesting. I must go now, I’m tired, I’m nearly asleep… not with boredom; I’m just exhausted. Thank you, anyway, and I’ll see you again – may I call again?”

“Please do,” said the priest. “Come at any time.”

“I’ll see myself out,” said Matthew. “Goodnight.”

As he left the house and made his way home in the dark Matthew was filled with the impression above all of the Canon wandering gleefully, like a ghost or a demon, on cold, haunted tablelands where the only light came from the planets and stars of another universe altogether. The gnostic mountains; they were like Tibet.

Canon Cole watched him go down the drive, with an impulse of regret in his heart, and with the intention half formed of setting out swiftly after him to urge him to forget all he’d heard. “He’ll think I’m mad! He’ll think I’m completely insane! Perhaps that was why he left so quickly…”

And what the Canon was left with after his evening’s conversation was a memory of Matthew’s face as he described the murder. It had fascinated the priest. As he’d listened he felt – yes! – guilty. True enough, as Matthew had said, he didn’t know if he himself was the murderer; he could be; anyone could be. The Canon was more disposed to imagine what it would be like if someone else was the murderer, someone he knew; someone like Matthew, for instance. His explanation of clairvoyance rang a little thin… no, the whole thing was ridiculous.

He made himself some coffee, and later on went down stairs and tried to make peace with Gwen. For the first time in months he felt the inclination to make love to her; and when they were in bed and he was caressing her white body she felt, unwillingly, the growing warmth of hope. But after wards, as he always did, he wondered what had possessed him; and he turned away and lay sleeplessly for a long time with his face to the seething darkness.





Chapter 7

MATTHEW saw Elizabeth as often as he could in the following days. They found that one of the results of their decision – so arbitrary it seemed, and so sudden – to be utterly chaste, was that they acquired an extraordinary sense of intimacy and, somehow, purpose. Both of them longed to make love; Matthew thought he had never wanted it more, sometimes, as they talked or listened to music together; but their pact enabled them, by acknowledging the sexual impulse and holding it back, to examine it more closely. Most lovers, they agreed, were misled by it into thinking that the only purpose of their love was to bring their bodies together, and that in the mating of their bodies, their souls or their minds would be brought closer as well. “They think it means communication,” said Matthew; “but what’s the point of that, if they’ve got nothing to communicate?”

“Well, perhaps they have,” she answered, “but I don’t think it does communicate anything anyway. It’s not as effective as talking…”

Sex, thus, was a matter which fell squarely into the scope of Matthew’s morality. It wasn’t church morality, which said that sex was good if you were married and bad if you weren’t; and it wasn’t the more modern personal-relationship morality, which said that sex was good if you loved each other, married or otherwise. For both of these he felt quite instinctively something like nausea. His morality was iron-bound: and its highest good was intensity of purpose, and for this sex with a prostitute might be as important at times as utter chastity. Elizabeth’s reasons were more subtle and intangible, more Neptunian, as she called them. She was not entirely sure what they were, at bottom, or even that they were not changing all the time.

They had the idea, very soon after that first afternoon. of cutting their hair short. It was a symbol, half playful and half serious, of their new puritanism. His hair was very nearly as long as hers, and black and fine, and he had let it grow for no other reason than that he couldn’t be bothered to have it cut. They couldn’t remember afterwards whose idea it was, but one evening in the drawing-room at the rec tory they spread newspaper on the carpet to catch it and cropped each other’s hair short. She cut his first, and then sat down herself. He ran his hands through hers before he picked up the scissors; it was thick and wavy, and a beautiful dark brown, and she always kept it immaculately clean, like a cat.

“It’s lovely, Elizabeth, it really is,” he said. “I’m almost reluctant…”

“Rubbish!” she said. “Off with it.”

He cut it slowly and carefully, making sure it was even. “My mother used to cut my hair at home,” he said, “and my brother’s. I had to sit on the table.”

“What brother?” she said. “You didn’t tell me you had a brother. How old is he? What’s he doing now?”

“I’d forgotten about him, to tell the truth. He was older than me, about nine years older. I had a sister too, but she died; she had polio, I think, I can’t remember… no, my brother – his name was Alan. They threw him out when he was about nineteen, and no-one knows where he is now. I think it was something to do with his school. I didn’t understand it, I was too young, but it was probably some scandal about him being queer. That’s what I thought it must be, later on. I never found out because we went to different schools, and I never dared ask. He just disappeared.”

“But don’t you know anything? Did you never hear from him?”

“No, not a word – he probably went to sea. Or perhaps he met a rich queer and lived with him.”

“What makes you think he was queer?”

“It’s an intuition, that’s all.”

“Mmm… but what was he like?”

“Why do you want to know? I’ve been the one who wants to know that sort of thing, not you.”

“Well, I’ve got an intuition too. Go on, cut more than that! “

“All right. But I don’t remember, it was years ago and our ages were too far apart; we never used to play together, or whatever brothers do. I remember he had a bike that he was very keen on, and he used to ride for miles and miles. And he used to fence at his school, and he was in the boxing team; I saw him boxing once. He was very strong. That’s all.”

“What a muscular school it must have been. Did he have any brains?”

“Well, that’s what I don’t know. I don’t know anything about him at all. I was never interested in bicycling or boxing, even to the extent of copying it because my big brother was doing it – no, I never copied him, and he never bothered me. We weren’t particularly interested in each other.”

“Good. Is it nearly short now? I want to look like a skinhead. There, that shocked you, didn’t it? I think you’d like to pretend you don’t know what skinheads are, or what the name of the Prime Minister is, but you do know; you can’t help it.”

“Yes, but I’ve got a morbid fear of being out of date. There’s nothing so old-fashioned as –”

She laughed at him, and he had to laugh at himself. “No, but it’s true,” he protested. “If Heath was going to be Prime Minister for the next three hundred years, it might be worth taking an interest in him, to see whether he’s going to be up to the mark; but five years one way or the other doesn’t matter a scrap. Of course I know his name, but if you take too much notice of something that’s going to go to the wall in a few years’ time, you’ll go with it. That’s why I pretend not to know about skinheads, as you put it. In fact I know lots and lots. I even know who won the F.A. Cup last year. But there you are, how’s that? It’s almost as short as mine.”

He ruffled it affectionately. He had left it an inch and a half long all over, not nearly as short as his, in fact, but so different from what it was before that he could hardly recognise her when she stood up and faced him.

“Christ, Elizabeth,” he said, “you look so strong… whenever I catch sight of myself in a mirror, I’m always amazed by how furtive and weak I look. I must look like a convict now, as well.”

“No, you don’t,” she said. “You look like Rimbaud.” She shook her head. “Isn’t it lighter!”

“I’m going to shave it completely,” he said.

“No! Don’t you dare do that. It’s short enough now.”

“I know why you said that,” he said. “For the same reason that I didn’t cut yours as short as mine. Oh, God, we still want beauty, don’t we! Maybe it’s just a blind, this cutting our hair. We pay lip-service to being harsh and anti-aesthetic and things but underneath we still like to be good-looking. If we were honest about it we’d slash our faces with razors, or burn them with petrol.”

“No,” she said, sighing, “it’s not the point, really; to cut yourself up would be to acknowledge how important you think it is; and is it?”

“Of course not.”

“Well then. At least now we’ve got something out of the way. We’ll save a little time; it won’t take so long to keep it clean. That’s really why we did it. No, we were right about it, I think. And maybe we could be proud of being good looking.”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” he said. “Go and play the piano.”

He found, as he came to know her more and more, that she expressed herself more completely through the piano than through anything else. Her playing was entirely her own, as characteristic of her as her voice or the way she moved. At first it sounded careless: not because she couldn’t play what was on the page but because it nearly always suggested something much more interesting, some different sequence of chords, which she would follow until she tired of it; and there was such grace and verve in her improvisations that Matthew was never irritated when Handel seemed to change suddenly into Scriabin, or Prokofiev into Chopin. On the contrary, he would find himself becoming hypnotised, and he noticed too that when she had been playing for some time he was more prone to receive those psychic impressions he called by the name of clairvoyance. They were quite sudden; they were very nearly instantaneous, in fact; and they were like dreams in their compelling emotional content, and dreamlike too in the fact that the emotion had no apparent cause, or was linked to a scene or an image apparently unconnected with it. There was also an impression he had at times of seeing his surroundings not from one position but from all positions at once; obviously this was so strange that the first time it happened – and these were at all times sketchy, momentary glimpses, like figures seen on the edge of sleep – he thought he had gone blind.

There were other things, too. Once the two of them were in the rectory kitchen, and Elizabeth was looking for some tea. “I think we must have run out,” she said, “unless mummy’s bought some more today and put it somewhere else… I’ll go and ask her.”

“No, stay there,” said Matthew without thinking. “I’ll fetch her; sit down.”

He closed his eyes, wondering briefly how he knew he could, but the certainty was so strong that he felt like laughing at the idea of doubt. He concentrated on the image of Mrs. Cole, and within a minute she had come into the kitchen.

“Hello, dear… hello, Matthew,” she said. “I was just going to make some tea.”

What Matthew wondered at afterwards was the force with which he managed to concentrate. It felt as if he himself were being concentrated by something else. And this kind of thing happened on a number of occasions, bewildering him as well as making him feel quite irrationally pleased. The annoying thing was that he had very little control over it.

And there was another aspect of it which frankly frightened him, and which he did not mention even to Elizabeth. It was this: that all these odd powers which descended into him and then left him were part of a general sensation of opening-out, of feeling barriers crumble, of remembering. His memory itself began slowly to clear, and absolutely insignificant details of what, for instance, he wore at his sixth birthday party, or a meal he had eaten at Oxford, would float unheralded into his consciousness: sharp, clear as daylight, and accompanied each by its own particular fragrance, its personal scent, of emotion. Like flakes of snow they fell, brushed him softly for an instant, and melted; and this he did not mind, although he didn’t think it meant anything in particular; but occasionally there would come an image which, while it was clearly a memory and had the emotional force of a memory, he could not place at all. He simply couldn’t remember it. It tantalised him: and it frightened him because they were usually ac companied by a feeling of intense fear, or bitter aching tension; and, once, he saw again that picture he’d described to Canon Cole of the little girl dead in the woods.

So gradually he came, though he dismissed the thought time and time again, and tried to laugh at it, and tried to ignore it, came to think again about what he’d said so carelessly the other night about committing a murder and then forgetting it.

The only person he thought he might be able to tell about it was Harry Locke. Without actually mentioning his own fears in the matter, he managed to ask the old man one evening, as they sat by the fire in Harry’s sitting-room, what murder meant in terms of his God, and how he thought God would regard the murderer.

“Poor fellow,” said Harry instantly; “oh, I feel sorry for him, you know, as much as I do for the girl’s family. They can comfort each other, but he can’t go to anyone. The police’ll catch him in the end, and he’ll be persecuted in the prison they send him to; they’ll have to keep the other men away from him. No, God wouldn’t judge him harshly.”

“But only if he couldn’t help it. Yes, I’m sure you’re right, uncle Harry; but what if he did it cold-bloodedly? If he deliberately set out to do evil? Or even if he just didn’t know it was evil?”

“If he didn’t know, then we can’t understand it, and we should feel all the more compassion. There’s no question, Matthew, no question of a man doing evil if he knows what it is – if he truly knows all about it. We can’t condemn anyone at all, I’m certain of it. Compassion is everywhere, we all share it, and we all share guilt. There’s no getting away from it. It’s like light.”

“I can’t understand it, though. I can’t connect what you’re saying with what I feel… when you say compassion is everywhere, what do you mean? Do you mean people’s compassion? Because they’re not compassionate; most of them are indifferent, or hostile – oh, yes, it’s true. Most people would be glad to hang that murderer, if they could.”

“No, I mean the compassion of Christ. It’s overwhelming. It’s all around us, it’s greater and stronger than anything… It’s a love of everything that exists. Nothing’s shut out from it.”

“But whose –” Matthew began, but broke off and said no more. He had been going to say “whose is it, who feels it?” But he remembered that Harry had already given him the answer: Christ. And it was useless to complain, as he had been on the point of doing, that Christ was not here, not in people’s hearts, that Christ might never have existed. The fact that He didn’t depend on people or on their faith could only be a good thing, according to Matthew’s morality; but if it had not been for this hidden and tormenting doubt about the murder, and the consequent doubts it raised about how far his morality extended both out into the world and inside into his soul, he would not have begun to think of Christ in terms of compassion.

No, something was changing deeply inside him, and it saddened and sickened him when he thought of the directions he could end up facing. And then came another of those events, like the murder, which the world so casually seemed to throw up like a volcano in his path.

It happened on a Thursday in Silminster. It was Elizabeth’s half-day, and they arranged to meet for lunch in the pub opposite the shop she worked in. He had not been there before, and arrived a few minutes early. He was a little surprised. When she’d told him it was a second-hand bookshop he had pictured a dusty, run-down place like a junk shop, but this was a proper antiquarian bookseller’s. The window display was bright and attractive, with old books on natural history open to show engravings and etchings of birds and flowers. It made Matthew feel gloomy and apprehensive, in case she was going to behave appropriately and make arty chatter about books; but when she came out at one o’clock he was relieved, and astonished again at his failure to imagine her properly. She was calm, intent, and beautifully fluid in all her movements: but why did this amaze him? He had always known she was; why had he forgotten it?

He kissed her, and said, “I’ve just discovered I’ve got no memory, or no imagination. I’d forgotten entirely what you looked like.”

“It doesn’t surprise me,” she said. “I’ve probably changed completely since this morning. I don’t know what I look like either. But what’s wrong?”

He had been trying to smile, and not succeeding, and so he gave up. In fact, he realised, he was feeling bitterly depressed, and that brought another question up; had he been feeling depressed all morning without realising it? It was quite possible.

He shrugged in answer to her question, and said nothing. They went into the pub and Matthew bought their drinks and sandwiches. When they sat down he discovered, shamefully, that he was tongue-tied, and couldn’t look her in the face; the intimacy which had grown around them seemed totally to have vanished, leaving them strangers. He felt drained of all exhilaration, drained of his will; and to break the silence he eventually said, “I wish they’d catch this murderer.”

“Why?” she said. She sounded calm and placid.

“Because it’s – I don’t know, because it’s untidy. Because there’s a loose end. Because I’ve got the soul of a policeman, I expect.”

“I expect they will before long,” she said.

“Yes, probably. Let’s go up on the moors this afternoon. I must do something or I’ll suffocate. No, I’m sorry, I mustn’t say things like that. It’s whining. I’ll go by myself, love.”

He sipped his beer.

“Oh, Matthew of course I’ll come with you if you want me to! It’s not as if I never complained to you.”

“I don’t judge you, though; I can’t judge you. But I can condemn myself, and be as harsh as I can – I must. So I call it whining. I ought to find a gun and play Russian roulette; that’d wake me up. It’s weakness, that’s all. When we met, that day in the road, I was exalted, transfigured: where is it now? Where’s it gone? You see, I’m being honest. I could easily say that it was still there, that I loved you more than ever, that it was deeper and truer – oh, you know all the phrases. But quite suddenly there’s nothing there – no, don’t misunderstand me, Liz. Suddenly I’m sunk – that’s all it is – it’s quite arbitrary, this depression, it comes and goes like the weather. It means no more than rain does. I shouldn’t have come to see you today, I should have telephoned and made an excuse and stayed in the village and worked. Concentrated hard on something.”

“We don’t have to make excuses, Matthew! You needn’t have had to say why, if you’d done that… But why did you call me Liz? You never have before.”

“Because it’s shorter, I suppose. Don’t you like it?”

“Yes, but no-one ever called me Liz until he did, my lover, I mean. He’s the only other one.”

“And what was his name, anyway? That’s something you’ve never told me.”

“I don’t know… no, I won’t tell you, because he’s dead, he doesn’t need a name. No, of course I don’t mean dead, I mean lost; buried. He doesn’t need to be named. It might bring him to life.”

“And what would you do then? What would you do if he came back?”

“Well, he won’t come back, will he, if we don’t resurrect him? I shouldn’t have mentioned him in the first place.”

“No, but if he did. He appeared in the beginning without being resurrected or evoked. And he disappeared just as abruptly, from what you told me. You’ve got no control over him at all, it seems. So what would you do, if he came back?”

“All right. I don’t know. Everything I’ve done since, I’ve done assuming he never would. And if you challenge me like that, I can only tell the truth, can’t I? I can only say that I don’t know, that I have no idea what I’d do, or what’d happen.”

Matthew said nothing. Idiotically, he’d been hurt by what she’d said. But what else had he expected? And he had no right to feel jealous. Maybe the oddness of their relationship was putting an unfair strain on both of them. Maybe there was nothing at all in either of them that was any stronger or greater than the rest of humanity. Such thoughts were perfidy, but they were wickedly easy to think. And there was not a thing he could do about it… Depression, was it? It was sin, and guilt.

They sat in silence for a few minutes, and then Elizabeth – since it was she, at that moment, who was the stronger – determined to do something, and made a move.

“Come on, Matthew,” she said gently. “Let’s get out, let’s go for a walk. I won’t say anything at all. I love you.” He swallowed the rest of his beer and followed her out of the pub. They walked slowly along in the sunshine. The streets were crowded.

“We could go and look at the cathedral,” said Elizabeth after a while. “If you want to.”

“I don’t mind,” he answered. “At least, perhaps I do, but I don’t know about it if I do. I’ll have to – d’you see, Liz, I’ll have to feed on this emotion or whatever it is, this depression, while it’s here. There’s no sense in ignoring it. I’ll have to take everything into account. Love, when I feel it, and triumph, and guilt, and fear: everything. Only at the moment it’s nothing I feel, except maybe disgust. I’m not even sure of that. Oh, curse it… Either it negates this sun, this warmth, you see, or else the weather negates me; but there’s no meaning in either of them, that’s the result. And the fact that I’m here strolling calmly along takes the meaning out of what I’ve just said, anyway. There’s no use, there’s no use in it. Words… they’re diseased. They’re like scales on the skin of a leper. We ought to be forbidden the use of them. We ought to plunge in a bath of acid and have them stripped away and then stumble out into the world again raw, and touch it and hear it and look at it and see it harsh and dazzling, uncompromising, without this inane conventional compulsive mouthing… I say we, but of course I mean myself. So I’ll make a start; I’ll shut up. I won’t speak for a while, Liz, I’ll acid-bath myself.”

She nodded, and smiled. And immediately he wanted to speak again, to tell her how extraordinary the situation between them was – as if she didn’t know, he thought. He held his tongue, though, and said not a word as they went through the Market square, walking slowly hand in hand, making room for others to pass, idling, looking at the sky. An aeroplane, so high up that it was quite invisible, was making a white vapour trail across the brilliant blue, thin and clear and sharp where it left the plane and ragged and woolly further back where it thinned out, torn about by the great winds. Matthew felt a desperate, passionate longing to be – no matter how – up there in the pure, thin, cold, blue air, a part of the mighty streaming winds that swept in total silence from continent to continent and from ocean to ocean. Total silence; for there were no obstructions, no trees or houses or men, no mountains, to break the flow of it and make it howl and shriek; it was utter movement, utter power, utter silence, utter cold. He must be descended from birds, he thought, not from apes like other men. They went to their gross love for strength, most of them, or to their idiot fellows; and some men, solitaries, went to the earth; but he had to go to the air like a bird. And he was as unsolid as air, as changeable; and fickle, and inhuman. “I know nothing of human things,” he said under his breath, but whether in sorrow or pride he did not know. At least the air was the home of storms. And storms were a picture of the absolute, the sublime. There was bound to be a storm somewhere in the world at that moment. Maybe there was only one storm, which travelled the world like the wandering Jew or the flying Dutchman… Romantic pictures; they were unreal, dreams out of depression, and therefore contemptible. Face it: face it, face the world, it’s always worse. Face your own guilt, and what are you guilty of? Weakness. Face your own animal weakness, and kill it ruthlessly. Look at it, this depression, engage it: it makes your knees weak, so you can hardly walk; then you look ridiculous. There is a weight in your chest, it feels like a rough hand around your heart; then it would be better if you died, and no longer felt it. You feel impelled to cling to Elizabeth tightly and shut your eyes and beg her to take care of you; then you are only a child, and if you act like a child she will have to act like a mother, and there’ll be a taint of that in your relation from now on, she will always be mother in some degree, and you will always be more or less child. It’s everywhere, this depression, it’s like fear, like gas. Then stop breathing: stop being afraid. Your responsibility is absolute. If it wins, then you’ve lost.

He was addressing himself like this, half thinking, half whispering, when suddenly there came to him a startlingly clear message from the heart, as it seemed, of his morality itself. It was simply this: that responsibility was absolute, but depression and madness were not; for depression and madness came from the feeble human heart and were not conditions of life; and that consequently, it was a moral duty not to give in under any circumstances, even the most anguishing; it was a clear moral imperative not to go mad.

Reject it. Become hard and unconcerned with your own suffering. He looked up and laughed aloud. One or two passers-by looked at him curiously and went their ways. Elizabeth turned slowly to face him, and her eyes were full of a distant lost rapture: she was so deep in thought that she moved languidly and dreamily and hardly heard him. A couple of sparrows hopped on to the pavement from beneath one of the market stalls.

“Silly bastards,” he said aloud, affectionately.

He breathed in deeply, and yawned. Air, it was good… Damn, but that depression’s good too, it’s all good. It leaves you lightheaded and confused, but there’s nothing wrong with that for a short while. And then back to work.

The Cathedral lay in the northern part of the city, up a slight hill from the market place and behind a district of old houses. It was not far from the railway junction, and the goods yard could be seen quite easily from the cathedral close.

They wandered into the precincts of the cathedral, staring idly about them like tourists, and then just as idly wandered out again. Matthew was saying to her that there was really no point in going there unless they wanted to pray, because a cathedral was probably designed as a microphone to pick up prayers; but that there was no point in their praying at all, yet. And she dissented, without putting much effort into it, saying that if it was beautiful then it might as well be seen, whatever it was. Wrangling harmlessly on the topic of aesthetics, they found themselves before long near the rail way station. 

The street they were in was shabby and dirty, and led up to a narrow bridge over a canal. There were warehouses along one side of it, and a pawnbroker’s and a motor-cycle shop and a place that sold army surplus goods, and, set a little way back from the pavement behind a low wall and a thin hedge, there was a large Nissen hut with a notice board saying “Darby and Joan Club Bingo.” The sun shone warmly, and the air was cool, tasting of spring. Both of them were quite happy now, each absorbed in himself and not really conscious of the other. The people who passed by were only ghosts, but harmless and even genial ghosts, healthy and solid.

And then there fell a curious silence over the whole street, almost a subjective silence, though the causes were objective enough: there were no cars there for the moment, the man from the motor-cycle shop had just cut the engine of a bike he was demonstrating, no-one happened to be talking.

Matthew and Elizabeth both found themselves looking at a man who was walking along the other side of the street towards the bridge. He held their eyes like a magnet. He existed more intensely than the other people in the street, that was all. He made them look pale and shadowy, he burned like the sun; and the two of them felt their attention, fluttering and feeble, drawn to him like a moth to a naked flame.

His appearance was quite ordinary: at least it seemed so, but when Matthew looked closely, he saw that the man was very shabbily dressed, and extremely dirty. He was aged about thirty or thirty-five. His hair was blond, and he wore it long and greased and swept-back. He was wearing a shirt that was done up at the neck without a tie, and loose brown trousers, and dirty black shoes and an open raincoat. His hands were in his pockets, and he sauntered along slowly, almost lazily, but people took care to get out of his way.

He did not look to either side of him, but stared straight ahead. He was too far away, and in profile, but they got an idea of his expression. Matthew later on could only explain it by using the word “aura”; and just as some people have around them a cold, repellent, vampirizing atmosphere that is almost palpable, this man had the quality, which Matthew could feel from right across the street, of attracting and hypnotising anyone of weaker will. Elizabeth’s words on the beach – “absolute – still – iron” – came involuntarily to his mind, and he stared open-mouthed at the stranger. What the man’s purpose might be of course he had no idea, but that he had some invincible purpose was as plain and stark as the sun.

Then he turned – he stopped swiftly and glanced across at them, but his eyes did not seem to focus: he looked straight through them. Matthew saw his face clearly for a second. His brow was fixed in a frown. His nose was firm, high-arched, almost hooked. His lips were thick but com pressed, and his chin stubborn. Two deep lines led from his nose to the corners of his mouth. Just for a moment, Matthew had the urge to shout something out: to warn him of something, to challenge him, he did not know which; but to measure himself against him, certainly; to fight him, not out of enmity but out of respect and recognition. It would simply be the appropriate greeting.

After a moment he turned back and walked on, taking no more notice of them. He reached the bridge, crossed it, and disappeared. Two or three cars passed, the man from the motor cycle shop kicked the bike into action again, and the life of the street came back to normal.

Elizabeth’s hand was gripping Matthew’s tightly; her nails were digging painfully into his palm, and he shook it loose and stared at her. She was gazing after him helplessly, gnawing her under lip.

“Liz! Liz! What the hell are you doing? What is it?”

She turned, and a little laugh escaped her, and she eyed Matthew with something like arrogance.

“Can’t you guess? You’re a fool if you can’t; no, of course, you can guess. That’s him, of course, my lover, resurrected. You couldn’t help but know. Everything pointed to it, all day long it’s been pointing to it; didn’t you guess then, either? Oh God, Matthew, now it is all shattered –” her voice shook, and she uttered a strange obscure sound from her throat, between a laugh and a sob. Matthew was dumbfounded.

“Where’s he gone? Is that where he lives?” he demanded after a second, pointing down across the bridge.

She nodded, and then she shook her head violently – “No – I don’t know – of course not. He’s obviously not living here any more. He must have come back for a day.”

“Tell me his address. And tell me his name now, too, there’s no point in holding it back.”

“No. I’ve forgotten it –”

“Don’t be bloody silly. As if I couldn’t find out – your father would tell me – and I can probably guess it, if I tried. I can do things, too. I’ve got power over things – come here.”

He seized her arm and pulled her roughly a few yards back to where the Bingo Club stood. She protested, looking back towards the bridge, but he insisted and dragged her back, half-stumbling. He came to a halt and putting his hand on her shoulder forced her to look at the hedge, and then coldly and deliberately shook it: that is to say, without touching it physically, and without knowing how to affect it by the power of his will alone, he nevertheless consciously allowed some hidden part of his mind to reach out and grasp the central stem of that part of the hedge and shake it furiously. For a matter of a few seconds, his dominion over it was complete, and the thin and tattered hedge rustled and shivered as if a wild beast were caught in it. And then his mind slipped suddenly, and he lost it. A couple of passers-by had stopped and were staring at them; he ignored them and turned back to Elizabeth. She was looking helplessly now at the hedge, now at him, and glancing back every few seconds towards the bridge.

“I’ve got power over it, d’you see? I am as strong as he is, if it’s strength you covet – is it strength? is it purpose? what is it you covet in him?” He was speaking fast, in a low voice, gripping her tightly by the shoulder and shaking her slightly. He felt close to panic. “Tell me, Elizabeth: what does it mean to you that you’ve seen him again? Is he greater than I am? Is that it?”

He suddenly checked his flow of questions. They were all meaningless. All he was doing by asking them, he realised, was to try and change what had just taken place. It was a physical event, and an emotional event, and he was trying to make it susceptible to words and hence intellectual; and naturally, he was failing. What was worse, he was being petty about it.

She shook her head, trying to concentrate on what Matthew had said. But she couldn’t get the other out of her mind – how could she? The sight of him, just the sight of him alone across a street, had been so compelling that she could do nothing to erase it. She looked at Matthew, just in time to see his expression change completely and become introspective, thoughtful, and even – surely not! – even amused.

God! But they were alike, the pair of them… she was torn, now, torn apart, and her own will was paralysed.

Then Matthew blinked, and looked at her again and smiled briefly, and let go of her shoulder.

“No, go if you want to – do you want to go and look for him?” he said.

“Well, yes – no – I thought you didn’t want me to. I thought you were jealous. Oh, God, I don’t know what I want to do now.”

“Go on, go and find him then. I’ll see you later. I’ve got to sort it out; I was being stupid about it. Go on, or you’ll miss him.”

She turned and went a few paces towards the bridge, and then stopped and ran back; but she said nothing. He kissed her, and then turned around himself and walked away.

He didn’t feel the least regret, and his jealousy had entirely disappeared. What he felt now was, in the main, a disgust with himself. Always words! When something happened, all he did was to jabber questions at it. Nor were they meaningful questions arising out of curiosity but a mindless automatic drivel of words, all designed to reduce it, to keep it at bay. To hell with it.

As he walked along, frowning, he realised that he was hungry; and he went into a cafe and ordered an egg and chips and a cup of tea. That was meaningful. He was hungry; he was going to eat. He thought of his attempt to impress her by shaking the hedge: of all the silly things! Well, he was foolish, but that wasn’t important.

So, what was important? What was the meaning of seeing her lover? Apart from the undeniable power of his physical presence, what was there about him that mattered?

Questions. He banged the table-top angrily.

Questions, and bloody stupidity. There was only one thing about Elizabeth’s lover that was important, and that was the silliest of all. And he’d guessed it from the beginning. Canon Cole had guessed it, Elizabeth had guessed it, and that was why she hadn’t wanted to speak his name. It was Alan, of course, it was his own brother.





Chapter 8

Matthew didn’t see her for the next few days. He did his best to keep Alan out of his mind. It was too much to take in at once; he cursed his weakness, and kept going.

On Saturday, the Parrishes’ other son Robert came home, and in the evening Matthew, tired and more than a little sick of himself, went across to the farm to say hello to him.

Robert Parrish was not unlike Matthew in some ways. Even physically they resembled each other a little; Robert had the same build as Matthew, the same hasty nervous movements, and his hair was black. No one would have taken them for brothers, though, for Robert had the Parrish stolidity in his face. His natural expression was one of gentle worry; and he wore glasses, too, which accentuated it.

They were still sitting round the supper table, talking, when Matthew knocked on the kitchen door and went in. Robert looked around and jumped up enthusiastically, and clapped him on the back.

“Hello, Matthew, you idiot! Are you still sweeping floors?” he said.

Matthew grinned sheepishly at the rest of the family. Peter was looking a bit more cheerful, and smiled back at him. “Come and sit down,” said Mr. Parrish. “Have you had your tea? D’you want a cup?”

“Thanks,” said Matthew, and pulled up another chair.

Mrs. Parrish poured out some tea. “There you are, dear,” she said. “What do you mean, Bob, sweeping floors?”

“That’s what he was doing last time I saw him,” said Robert, “sweeping floors in a hospital, wasn’t it, Matthew?”

“I don’t know,” said Mrs. Parrish; “what you get up to, all sorts of things it is. You mind, Bob, you never know where you’ll end up, my lad.”

“It was only for a month,” said Matthew. “I’m working on the farm now.”

“Some of the time he is,” said Mr. Parrish. “You want to be careful, Bob, Matthew’s got his eye on you. He’s going to be a tax inspector, he told me.”

“Get away,” said Robert.

“No, it’s true,” said Matthew. “I thought of being a policeman, but I’d be able to keep a better check on you as a tax inspector. Where are you working now, anyway?”

“Bedford. It’s my second term now. Long holidays, you see! That’s the thing! Why don’t you go into teaching, Matthew?”

“I don’t know anything,” said Matthew. “What could I teach?”

“What did they teach you at Oxford?” said Peter.

“Nothing at all.”

“Get away with you!” said Mrs. Parrish. “Don’t talk rubbish.”

“Well, they taught me rubbish, then. I’ve forgotten it all now, anyway.”

“You’d get paid more than I do, as a teacher,” said Robert. “You ought to, you know.”

“No; I couldn’t. I don’t know how anyone teaches. I’m too dishonest. I’d tell them all lies and steal the dinner money. How old are they, anyway, your pupils?”

“Primary school. Juniors. No, you stick to sweeping floors, perhaps you’re right. There’s more money in that. But how long are you here for?”

“A couple of months… I don’t know. Whenever I go somewhere, I’m too lazy to move, and I want to stay for ever. Prison would suit me fine.”

“No, you’re only teasing,” said Peter. “He doesn’t mean half what he says, Bob. Your mates at Oxford, now – what are they doing? What sort of jobs do they do?”

“I don’t know,” said Matthew, and laughed. “No! Honestly! I haven’t a clue. I’ve lost touch with all of them. No!” he shrugged. “I’m so amazed that other people know what they’re doing that I haven’t got time to find something to do myself.”

“Well, you be a teacher and you’ll have all the time you need. Three months a year! That’s good enough for me,” said Robert.

Matthew scratched his head. The fellow was an idiot, but he meant well, and Matthew was in the mood tonight for a bit of harmless fooling. God alone knew what Liz could be up to.

They sat around the table talking for half-an-hour or so, and then Mrs. Parrish cleared the dishes away and went out with her husband to do the washing-up. It was about half-past eight, and Matthew was wondering whether or not to go soon and go out for a long walk. It looked like a fine night; he leant back in his chair and gazed out of the window. He could go up on the moors, or simply prowl around the village… He realized that Robert was talking to him.

“D’you fancy a drink, Matthew? Come on, wake up! Come over to the Red Lion for a pint.”

“Yes, okay. I’ll have to run across the way to get some money, though.”

“Don’t bother about trivial things like that. Uncle Robert got paid yesterday. Coming, brother?”

“No, I won’t, thanks. I’m whacked tonight; reckon I’ll go to bed soon.”

“Ah, the life of the soil… tell ‘em we won’t be long. Cheerio.”

“Goodnight, Peter,” said Matthew.

“See you, Matthew.”

They went out of the kitchen door and made their way through the farmyard into the road. The air was warm, and the sky was full of stars. Matthew felt expectant, and somehow tense; maybe it was just that he wasn’t quite at ease with Robert. No, it couldn’t be that; he was confused, that was all.

“Peter’s still upset about that murder business, isn’t he,” he said as they went up the hill into the village.

“Yes, poor lad. Nasty, that was. First I knew about it was in the papers – murder, South End Farm – Christ, I thought, what’s going on?”

“Mmm. Did you notice anything changed in the village? I mean the atmosphere. I get the feeling that everyone’s looking at everyone else, waiting for someone to confess or be arrested or something?

“I dunno. It looked the same to me. You’re too nervous, Matthew, that’s your trouble. You always were. I bet you’re frightened in case they arrest you.”

“Well, I am, since you mention it. No, no, I’m not; I don’t mean that.”

“What are you doing now, though? You haven’t got a job at the moment, have you?”

“No, I’m just hanging around. Waiting, I suppose.”

“Waiting for the revolution, eh? You’ll have to wait a while for that.”

“The revolution, or the last judgement, I’m not particular. But what are you doing apart from teaching? I mean, what do you do in your spare time? What do you believe in?”

“Believe in? Blimey, nothing, I suppose; I don’t know. I go out; I read quite a bit. I’ve got a girl there; I spend a lot of time with her. That’s what I believe in, I reckon. I don’t think about it much.”

“So no religion? You don’t believe in God?”

“Well, I’m an agnostic. I’m not an atheist. A humanist, really. That’s all there is, isn’t there?”

“Human beings, you mean?”

“Yes… I dunno. It doesn’t worry me, I’m happy; I know that’s not everything, but… I know I ought to try, I mean everyone ought to really, to make other people happy, if they can. I suppose I’ve learned that.”

They walked on a little way in silence. They made no sound at all apart from the noise Robert’s shoes made on the pavement. Matthew was wearing plimsolls, and he revelled in the feeling of lightness they gave him, and in the energy that welled up in him as he felt it. He wanted to run, jump, climb trees, make love; there was something explosive in him that matched the splendid sky, and longed to join it.

“I am a werewolf,” he muttered under his breath.

“What’s that?” said Robert.

“I said I want to be a werewolf. I want to stop being human. No, no; I’m quite willing to be human tonight, as long – as long –”

He stopped, and listened to the hoot of an owl in the darkness to the left of the road.

“– As long as there’s plenty of action, you see! Wine, women, and song!” he went on.

“I don’t know about the women,” said Robert, “but hush now – over towards the recreation ground – can you hear it?”

Sure enough, if he listened carefully Matthew could hear the heavy drumming and the whining guitars of a pop group. “Where’s it coming from?” he said.

“It’s probably the Youth Club. It’s all changed now from what it was when I used to go. They have dances on Saturdays, sometimes. That must be it.”

“Well, that’s it! That’s it! Yes, that’s fine. Let’s go along there, eh? A bit later on when it’s warmed up. How much cash have you got?”

“Oh, I’m loaded – I’ve got about ten pounds on me –”

“Lend me a quid, then, could you? I don’t want to go back and get it. I’m in the mood for being human tonight. Can you lend me a quid? Give us it now, and I’ll buy your drinks in the pub.”

Robert shrugged, and in the lights of the garage across the road Matthew saw him smile. He still looked worried, nevertheless; but he put his hand into his pocket and took out his wallet. He gave a pound to Matthew and put it back.

“Thanks! That’s it! I’ll give it you back in the morning. I’ve got plenty in the house. I saved it up. Will there be plenty of girls at the dance, d’you reckon?”

“Could be. I dunno. They’ll come from Ditton as well, and Eastley, round that way too, I shouldn’t wonder. The group comes from Eastley. There ain’t many girls in the village, not that many, anyway. Well, you know. Here, you know there’s a new vicar. Well, have you seen his daughter?”

“Eh?” Matthew gasped, startled, as if his foot had slipped. But his dare-devil mask stayed firm. “No, no. What’s she like, then?”

“I’ve only seen her once or twice,” said Robert. “She’s all right, you know, she’s good-looking. And she goes…”

“What? What d’you say?” Matthew stumbled along, his mind reeling.

“That’s what I heard, anyway. Well, I dunno, you hear things. Arnold Fox, he’s been with her.”

The image of a coarsely handsome youth with sleek wavy hair came into Matthew’s mind; and, like Canon Cole, he twisted his face as grotesquely as he could in the darkness, grimacing like a madman.

“Good!” he said. “Perhaps we’ll find her tonight. Does she charge much?”

“Oh, come on, I didn’t mean that. He was only boasting, I expect. She wouldn’t do that, I don’t suppose.”

“You’re too willing to think good of people, Bob. I’m going to corrupt you; I’m going to play the devil tonight. God, yes, I am. My head’s starting to go. You didn’t know I was an epileptic, did you? I’m going to have a fit. I’ll have one now in the road if you’re not careful. Shall I do that? Shall I have a fit?”

“Ah, get away, you wouldn’t.”

They came up to the Red Lion and went inside. Robert had spoken lightly, but Matthew noticed with glee that he was looking more anxious than usual. And immediately he felt sorry. Robert was good; he wouldn’t make fun of him. But his head was starting to go, as he put it. Around his temple he felt the warning tension beginning to throb. “I’ll let it come tonight,” he whispered to himself. “And if I keel over, that’s tough.”

There was only one bar in the pub. The saloon was a dingy little room with only a hatch opening through to the bar; but the public bar was large and crowded and noisy. The pub was situated at the corner of the village triangle nearest South End Farm. The recreation ground, and the building that served as a youth club, were down the road to Ditton, on the right.

Matthew stood still for a moment just inside the door of the public bar, getting his bearings; and then he shoved unceremoniously through the press of people and bought two pints of bitter, and took them to where Robert was sitting in the corner.

“Ta,” said Robert. He drank some of the beer. “Anyway, if you were epileptic, you couldn’t just have a fit when you wanted to. It takes them by surprise, doesn’t it?”            

“I could fake it,” said Matthew. “No, I wouldn’t really. Where’s that Arnold Fox? Is he here tonight?”

Robert looked around. He looked shy; Matthew guessed that he’d only suggested coming here out of bravado, and not because he went out habitually. “No, I can’t see him,” he said.

Matthew knew three or four of the men there, but only by sight. There were few women, and no girls. He heard a harsh, giggling laugh that he recognised, and searched for the face to fit it. He saw him at the bar with a group of young labourers, jerking up and down from the knees, his hands beating his thighs. His face was completely empty; it was huge, and seemed out of all proportion to his head. Thin sandy hair was greased down flat, away from his forehead, which sloped markedly backwards. His nose was broad and shapeless, his eyes tiny, his mouth loose and wet. But for the freckles all over it there would have been no colour in his face at all, and the features were so lacking in outline as to give the impression that he wore a silk stocking over his head.

“That’s Archer, isn’t it? Isn’t that his name?” he said in an undertone to Robert.

Robert nodded. Archer was nearly a half-wit. He earned his living as a scrap-dealer’s mate; he rode around on the back of the lorry, loading and unloading it with a frantic speed. He was a favourite with the younger men who frequented the pub because he could be relied on to outdo them all in idiocy; and he would do anything at all for a dare or a bet. Matthew strained to hear what they were saying. Archer’s uncontrolled shrieking giggle rose and fell, and he lifted his glass to his mouth, spilling some beer in his excitement. He didn’t notice. One of the others was saying: “Yes, I did, I seen him at it.”

“He wouldn’ do that, course ‘e wouldn’,” said another. “I swear I seen ‘im. In the fuckin’ ditch ‘e were, down on his knees. Over to Eastley it were. He were eatin’ it, eatin’ the fuckin’ frog spawn.”

Archer laughed again and put his glass on the bar, and leant forward to say something; but the sentence trailed off into a neighing, moaning sound and ended in another frenzied bout of laughter.

“What’d it taste like, eh, Arch? What’d it taste like?” said one of the others.

“How’d ‘e know what it fuckin’ tasted like? ‘E weren’t there at all, it were Jim ‘isself doing it,” said an older man.

“You don’t bloody know,” said Jim. “I swear I seen ‘im. You ask ‘im.”

“Go on, Arch, what’d it taste like?”

“Like spunk!” said Archer loudly, and laughed even harder.

Matthew listened intently, trying to ignore the throbbing in his head. He took a deep swig of the beer. He ought to say something to Robert: otherwise he’d lose his balance.

“Good, in Berkshire, is it?” he mumbled inanely.

“What? Where?”

“Where you are – where is it – Bedford.”

“Oh, it’s all right, you know. I like it – are you all right? What’s the matter?”


“I’m turning into a wolf. I want to go and eat frog spawn.”

He shook his head violently, trying to clear it. Robert shook his head too, but in a different way. There was another burst of laughter from the bar.

“ ‘E know that, dun’e, I seen ‘im doin’ that right enough.”

“He ain’t got no pockets in ‘is trousers, just a hole to put his ‘and in. Up on that wagon – I seen it! I seen it! He ‘ad it in ‘is hand, all covered in rust it were, rust and coal-dirt and cobwebs.”

“Is it a big ‘un, Arch?”

“Tell you what ‘e wouldn’ do,” said the older man. “Suck a dog off. That old dog o’ Charlie’s; ‘e wouldn’ suck ‘im off.”

“Oh, no,” said Archer seriously; “no, I wouldn’ do that, no.”

“The dog wouldn’ let ‘im, anyway,” said another man. “ ‘E be used to Charlie doin’ it.”

“I wouldn’ suck my dog off, not for a pound. I know where ‘is prick’s been, see, it’s been up your old woman. I wouldn’ touch it.”

Matthew turned to Robert and grinned broadly. He could hardly focus his eyes. Robert said something that Matthew didn’t catch.

“Eh? What’s that?”

“I said I wish they’d leave him alone. They’re always making fun of him. He can’t help it.”

“Why does he keep going back – oh God, my head’s really bursting open; look at my eyes: are they bloodshot? Can you see them? … Tell me, why does he keep going back, then? He enjoys it, that’s why.” He was mumbling; he spilt some of his beer on his leg.

“Are you all right? Golly, you don’t look well, Matthew. Do you feel really ill? Do you want to go?”

Matthew stood up clumsily and began to make his way to the door. Robert followed him nervously, trying to hear what he was saying. Another peal of laughter from Archer drowned it. As they got outside Matthew muttered:

“God-damn thing. What shall we do, eh? It’s driving me to my knees. Shall we let it? Let’s go a bit further, shall we? Come on, you bastard, I can go further than you can. Let’s go and shake that dance up.”

Just as Robert and Matthew left the pub, Elizabeth was busy elsewhere in the village. She and her mother were in the village hall. The Women’s Institute was rehearsing a play, and Mrs. Cole had a minor part; Elizabeth was prompting, because someone had been taken ill. It was a silly play and she was bored stiff. She was cold, what was more. It was draughty in the wings; she envied Mrs. Ryder the producer her smart sheepskin coat and the electric fire she’d commandeered. They were having a break for coffee, and Elizabeth sat down listlessly with the others, smoking and thinking about Matthew and Alan.

What did they mean, each of them? No, that was Matthew’s disease, not hers. Nor was it Alan’s. He’d hardly said a word when she caught up with him on Thursday. And when she’d told him about Matthew he’d only nodded, as if he’d expected it. There had been nothing else to say, and she’d left him after a few minutes, and tried to find Matthew again. But she couldn’t, and nor could she escape from Alan, from his aura; and again she found herself asking, like her new brother: what did it mean? What did it mean?

 

The dance was held in ·a building at the far end of the recreation ground. This was a large grassy field along the road out of the village towards Ditton. It had a definite slope, but it was used in the winter for football matches and in the summer for cricket, when the youth club building did duty as a pavilion. At the other end of the field, nearest the village, there was a group of swings and a long slide, together with a wooden roundabout.

The building itself resembled a large schoolroom, or the type of mess-hut you see sometimes on old RAF stations, and in fact it had been put up in the war for some purpose or other. It had been left unused for a long time, as it didn’t seem to belong to -anyone, or be of much use where it was. Eventually the youth club, an informal organisation run enthusiastically but without great competence by the village schoolmaster, had taken it over and tidied it up. It was now used mainly for dances such as the present one, which attracted youths and girls from a number of villages nearby.

There were several motor-bikes beside the gate in the hedge next to it. The room was brightly lit; the noise of the guitars and drums was overpowering, and the lead singer was nearly inaudible. Matthew and Robert passed several couples, as they came up to the building, who had come outside for a while. Matthew’s headache was holding off for a while, or at least not getting any worse. He was keeping it at bay, as he thought, by chattering non-stop to Robert in a vein of malevolent nonsense about the world at large; and Robert, thinking that Matthew was playing some game or other, to keep his end up was replying in the same spirit. Near the door Matthew stopped, feeling a sudden sway of dizziness, and put his hand on Robert’s arm and said:

“Hang on a minute. Will you do something? You’re a good bloke, or I wouldn’t ask you: you’re too good for the world, you know, you misguided humanist. Do you know the worst thing in the world? It’s a stone, or an old tin can, or a blade of grass. But will you do something – Jesus, I’ll get to it in a minute; just – will you keep an eye on me in there? So’s I don’t go berserk, or fall down dead, I mean. I’m not strong; you could haul me outside and sit on me or something; but please, you won’t forget, will you?”

“Matthew – look – don’t you want to go home and lie down? You don’t want to make it worse, do you –”

“Yes, of course I do! Come on, let’s get in there.” They pushed open the door and paid twenty-five pence each to the youth sitting at a table just inside it. The floor was crowded, and the group was just coming to the end of a song. Matthew stood indecisively for a moment, fearing that the whole adventure would fall flat; when the music started again he turned to the first girl he saw and said “Dance?” She shrugged, and nodded. The group was playing “The Green, Green Grass of Home”; he held her firmly and moved as carefully .as he could in the rhythm. He saw Robert watching him, and felt a glow of gratitude, but quickly forgot it as the girl said: “I can’t dance like this, it’s too slow.”

He let go of her and moved away without a word. Who else was there? He could go and look at the group, then.

“Excuse me! Excuse me! Sorry, can I get by? Thank you very much! Thank you!”

He barged through the dancers, apologising profusely when he jostled them, grinning, sweating, trying to get to the platform. The lead singer, a stocky fair-haired youth in a flowered shirt, was struggling to make himself heard, but his microphone wasn’t up to it. As Matthew got nearer the platform he heard the singer’s voice unaided by the amplifiers, sounding lost and out of place among the loud electric chords and the crash of drums. The group’s name was painted on the front of the bass drum: the Black Spider, it was called. The platform was only a couple of feet off the floor, and looked frail and unstable. They were applauded wildly when they finished the song, and then they put the guitars down and sat on the edge of the platform, drinking Coke out of tins handed them by some of the girls. Only the drummer stayed where he was. He was wearing dark glasses; he chatted laconically to two or three youths who came up to talk to him.

Matthew was left in a temporary limbo; with the music ended for a while, he couldn’t pretend to dance, and he didn’t want to speak to Robert, for that would be going backwards. He looked around at the crowd and took stock of them. He felt inhuman: he felt as if he looked like a spectre of a man, chalk white with pain, with red staring eyes. His hair, now that it was short, stood up stiff and straight like a brush, and he kept passing his hand, wet with perspiration, over it so that it stuck together spikily.

They were young: they looked like schoolchildren, most of them. There were a number of older youths in leather jackets or denims, with long carefully brushed hair and coarse, suspicious faces. The girls were mostly about seventeen. A lot of them – a surprising number – were pretty and vital, and he found himself several times on the verge of addressing them impulsively. He mingled among them as if he were looking for something, and saw Robert, standing at the edge of the room, looking nervous.

“Oh, hell, where is she? Come on, where is she?” he said aloud. One or two heads turned to look at him, and he heard a girl giggling. No, that was the wrong thing to say: try again, and pick on someone to speak to, this time.

He turned around sharply and went as swiftly as he could to the other end of the room. Luck! There was an older man there, looking out of place: the schoolmaster.

“Excuse me – yes, you, can you tell me if they’re going to play again? Are you organising it?”

The schoolmaster nodded, beaming, searching Matthew’s face to see if he recognised him.

“Yes, I run the youth club; they’re just having a break now, the boys, they’ll be on again in a minute.”

“Listen: I don’t know anyone here. Will you introduce me to someone?”

“Oh!” the schoolmaster sounded surprised; “all right then, come along. Tony! “he called, “Tony!”

A plump boy of about eighteen with lank brown hair detached himself from a group of friends and came up to him.

“Tony, this is – er, what’s your name?”

“Matthew.”

“This is Matthew – he’s a visitor to the club; would you like to show him around? You know, introduce him to the gang.”

“Yes, that’s it,” said Matthew, “that’s marvellous. I couldn’t want anything better; thank you so much.”

He hurried across to the group, his head raging. He had to grit his teeth and clench his fists to avoid stamping his feet or falling to the floor in a faint or crying aloud. He was dismayed to hear himself moaning with pain, uttering a thin, high, humming noise in the back of his throat.

He got to the group a second before Tony. There were five of them, two boys and three girls. They looked at him with suspicion and, he thought, disgust.

“This is Matthew,” said Tony. “Mr. Bellamy asked me to introduce him. Terry, and Andy, and Rosemary, and Barbara, and Jillian.”

“Well, now, I’m drunk,” said Matthew. “Are they selling anything here? Like something to drink, or smoke – by God, I’m thirsty.”

“They got some Coke over by the door,” said the girl called Rosemary. She was pale and vacuous; probably anxious to be rid of him, he thought.

“Do you want a fag?” said Terry or Andy, offering a packet of No. 6.

“Thank you, thank you very much. Yes, I don’t smoke a lot, but when I go out – I haven’t got a light; ah, thanks.” He inhaled deeply, and the smoke got in his eyes and made them water.

“Damn things – are you at college? What do you do?” he said to the group at large.

“No, at school,” said the one who’d given him the cigarette; “at least, Barbara’s at college.” He indicated her briefly; she had red hair and was wearing a green trouser suit.

Matthew gazed at her for a moment, and she stared back at him.

“Do you know who did the murder?” he said.

No one said anything; Tony shook his head.

“It wasn’t a gang, then, and no one’s owning up? Oh Jesus, what a conversation. No, I’m sorry, it’s my fault. What were you talking about before I came?”

“About the group,” said the third girl.

Two or three of them looked at each other blankly, and then back at Matthew. It was getting worse. He could feel his knees trembling; he couldn’t see clearly. He could hardly see at all, in fact.

“Damn me but let’s get to grips with it, yeah? Now I’m going to have a blackout in a minute – oh fuck that. Excuse me –” he nodded politely to the girls – “but, well, fuck it. Are you Christians? Do you go to church?”

“I do,” said the third girl.

“Are you Jillian?”

“Yeah.”

“No-one else go to church?”

“Tony does,” said Andy or Terry.

“So do you,” Tony replied, looking at him.

“That’s better! Dialogue! I’m sorry, I’m being very rude. I go to church sometimes too. But other times I feel like – blowing everything up with dynamite. Anybody want to do that?”

“You are drunk,” said Barbara. “What do you want, anyway?”

“Nothing. Oh yes, I forgot… I want to be a werewolf.”

Silence.

“Who are you?” said Tony. “Are you a friend of Mr. Bellamy’s?”

“Who’s Mr. Bellamy? He’s the teacher, is he?”

Tony nodded.

“No. I just came here on the off-chance – oh Christ, talk, for God’s sake talk. I’m not mad, I’m not diseased; I won’t bite you; I just want information. Just come alive, will you? Wake up!”

“Well, we don’t mind talking,” said the one who’d given him a cigarette, “but we don’t know you, do we?”

“You can talk all the more freely, then, can’t you? Say what you like. Jesus, Jesus –”

He pressed his hands to his temples and locked his knees rigid.

“I think you’re mad,” said Barbara.

“He’s drunk, that’s all,” said Rosemary.

“I’ve never been – I’ve never been more sober in my life. I’m deadly serious. If you can find one thing to say between you – if I last out, that is: now God keep me from fainting until I’ve finished – now if you can find one true thing to say I’ll just leave you alone and I won’t destroy you: do you hear? Otherwise I will, I’ll hunt you down and destroy you all, every one of you. Now all – oh, my head, my head! I can’t stand it… all you have to do is look at yourselves and think and then say one true thing, and then I’ll bugger off. Get it?”

“What’s the matter?” said Jillian. “Are you ill? What is it?”

He focussed his gaze on her. It was incredibly difficult for a moment, until he realised with a dull shock that his eyes were obeying him well enough: it was her double he was seeing, her soul, her aura… he started babbling to her like a child, aware that his lips weren’t moving, that not a sound was coming from his throat. He was talking mentally to her, and she was answering him.

“You’ll mother me! You’re kind and compassionate – please look after me – please! I’m lost, I’m falling apart – hold on to me, don’t let me go! Hold me like a baby to your breast…”

“Hush, my baby! Hush now, don’t say a word. I’ll look after you, come to me and I’ll be kind to you! I love you! I’m generous, and I’m warm; I don’t mind what you say or what you do. You’re safe now! You’re safe!”

“Oh, my mother – pretend you’re my mother and I’ll pretend too – I’m lost, my head hurts, it hurts so much – can you soothe it, Jillian? Can you stroke it and send me to sleep? Oh, I’m afraid! I’m split open like skin and it’s not blood that pours out, it’s fear! And pain, pain, from my head to my feet…”

“My breast is wide and soft, my baby, and my love’s as deep as sleep and as kind as a warm night… come to me! Come to me! Bless you, relax and sleep, my baby.”

All this in one moment’s exchange of glances; and then the voice in Matthew’s head fell silent. He looked around at the others. No one spoke. Matthew felt his knees buckle momentarily, and straightened up, pressing his fists to his head.

“All right,” he said weakly, “that’s it. You’re saved, the lot of you; Jillian said it. It was true… oh golly, I don’t like it either. I’ll bugger off so’s I won’t embarrass you any more… cheerio.”

“Bye-bye,” said Jillian.

Tony raised his eyebrows, but said nothing. Matthew turned away and left them. The musicians were picking up their guitars again. Matthew saw Robert briefly across the room: he was looking at the group.

On a sudden impulse – everything was an impulse. Like the storm; the world was an impulse in the heart of God. That explained it – on a sudden impulse, he crouched low so that Robert couldn’t see him, and made for the door. He got to it unobserved. He stood up briefly and saw Robert looking anxiously this way and that among the dancers; and then he slipped outside and shut the door.

Now then, which way could he go? To the left were the gate, the road, and the motor-bikes, where a couple of youths were standing and laughing together. To the right, the dark expanse of the field, and the stars. The pain was blazing: it would only be a matter of moments before he would have to give in.

“No! No!” he muttered, sobbing, and stumbled off towards the darkness. “I won’t give in. No… question of… that…”

When he was about a hundred yards away from the building, his knees gave way. He moaned with pain and got up again, and stumbled on for another few yards; but when he reached the top of a little grassy rise and brought his head back to look up at the stars, he felt himself being forced gently but quite implacably to the ground. There was no question of resisting: the force which acted on him was as far out of his reach as the stars themselves. And he had fainted before his head touched the grass.

 

“Thank you so much, Elizabeth,” said Mrs. Ryder, buttoning her sheepskin coat; “so sweet of you to come and help.”

Elizabeth smiled, and said “Goodnight. It’s coming on well.”

“Would you like a lift, you two?” said Mrs. Ryder. She opened the door of the Rover and got in.

“No, don’t worry, Pat, it’s a lovely night. We’ll walk,” said Mrs. Cole.

“Are you sure? It’s no bother.”

“No, honestly,” said Elizabeth. “It’s not far.”

“What’s that ghastly noise? Are they having a rave-up? That’s what they call it, isn’t it?” Mrs. Ryder said, and started the engine. As she slammed the car door she called:

“Goodnight!”

“Goodnight,” said Mrs. Cole.

“What noise?” said Elizabeth.

As the Rover accelerated down the road they heard the music in the distance. The village hall was situated at the same end of the village as the recreation ground, down a side-road next to the Methodist chapel. It was a little out of the way; there were no houses until the council estate by the road junction. The road back to the village led along beside the recreation ground for two hundred yards or so, with a thick hedge between them. The youth club building was in the corner across from Elizabeth and Mrs. Cole as they set off, and although they could not see it they heard the sound of the music, faint but clear. They said nothing for a minute or two, but walked along in silence, until Mrs. Cole said “What’s the matter, dear? You’re very quiet to night.”

“Mmm… I’m tired, I expect,” said Elizabeth.

“I wish you’d talk to me,” said Mrs. Cole after a few moments. “Tell me things, I mean. I know you’re not happy; I wish you’d tell me what the matter was. I might be able to help.”

Her voice was wistful and lost; and in fact what she said sounded itself like an appeal for help. Elizabeth shrugged involuntarily in the darkness, but said “If ever I need help, mummy, I’ll ask; but honestly you don’t have to worry. I’m a lot stronger than – than you think. Sometimes I think I’m more like daddy than you.”

“Well, if only you’d meet a nice man… the sooner you get married the better, my girl.”

“Oh, you don’t really believe that or you wouldn’t joke about it. But as for being happy, no, I suppose you’re right, I’m not. But I don’t really want to be happy. I’d rather be doing something important… oh, women are tyrannised by happiness. We’re brought up to think that happiness is the most important thing there is, and we sacrifice ourselves to it, when we could be changing the world… we sacrifice men to it, we sacrifice our children to it, all quite unconsciously and with the best motives in the world; and the result of all the years of waste is nothing. Things go on as they are, and that’s all we wish for. No, I don’t want to be happy, if it means being nothing else but happy.”

“Oh, darling, you don’t understand. When you’re older you’ll be quite content with nothing but happiness. And you’ll yearn for it if you haven’t got it, you’ll wish for it desperately. There’s nothing you wouldn’t give for it, if you could… oh Elizabeth, I pray you’ll be happy.”

She took Elizabeth’s arm in hers, and they walked along in silence for a while. Elizabeth was deeply stirred by this prayer of her mother’s, and she realised suddenly how close and how similar the two of them were, in spite of their differing aims and consciousnesses. Her mother’s desire for happiness was just as disembodied, just as mystical and unconscious and fluid and life-deep as her own yearning to be moved and used by something beyond herself. They were the same sex, the same flesh, and in those few moments as they walked along the silent road under the stars she realised that they were more than that: they were ripples on a vast, quiet sea, and they moved where the sea moved, rising and falling with the rhythm of the moon. What they called it mattered little; the sea was feminine, and eternal; and they were unchangingly part of it. Those half-hidden and unvoiced and deep-stirring aspirations which excited her, troubled her, cast her down and raised her up, were life growing conscious of itself, moving and waking in the depths of her and of the eternal feminine sea of which she was only one wave, of which the whole visible world, from the roots of grass and clover to the furthest flickers of light from the stars, was only the surface…

Where was her Matthew? He ought to be in her arms. But then in a few seconds the vision faded: something extraordinary happened. It was devilish.

They had come to that part of the road bordering the recreation ground, with the thick hedge on their left. The hedge surmounted a steep grassy bank about four feet in height, and shut out the light from that part of the sky.

As they came to a bend in the road, they heard a scuffling noise on the other side of the hedge, like the movement of swift small feet. Mrs. Cole started, but they said nothing: both of them had the feeling that something uncanny was happening. Elizabeth felt a shock as if a ghost had just walked through her, and strained her ears to listen. Her mother’s grip on her arm tightened.

The noise stopped, and immediately a voice began to speak, low and urgent. It was a man’s voice – or it seemed to be – it had a masculine timbre, but an odd quality of deadness; somehow it was unlifelike, as if a statue had learned to speak.

Involuntarily the two women stopped still in the road and listened. It was hard to make out the words: they were being spoken too quickly, but there was something in the tone which reminded Elizabeth of a wooing, a sexual persuasion.                

Then it stopped, and there was a short laugh, and another voice began to speak. A swift dialogue began. Most of it was incoherent or inaudible, and not once did she hear anything said clearly in the first voice. That remained muffled and inexpressibly sinister; but the second voice was clearer, and Elizabeth felt the hairs on her head stir with fear as she listened to it, for it belonged, without any doubt in the world, to Matthew.

“No, I won’t… I swear it. Who are you? … Tell me then, tell me what it is! For God’s sake, what do you know? … Guilt, you say; all right, tell me this: if you do it ignorantly, you’re guilty all the same, that’s understood; but supposing you know everything including the heart of God… what if you know the whole universe so well you’re sick of it… supposing you know everything, and then do it: are you guilty then? … Tell me! Tell me, will you? … You’re a worm, you’re blind, you’re the heart of cowardice, d’you know that? … What happens in hell? Who goes to hell? Will I go there? … I defy you! … If I were alone in the universe and I found you in my heart, I’d tear it out and kill myself… But you still know more than I do, so I’m powerless… You love me, you say: answer me then! For God’s sake – ha! – yes! for God’s sake tell me what I want to know. You’re making me more evil by keeping me in the darkness, don’t you realise? Why? Why should I? I don’t owe it to you… But I’ve got nothing to give you! Not even goodness! Not even knowledge! … I’m only empty, oh God… do you want my emptiness? Is that it? … But there’s still something missing… you know something that I don’t… oh, you devil, you devil, what is it? What is it?”

Elizabeth felt as if she was having a nightmare. She clasped her mother’s hand and held it tightly. Mrs. Cole herself was no better off; she was trembling, and she whispered to Elizabeth “Who is it? What are they doing?”

The two women stood still, like ice. The moon, which was only just rising, shone full in their eyes. “Let’s get on,” whispered Elizabeth.

They heard the voices drop low and speak more swiftly, and suddenly stop altogether; and then the leaves of the hedge rustled violently. Elizabeth was reminded vividly for a moment of what Matthew had done when they saw Alan, and then overcome by a quick shuddering fear that whoever it was was climbing through the hedge to get at them.

But then they heard something more shocking than any of that. From the other end altogether of the recreation ground, right up by the council houses, there came the sound of a girl screaming, screaming in terror. She screamed three times, and then it was over and finished with.

The two women clung together in the darkness. Neither said a word. The silence was worse than the screaming; and then there was a muffled whisper from behind the hedge, and the sound of footsteps running swiftly away.

Elizabeth pulled urgently at her mother’s hand. “Come on, mummy, let’s get back to the village; come on! We can’t stand here! “

“But that scream –” said her mother. Her voice was full of fear. “Elizabeth, it’s another murder!”

“We’ll be safer up in the village, honestly,” said Elizabeth. She was far from sure that they would be, but anything was better than standing in the darkness waiting. “Come on, mummy! Come on!”

Mrs. Cole gave way; and they began to walk nervously up towards the village. It was a torture to go near the dark hedges; the darkness seemed suddenly peopled with all manner of invisible life… Mrs. Cole said:

“Oh, that was horrible, Elizabeth; who was it? What was it? Why did you stop and listen? Why did you make me stop?”

“I couldn’t move. Nor could you! But didn’t you –” she stopped abruptly. She had been on the point of saying “didn’t you recognise Matthew’s voice?” when she had the sudden feeling that it would be infinitely better, safer, if she didn’t mention him. There was danger in it; how absurd! Danger for whom? But there was.

“What? Didn’t I what? What on earth are you talking about? Oh, I don’t want to think about it – come on, let’s get home quickly.”

There was such an emotional strain in her mother’s voice that Elizabeth felt quite calm and objective by contrast. She began to wonder if Gwen had heard it in the same way. Perhaps she’d heard the other voice only, and not Matthew’s; oh, nonsense… and yet there was something uncanny about it… perhaps it hadn’t been Matthew at all, but the ghost of Matthew’s voice, and perhaps her mother’s hearing had interpreted it as the ghost of someone else’s; of the Canon’s. Perhaps she’d heard something different altogether. “I’ll see Matthew tomorrow,” she thought, “first thing in the morning, and I’ll make him tell me who it was, I’ll threaten to leave him if he doesn’t – Oh,” she burst out aloud, in vexation and despair, “we’re all in the dark, every one of us!” And she knew really that she’d never breathe a word of it to Matthew in the morning, or at any other time, unless – unless something else happened… unless it got darker still, perhaps…

But her mother now was trembling like a child; she’d better try and calm her. “Hush, hush – we must have imagined it. You can imagine things like that. Sounds carry at night; it’s easy to read things into them. Come along, look, we’re nearly in the village now. It was just a sort of dream, that’s all. We’ll probably have forgotten all about it in the morning.”

Mrs. Cole shook her head, but seemed to be willing to pretend.

“I expect so. I expect you’re right. I remember in Portmadoc when I was a girl I thought I saw a ghost; that was just like it…”

They chattered together, reassuring each other, until they were nearly at the road junction, where it was better lit. But just as they were about to come into the village they had another shock.

The Canon’s Volkswagen swerved around the corner past them, and then braked suddenly, coming to a halt a few yards further on. The gears crashed, and he put it into reverse, and backed swiftly up towards them. As he drew level he stopped and leaned across to open the door.

“Gwen – have you seen him? Elizabeth – that wretched man of yours; do you know where he’s gone?” His voice was sharp and almost hysterical.

“What? – Who? What do you mean?” said Elizabeth.

“Have you seen him? That’s what I mean. Do you know where he’s gone? Oh, what do you think I mean? He left about twenty minutes ago –”

Mrs. Cole leant down and said angrily:

“Thomas, what is going on? What are you talking about?”

“He had the confounded impudence to come and threaten me, in my own home, to threaten me – he said he’d blow up the well if –”

“Who? Who are you talking about?” Elizabeth nearly shouted.

“Alan, if that is the wretch’s name! Who do you think?

Now answer me, both of you, will you? Have you seen him? Do you know where he is?”

“Oh, how the hell should we, daddy? Where do you think we’ve been all evening?”

“Be quiet, Elizabeth. Don’t speak like that. Get in the car,” said Mrs. Cole, her voice taut with anger.

Elizabeth said nothing, but climbed in the back of the car. Her mother got in the front and slammed the door.

“Now take me straight home and put the car away. You’re mad, Thomas, you’re insane. Don’t say another word to me tonight. Don’t speak.”

“You as well,” said the Canon. “Well, I’m used to that –”

“Drive me home!” she shouted.

There was a moment’s silence, and then he pressed the starter and turned the car round. He roared the engine and drove off angrily.

As they came into the main street he swerved suddenly, and slowed down; before they realised why, they heard the agonising scream of a siren, and a police car swept past them and braked abruptly. “For us?” Elizabeth thought; “what is it now?”

But it had only slowed to take the corner by the Red Lion. It swept round, its tyres screeching, and accelerated down towards the recreation ground. The Canon picked up speed slowly, and drove on.

Her mother’s shoulders were shaking. She was sobbing. Elizabeth touched her gently; Mrs. Cole shook her hand away.

“The police as well,” Elizabeth heard her say, half to herself; “oh Duw, Duw annwyl, what is going on?”

 

Matthew heard a scream. He woke up, clutching a thick handful of grass. His eyes were wet with tears, but his head was mercifully free at last. He was lying right in the corner of the field, near the council houses. The field was flooded with moonlight. It was nearly as bright as day.

A hundred and fifty yards from where he lay were the swings and the slide. Someone was running towards them. He raised himself up on his knees.

There was a girl screaming, her hands to her mouth, standing by the slide. Beside her on the ground lay a shapeless, huddled figure: another girl, with a white dress on. She was absolutely still.

People were running from all corners of the field. Lights went on in the council houses; the group around the slide grew one by one. They looked around, some of them, and called out to fetch a doctor, fetch the police…

Matthew stood up wearily. He heard the siren of the police car, and the squeal of brakes as it turned the corner by the pub. The note of the siren seemed to change as it headed straight down towards the field.





Chapter 9

“Hello, Matthew,” said Alan.

They shook hands. There were a thousand different emotions in the air of the afternoon, the summer-scented fresh warm sexual air: the most powerful of them was Matthew’s nervousness.

“You don’t look like my brother,” he said.

Alan’s expression didn’t change.

“Yes you do!” Matthew went on quickly. “That was a lie.”

They stared at each other for a full minute, frankly sizing each other up. At the end of it, Matthew’s nervousness had subsided. And he did not know whether he knew more about Alan now, or less than ever.

It was four days after he’d woken up in the field to find that a murder had been committed. On the Monday he had received a letter that ran:

“8, Fortune Buildings,

Silminster.

Dear Matthew,

I heard you were staying with Harry. Elizabeth told me. Perhaps we ought to get together again.

I’d like to see you. How about Wednesday? I’ll meet the three o’clock bus, would that suit you?

Give my regards to Harry. All the best,

Your brother,

Alan.”

And so now he was standing in the bus station. How could you tell if what you thought you saw in a man’s face was really there?

Alan was in his thirties. His blond, almost yellow hair was dark at the roots. Certainly Matthew didn’t remember him as being blond.

The outlines of his face were similar to Matthew’s. They were brothers, quite obviously. The line of the jaw was the same, the nose was the same; the eyes were more hooded in Alan but they had the same curious roundness. His face was more heavily fleshed than Matthew’s, as he was bulkier and more muscular altogether. His hands were powerful and thick, the fingernails chipped and dirty.

And his voice: it was effeminate! He had a London accent, overlaid with a honeyed, caressing intimacy – but no, it was difficult to be sure of it, he’d only said two words. And in any case it was harsh too, half-mocking.

The one amazing thing, the quality which Matthew found impossible to reconcile with the rest of it, was the sheer intelligence of his expression. He had seen it in certain great portraits, but never in a living face, this vivid air of responding immediately and accurately and of moving swiftly to conclusions, of dominating (that was Elizabeth’s word! Yes, she was right) of dominating the world, matter, ideas, the substance of everything that existed: quite simply, of facing it.

What else was there? It was a sensualist’s face. There were lines around the eyes and a thickness of the lips which Matthew interpreted as being the marks of a man who knew extremities of sensual greed. And yet paradoxically the predominating impression that Matthew had was one of asceticism, a purposeful and willed refraining from, holding back, controlling. What made it so difficult to interpret was the evident fact that what he held back was not a stream, not a constant steady flow, but a flood. If for one moment he let go, thought Matthew, he would perish and decay of over-ripeness.

It was the face of a man who lived in a perilous balance between exhaustion and mania. Yes, it was perilous, it was razor-thin, but it was also – Elizabeth’s words again – absolute, still, powerful, iron.

Well, she had seen so much of him: now, what more could he see?

“All right, I’m sorry I panicked,” said Matthew. “I didn’t know what to say.”

“Nor did I,” said Alan. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s go for a walk.”

They went out of the bus station and set off slowly down the street. Matthew felt the slight breeze on his face, and smiled to himself. It felt cool and delicious.

“What did you want to see me for?” he asked.

“I thought we could have a chat. See how you’re getting on.” The banal and slightly patronising phrases sounded laden not with self-mockery so much as self-consciousness. Alan was conscious of what they meant: and he meant them, literally. That was all.

“Ye – es,” he said “…now there’s no need to beat about the bush, is there? I know what you mean, and I approve of it. So I’ll take everything you say quite literally, even the cliches. You’re more intelligent than I am, and I’ve never said that to anyone before; so if you say something you must mean it, and I’ll answer it honestly. Your friend Canon Cole had to tell me to take everything he said literally; perhaps he didn’t realise that I was going to anyway… I’ll tell you something else: I’m talking like this only because I’m nervous. I’d far rather hear what you’ve got to say. But as for how I’m getting on: well, I’m very near nowhere at all. But I know it, you see, that’s the point, I know that I’m nowhere. Do you understand?”

Alan nodded, smiling, and said nothing. Matthew went on:

“But what about you? That’s what I’m really curious about. You’re a complete mystery. Do you know they haven’t mentioned you at home since they threw you out? But did they throw you out? And if they did, why? Because I don’t know, you see, they never told me.”

“I’m not surprised. They were so embarrassed that they didn’t look me straight in the face once. They thought I was homosexual, because the headmaster thought I was. So did the boy I was sleeping with; so did I.”

“I guessed it was that… but you’re not homosexual, are you?”

“I don’t think so. What does the question mean?”

“Well, you’re right, it’s meaningless. So what did you do then?”

“I worked.”

“Whereabouts, though?”

“I did all sorts of things. I tried to keep moving. As soon as I began to like a place, or started accumulating things, or got offered a better job, I left, and went somewhere else. Once I was in hospital for a year.”

“A psychiatric hospital?” That was clairvoyance; he knew the answer as he asked the question.

“Yes.”

“What was the matter with you?”

“Obviously I was mad.”

“What did they do?”

“Nothing much. They gave me drugs and E.C.T. That’s electric shock. The drugs made me sleepy and the E.C.T. gave me a headache, but it was comfortable and free and I had plenty of time. It was enervating, though. I was getting lazy. So I discharged myself. And then I tried to join the Army, but they wouldn’t have me.”

“Yes, yes… I forget who it was: someone said that nowadays it was possible to say to someone, yes, you have a job, you have a family, you live in such-and-such a place and do whatever it is for a living, but what do you do? Well, that’s missing in what you’ve said, too. What are you doing?”

“That was H. G. Wells. And I’ll tell you what T. E. Hulme said: the world lives in order to develop the lines on its face. I’m not doing anything; it’s a meaningless question.”

“I can’t think of another way to put it.”

“Well, I’m answering it all the time.”

There was an air of gentle courtesy about the way he spoke. Matthew felt that he was wasting Alan’s time, but that his brother was taking trouble with him, for some reason.

“All right,” he said, “I’ll try, yes, I see what you mean, I’ll try and get to it. But tell me, why are you bothering with me?”

Alan considered this before he spoke, and put his hands in his pockets. They were walking slowly; the streets were quiet, and Matthew found himself sensing, like cool water on his bare flesh, the far-off delicate erotic movements of summer in the atmosphere and the countryside around the city. For a second he had the sensation of looking-two ways, at himself and at the world simultaneously. But what he saw was also the city and the country, the past and the present, the past and the future, Elizabeth and Alan, the desert and the brothels, Egypt and Tibet: pairs, but not contraries. It only lasted a second, and then it disappeared, and he was back with Alan.

“Because,” said his brother, “I was curious. Elizabeth told me you were here. And if you wanted to know why I was curious, it’s not flattering; it’s quite simply that you’re my brother and I was interested to see how like me you were.”

His manner – it was partly this which produced the double-vision in Matthew. He sounded infinitely weary: and screwed up to a pitch of enormous tension. He spoke harshly, coldly, indifferently: but there was still the disconcerting silky intimate timbre in his intonation, the effeminacy.

“Yes,” said Matthew, “that’s why I came, I suppose… it’s the only reason I look at anyone, to see how like me they are.”

“What if they are like you?”

“Well, good! I don’t need them, in that case.”

“And what if they’re not?”

“Then they’re on the wrong track, and I needn’t take any notice of them.”

Alan smiled. “Yes, that’s right,” he said.

“And am I like you, then?”

“No; you’re too nervous, just now. Don’t bother about it. If I hadn’t seen it was worth it, I’d have told you to fuck off ten minutes ago. It doesn’t matter if you talk or not. Look; there’s a museum here. Let’s go in there for a while.”

Matthew scratched his head. “I’ll have to fall in with what he wants, I’ll have to go at his pace, or I’ll lose him,” he thought. And if this meant being silent, or walking about the streets for hours going nowhere, then let it.

They each paid for a ticket and went into the museum. It consisted of a single large room with a gallery around the upper part of it. The roof was made of glass, and the light was dim and cool, like an aquarium. The floor was crowded with dusty glass cases containing fragments of Roman pottery, flint tools and weapons, models illustrating siege war fare in the middle ages, and so on. There was no one there but themselves.

They wandered idly up one side of it, saying nothing, Matthew tried to restrain the numerous questions that surged up in his breast, and tapped his fingers on the glass cases or whistled softly in irritation. Alan seemed disposed to linger there all afternoon. He stared at each exhibit in turn, taking his time, going from ancient British sling-stones to medieval cooking utensils, staring for a long time at a book case containing the works of some long-dead local author and a facsimile of one of his manuscripts.

At last Matthew’s frustration burst into words. He said the first thing that came into his head.

“I went to the police the other day.”

Alan turned round. “Did you? Why?”

“It was – you know, this – this murder, in Barton, there was another one on Saturday – well, you must have heard about it – and I was there, you see, and so I went to the police on Sunday morning, and told them what I’d seen.”

Alan nodded.

“It was in case they – well, I was afraid that if I didn’t, you see, they’d come to me.”

“Ah,” said Alan softly.

It was on the tip of Matthew’s tongue to say “I went because I thought I did it –” but he held it back. Alan was looking at a plaster model of a hill-fort, with a cutaway section to show what the excavations had unearthed. “Have you been in here before?” he said instead.

“Once or twice,” said Alan.

“I didn’t even know it was here.”

“Most cities have a museum somewhere.”

He moved further on, down to the end of the gallery, and stood looking at a glass case containing photographs and drawings of Roman inscriptions.

“You know what that means, do you?” he said, pointing at one of them.

Matthew recognised it instantly, with a flutter of excitement.

“Deo Invicto Mitrae – of course I do, yes, it means to Mithras, the invincible god. Why?”

“And you know what ‘ignoto’ means?”

“Ignotus – what’s that – unknown. Yes.”

“Good,” said Alan, smiling.

Matthew was baffled. “What’s it all about, then?”

“This well,” Alan said quietly, so quietly in fact that Matthew could hardly hear him. But he didn’t think Alan was being secretive: the thought struck him suddenly that his brother was dazed for lack of sleep. Or drugged! That was it.

“Do you use benzedrine, or something?” he said. “To keep you awake?”

“I have done. I’m not using it now. There are too many…” he broke off for a moment and stroked his chin. “There are too many things to be controlled, at the moment. I’m moving slowly; I’m ticking over, if you like. Okay; let’s talk a little more, then. I’m not under the influence of anything now but myself. I haven’t been to sleep for two days or so.”

“Where are you working now?”

“In the Bell Hotel. I’m a porter.”

“You’re not working today, then?”

“It’s my day off. I work nights mostly. I’m hungry – let’s go and eat something… coming?”

“Yes, all right.” Matthew took a last look at the photographs in the case and glanced at the handwritten card, in faded brown ink, that explained them.

“The Mithraeum,” he read, “was more often than not situated underground, whether naturally, in a cave, or artificially, in a hollowed-out subterranean chamber. Some of these, notwithstanding the evident structural limitations in respect of size, were of elegant and even noble proportions, calculated to induce in the novice or aspirant to the mysteries an impression of awe and grandeur…”

Alan was waiting patiently. Matthew joined him and they left the museum, blinking in the sunlight.

“Tell me about this well, then,” said Matthew.

“All right,” said Alan as they moved off down the street.

Matthew waited, but he said no more.

They came to a cafe near the railway station. Alan opened the door and went inside. The smell of fried food was overpowering. Most of the tables were empty, but there was a group of workmen seated near the door, playing cards. One of them was black.

Alan looked around, and without hesitation walked straight out again. Matthew followed him; he was beginning to acquiesce in Alan’s odd, dreamlike mood, and accepted the sudden decision without thinking.

Past the station they found another place, and went in and sat down. It, too, was nearly empty. They sat next to the window, in the sunlight.

“What d’you want to eat’?” said Alan.

“I’m not hungry; I’1l have a cup of tea.”

“Okay.” Alan got up and went to the counter to order his food. He came back with two cups of tea and sat down again.

“What was wrong with the other place?” Matthew asked. “Was it because that guy was black?”

Alan nodded.

“What’s wrong with that?”

“It would have been the same if he was Jewish.” Alan spoke ironically again; he was quite well aware, to judge from the half-smile on his lips, that this was no answer at all.

“So you’re a fascist,” said Matthew.

“Be precise,” Alan answered. “What does fascist mean?”

“All right; racist, then.”

“That’s clearer. Yes, I’m a racist.”

He stirred some sugar into his tea and looked out of the window. The sun fell full into his eyes, but instead of screwing them up against it he merely lowered his eyelids a little way.

After a minute the woman at the counter called “Bacon, egg and chips.”

Alan got up to collect it. Matthew watched the way he moved: it fascinated him. Alan was simply so conscious of every tiniest movement: he measured his footsteps as carefully as he measured his words. Maybe it was this that gave him the quality of power which was so apparent even when he sat still and said nothing. As an experiment, just for a second, while Alan was paying for his food, Matthew tried to become utterly conscious of himself and of the fact that he existed. He flung himself forward mentally against it, but his strength wasn’t equal to it, and he fell back. “Try again, you weakling,” he thought, “try again later.”

Alan ate swiftly, and pushed the plate away.

“So you want to know what racialism means?” he asked.

“I want to know what everything means. I want to know how close you are to Canon Cole. And how close you are to Elizabeth; and how close you are to the world, and I want to know what the world is, because I have less idea of the world than a baby has of nuclear physics, Yes, what is it, for God’s sake? This stuff, this reality; that’s the question at the root of it all.” He tapped the table, and moved his hands about to indicate everything. “But start with racialism, if you want. What’s that all about? It sounds like filthy rubbish to me, but I know nothing at all… anyway, carry on.”

Alan’s teacup stood in a pool of sunlight on the table top. The thick white glass it was made of gleamed and shone, and the dark tea glowed inside it. Alan put his hand out as if to lift it up and drink from it, but instead let his hand lie still on the table, the finger-tips just touching the saucer. Matthew watched it as his brother began to speak; occasionally the fingers would stir slightly, trembling, but otherwise it was absolutely motionless.

“You mustn’t make the mistake of thinking that I do anything,” Alan said. “I refuse to do anything; that’s closer to it. If you set out to do something you split your will into separate pieces, you reduce your strength. It seems easier to have something to act on, something to engage you; yes, it does, but it’s false. Let your will feed on itself. There’s no need to look at the world. The world can break against you time and time again, and keep coming, and keep breaking. It’s as false as water. If it’s stormy, like water, you see nothing in it, and if you look at it when it’s still, you see nothing but yourself. Better to ignore it. And what happens then? The strange thing is, instead of decreasing, you increase. Your will does very well on a diet of nothing but itself; it gets firmer and stronger. Then you notice that the world, if you take any notice of it at all, you notice that it gets quieter, as if you’ve made it unsure of itself. It shivers with anger or fear, sometimes. But you don’t attack it, you don’t make any move at all in the direction of the world, you leave it be. It’s quite simple…”

Matthew frowned. “But in some way I can’t describe I am the world. I’m bound up with the filth of it, the rag-and-bone shop of it, where all the ladders start. Like the poem. I asked him this, and I didn’t get a straight answer. So now I’ll ask you: what happens if this rock that you think you are suddenly gets swept away like a boat in the flood of things? What’s love, and what’s guilt, and why have they got such power over me?”

“They haven’t got any power over you at all. They are nothing to you. You don’t realise it you sway like a snake to their music, because it’s insidious and charming, because it touches your heart. And if you were only heart, you’d be as powerless as you think you are. The heart’s a child’s toy; and it grieves you to part with it… but it’s nothing, nothing at all. Get rid of it.”

“What about guilt? If you murdered someone – for whatever reason – and then you were haunted by grief for it, and if it kept you awake at night and made you dream about it with your eyes open in the daylight, if it got everywhere – in your clothes, in your eyes, in your teeth, like sand – what would you do? What does it mean? What is it? Now – oh Jesus, the thought sickens me, but listen: that first murder – did you read about it? Well, I was supposed to arrive at Harry’s the night it happened, but I had – I had a blinding headache – I get it sometimes – I had to go to bed, you see. Well, I don’t remember going to bed, that’s all! I woke up in the morning in a guest house bedroom – I suppose it was, but I couldn’t find anyone in the morning to pay, and so I just left – and when I went outside I found myself in the city here, but oh, I don’t remember a thing about the night before… And the same thing happened on Saturday, I fainted with the pain, and when I came to they found – it was in the playground; they found a girl, and she’d just been killed… so that’s why I went to the police. I told them I’d been there when it happened, that I was feeling ill and went out into the field to lie down, and that I didn’t see anything… That was the truth, too, but not the whole truth. I should have told them; it would help clear it up, at least, l suppose; but I was afraid. There was a sergeant there, and he took down what I’d said, and took my name and address… But tell me: where does guilt come into it?”

“Feed on it,” said Alan. “It’s all grist to the will.” He laughed harshly.

Well, that was true. He couldn’t get out of that. Then another thought struck him.

“But what about you? What about your fascism; tell me about that.”

“Fascism is mainly a theory of economics. Ours is mainly a theory of race. It gets nearer the heart of it. Our economics are fascist as far as they’re worked out. But as for race: the history of the world is a history of racial conflict. Some races prosper because they’re more highly gifted, others decay or never get started because their stock is poorer and thinner. The highest type of man is the white man, the lowest the blacks and the Jews. The white races have the duty of extending their mastery over the whole world, of dominating the other races, of promoting conflict… war is glory, and racial war is the clearest and noblest kind of war. That’s it.”

Matthew listened carefully; he could not bring himself to think that Alan meant it. But he didn’t mean it! His voice had a tone of mockery in it, and his eyes seemed to indicate that he was smiling. What was he getting at? And where was he, where was the centre from which he was speaking, if he didn’t mean it? What did he really feel?

“My case against that,” said Matthew, “is the same as Ivan Karamazov’s case against God and Sartre’s case for communism. And all it is, is: it’s worth nothing if people have to suffer. If you kill Jews, it cuts your right to claim superiority to them clean away. And if I – if I kill a little girl – then I cannot pretend to be unconnected with the world and set off to will myself into heaven. And that’s what I mean when I say that I am the world, that I’m bound up with it more closely than I know. The world’s inside me. Morality is objective and absolute. Why, I don’t know; but –” he shrugged, feeling desperate – “there it is.”

“You think so?” said Alan.

“Yes! You can’t cut out the world! I used to think you could, but… things are changing. The world is me. Or else… your emotions: yes, cut them out by all means, but do it when they’re functioning normally: when they’re healthy. “Don’t just jettison them because you can’t cope with them. Just because this guilt frightens me – I shouldn’t get rid of it just because of that, because it would be simple cowardice – you see? When everything’s functioning normally and ticking over by itself, then by all means step back, take a look at it, and cut it out if you want to. But now – what can I do about it now?”

“I should have thought it was ideal, from your point of view,” said Alan. “For one thing, you’ve got a grandstand view of morality working. Everything’s clearer in a crisis. That’s my point about war. As I said, watch it closely, observe it, feed on it. But don’t get neurotic about it. Neurotic people are people who choose to be childish, and that’s contemptible. Observe it. The more anguishing it gets, the clearer it’ll become: excellent! And I don’t want to fling a spanner into your works, and spoil it all, but tell me this: what exactly are you guilty of? Did you murder those girls?”

“I don’t know! But in any case that doesn’t alter what you’ve just said: because I think I am, and so I can still peer at this morality thing and the way it enmeshes with the world… and the real anguish comes from the fact that it does enmesh with the world, or seems to; so that I am the world… but I’m sick of that.”

He stopped. Alan was looking at him steadily. Matthew felt a little foolish, and went on:

“And of course that’s all my arse; and as soon as I’ve sorted out the truth of it, I’ll wave it good-bye and say thank God that’s done… but now, by Christ, I’ve got the bone of it between my teeth, and I’ll crack it to splinters before I’m through. So tell me this – because you didn’t answer when I asked you: how can you defend yourself against Ivan’s case? How does your theory of racial supremacy stand up against the suffering of one Jew in Auschwitz or one bombed church in Alabama?”

“It doesn’t,” said Alan calmly. “It can’t.”

“But then – but why? I mean why hold it?”

“For that very reason.”

Matthew, staggered, pushed back his chair and gaped. And then came another of those disturbing glimpses that he called clairvoyance: he seemed to see Alan as far above men and time as Canon Cole had been, when he had expounded his religion.

“Well, speak, for Gods sake,” he said; “go on, tell me why.”

“There’s no good in the world. What seems to be good is only illusion. Everything that you see and touch is false. And particularly everything that you feel, is false. The only way to arrive at the truth is to train yourself to disbelieve everything, everything. Now some things are noble or touching or beautiful, and those are the deadliest. But because your soul is formed in a certain way you cannot help being affected by them. The only defence against that is to see to it that your soul only touches the world at the spots where it is ugliest and most painful, so that you won’t be tempted to stay there and be taken in… is that clear enough?”

“Why not kill yourself?”

“That’s evading the issue.”

“I suppose it is.”

“That’s why I’m a racist. But there are a hundred other things that would serve the same purpose.”

“You’re exactly the same as Canon Cole; you’re a Gnostic.”

“Not in the way he is. He’s on the same road; but I don’t know which way he’s going… he’s unstable, he’s irrational. He doesn’t follow it through.”

“You know he thinks you’re his deadliest enemy?”

“Well, of course I am. I’d fight him to the death, if it was worth it. I am fighting him, constantly. But it changes: now I’m fighting against him, now with him against something else. I’m not clear about it myself. But understand this –”

Suddenly his hand clenched, the hand that had been resting on the table for so long: and whether or not he knocked the tea-cup in doing so, it lurched and fell over on to its side, and the tea splashed out on to the plastic table-top and flowed to the edge of it and spilled over, dripping on the floor. Alan didn’t move. Matthew had a second or two to notice that the cup itself was cracked completely in half: surely the table hadn’t jerked that much? – before his eyes were drawn to Alan’s again and held like iron to a magnet. Alan said:

“Understand this, that I repudiate him, and the world, the whole of it, and that I repudiate human life from its beginnings to its uttermost end, every single aspect of it. The greatest men who ever lived – what are they worth? Less than a flea. And do I say that because I have a jaundiced view of humanity and human greatness? Because I’m stunted and warped and perverted, and sick with envy and loathing? Answer that to yourself. Do I?”

No, thought Matthew, no, no…

“And do you think I’m blind, do you think I have a partial answer and a wicked one at that? Do you think I don’t reverence great men and think their greatness holy at the same time as accounting their worth as less than that of a flea?”

No, he thought. No!

“And would you say, if you had to answer for the truth of it to God, that my judgement was faulty in any detail, and that the values I set on things were false values? Wouldn’t you say that the values I describe are set on things as unmistakeably as the mark of Cain so that each thing and each thought is clear to me, and clear and naked to any man who looks at them and faces them directly?”

“No! No! No!”

Alan sat back in his chair and closed his eyes. And only then did Matthew realise truly how deeply exhausted his brother must be. He felt a wave of profound tenderness rise in his heart, and an urge to express it, to embrace him, to kiss him; but he sat still and said nothing. After a moment Alan opened his eyes again, and smiled, looking at the broken cup on the table.

“We’d better pay for this,” he said, and stood up.

He put the broken halves of the cup in the saucer, and went to the counter to pay. Matthew opened the door and wandered out into the street, waiting for him. He felt dizzy and exalted; the world was opening out in front of him, mists were clearing. What Alan had said about the values of things: that would have been incomprehensible to him a few days ago… or would it? Hadn’t he always known it?

Yes, yes; but he was still immersed in the flood of it, in the tide-race of sensations and emotions that surged around him; and he was only beginning, now, to learn to stand above it: to learn to see.

Alan came out of the cafe and they strolled along silently. They came to the bridge over the canal where Alan had disappeared the other day, and paused there for a few moments, looking down at the water.

“What about –” Matthew began – “what about this well? Canon Cole told me a theory of his – no, I won’t tell you what he said about it, because he thinks you’re his enemy; I won’t give his secrets away. But he said you wanted it; is that true?”

“Yes, I do want it.”

“Why? What is it? And what’s this Mithras business got to do with it? He was a god who killed a bull, wasn’t he? I can’t remember anything else about him.”

“Mithras has got nothing at all to do with it. The man found an inscription on a well and deciphered it wrongly and jumped to conclusions; he’s right about the main part but wrong about everything else, and the snag from his point of view is that he’s relying on the wrong part to prove him right about the rest. What it actually read is not DEO INVICTO but DEO IGNOTO. He’d jump for joy if he knew it, of course, because it shows that the well wasn’t dedicated to Mithras at all but to his unknown God – quite openly, and for anyone to come along and read. Except that they can’t, because the stone with the letters IGNO on it is missing.”

“How do you know what it is, then?”

“There’s another well like it in Syria. He’d love to know that, as well. I might tell him about it one day.”

“But I don’t understand – what is it? What does it do?”

“It’s a well, of sorts.”

“That’s not all it is, though, surely – he wouldn’t get excited about an ordinary well. And it wouldn’t matter to you, either… now he told me what he thinks about it, and I’d like to know what you think too. I haven’t even seen the place: I don’t know where it is, and I wouldn’t know what to do with it if I did. But it’s central, somehow, and – I’d just like to know.”

“I daresay he realises it’s right next to a lake?”

“He hasn’t mentioned it – I suppose he does.”

“He can hardly fail to; it’s only about twenty yards away. But whether he’s asked himself why they should dig a well when there’s water to be had by dipping a pail in the lake, I don’t know. And I wonder if he’s tried lowering a bucket into it? I don’t know that either. But I hope I make the point that it’s not a well and was never intended to be one? Nor is the one in Syria, for that matter. That’s only about ten feet deep, and bone dry. I dare say this one’s got water in it: it could hardly be dry, with the lake that close. But you want to know what it is.

“I was talking about values. Now: if the adjective from ‘value’ is ‘moral’ –” Matthew nodded – “then Canon Cole’s well is the only thing in the world that’s morally neutral. That’s to say that it was made in such a way that it seems to have – no value. In fact the value is there, but it changes, it responds to the value of whoever looks at it. There was a superstition that if you asked it a question, it would give you the true answer. It was only a way of saying that you could see the truth of it, or the truth of your own situation, in the well, like a mirror. And I expect the reason why it got forgotten was that it was too uncomfortable. There you are, that’s what I know about it.”

“But it’s – I was going to say that it’s incredible, but I suppose everything’s incredible. Do you know how it was made like that?”

“Different shapes have different properties. A pointed arch can support a different kind of stress from the kind that a round arch can. A printed circuit in a transistor radio only functions if it’s that particular shape and no other. And this well, because of its form, because it’s built just that shape and not any other, has the effect I told you about. There are other factors, of course; there’s the question of where to put it. I can only guess at that; but the magnetic field of the earth varies slightly from place to place, and I wouldn’t be surprised if that had something to do with it. All that matters is that it works. And, yes, as the Canon’s guessed, I want it.”

“What for? Christ, every time I think I’m coming to the centre of it, the whole thing shifts, and the centre moves away. Now the centre is: what the hell do you want it for? Because I thought you weren’t doing anything! And that you repudiated the world: but if the well’s not part of the world, what is it?”

Alan stared along the canal, and said nothing for a moment or two. And when he spoke, his voice had changed: the irony was in it again.

“The party I belong to wants to use it as a symbol for a campaign. So I’m going to get it for them.”

“The fascist one?”

“The British People’s Party.”

“And what’s their campaign?”

“I expect you’ll hear about it before long. I’1l show you some of their books, if you like.”

He moved away and Matthew followed him. They crossed the bridge, and wandered through a part of the city that Matthew didn’t know at all. This was the shabbier part, the poorer part, behind the railway station. The view of the rest of the city and of the cathedral was unfamiliar, and he recognised none of the streets they went through. They were walking slowly, not hurrying, not going anywhere in particular that Matthew could see, and something of their pace and mood seemed to affect their surroundings, or perhaps it was the atmosphere of the place that affected their mood: it was hard to say, and Matthew was only conscious of the city and the afternoon as an extension of himself, and not as separated, disconnected things outside him.

It was strange. It was not a new sensation, but it was one which he rarely felt; and it was one of the “two or three important things” he’d described to Canon Cole that evening. It was the feeling that he’d been there before. It was nothing as concrete as recognising a particular building, and nor was it like remembering it from a dream; it was an atmosphere, as wide and all-embracing and intangible as the air itself, and as sweet and clear. Put into words, it would have been “peace – harmony – wholeness.” Part of it was due to the season, and to the feeling of freshness in the air, the feeling which is peculiarly English and yet which seems to be long to somewhere further south, somewhere brighter and more colourful; and part of it was due, perhaps, to the time of day, that pause between the working-time of the afternoon and the enjoying-time of the evening. Matthew was vividly conscious of being poised, as they walked along, between stages: between the seasons, between times of day, between city and country (because this part of the town was decaying and being rebuilt, and there were wide-open spaces in between little terraces of workmen’s cottages, some of them covered in cinders and used as car-parks, some of them filled with rubble, some of them covered in grass and the bright yellow clumps of ragwort; and once, they came to a broad, grassy place, almost a meadow, near the gas works, and Matthew dimly remembered having seen a fair there, a long time ago; and always, there were the moors, not seen so much as sensed just beyond the edge of the city), and between ideas, between systems of thought, between systems of living, between lives. And, strangest of all, perhaps, there was nothing just then which was not beautiful. Shabby buildings with decaying woodwork and broken windows, in abundance: but the golden sun shone on them, and turned the peeling paint and the shattered glass into rich things, carefully wrought, infinitely and lovingly wrought to just that pitch of beauty that was near perfection. Green paint was the colour of luxuriant grass in water meadows, and dust lay over it like evening mist. Glass was not glass but diamond, and when it was broken it sparkled the better; and there was just that air of wildness and carelessness over it all that the romantic landscape gardeners imitated from nature, a prodigality, a generosity of growth and change.

They wandered for over an hour in the same part of the city, saying nothing. What Alan could be thinking, Matthew had no idea; but he guessed that his brother was not immune to the beauty of the evening, because there seemed such a quiet harmony between them that they must, he thought, have been sharing the same thoughts and feelings in some degree.

Alan went into an off-licence, and bought a bottle of rum. And then, a little afterwards, when the shops were shutting and people were beginning to make their way home after work, he said “Let’s go to my place. I’ve got a visitor coming this evening.”

It was such an inconsequential remark that Matthew could think of nothing to say in reply.

“Will I be in the way?” he asked after a few moments, when they seemed to be making in that direction anyway. Alan shook his head.

They turned down a side-street that led off the road along the edge of the canal. There was a single building along one side of the street, a block two or three stories high of old houses. This was Fortune Buildings, and Alan opened the door of number 8 and led the way inside. There was a shabby, dark, narrow hall, with a staircase at the end of it. Alan picked a letter up from the table that stood against the wall and put it in his pocket unopened, and led the way up stairs.

His room was at the top. From the moment Matthew stepped inside it, he was conscious of a distant, numbed familiarity; he could not place it, but some obscure recognition stirred inside him. It was probably that he’d seen so many similar rooms at Oxford, his own or his friends’ digs. It was a large room, sparsely furnished, with a wash-basin in the corner. There was a single bed under one window, a wardrobe, a table and two chairs. On a chest of drawers stood a row of about a dozen books. They were the only things in the room that seemed to belong to Alan; he didn’t seem to have any luggage, as there was nowhere to put a suitcase except on top of the wardrobe or under the bed, and both those places were empty. The walls were bare, but in one corner Matthew saw two or three pictures standing on the floor, turned to face the wall.

Alan took two glasses from above the basin, and sat down at the table and opened the bottle of rum. He poured some out carefully in each of the glasses, and handed one to Matthew.

“Thanks,” said Matthew, and sipped it; it was fiery and sweet.

He went across to look at the books. Hadn’t Liz said something about Alan’s books? That they were mostly about economics? She was right, by the looks of it. There was a copy of Gobineau, and a copy of Max Stirner, with black jackets, and two paperbacked editions of Nietzsche. The rest were textbooks of economics, which he did not recognise.

“I’ve got some work to do before he comes,” said Alan. “Have a look at these.”

He handed Matthew some magazines. Matthew took them across to the bed and sat back against the wall. He put his glass of rum on the floor at his side and opened the first magazine; FIGHT, it was called. It had a crude drawing of a fist clutching a lightning bolt on the cover; it was typewritten, and consisted simply of a number of sheets stapled together.

He flicked through it, but could not read it. The style was clotted with imbecile hatred. He picked up an American one, which was illustrated with photographs of quite arbitrary acts of violence and bloodshed, and caricatures of Jews. There was a near-sexual glee in it; after a time his stomach had had enough.

He put it down, and looked across at Alan. His brother was writing calmly in an exercise book. Did he really go along with this foul rubbish? It was impossible. Glancing quickly through the rest of the magazines, he put them back on the chest of drawers and took out the Nietzsche, and went back to the bed; but he sat for a long time without reading it, staring out of the window and thinking about violence. He felt negated, as if his mind had cut out without warning. The euphoric mood of the afternoon had gone for good.

He felt weak, and automatically set his jaw with contempt. He opened the Nietzsche and began to read, concentrating hard.

Alan got up after a while and turned the light on. He refilled Matthew’s glass and sat down again without a word. He took no notice at all of Matthew; he moved very carefully, slowly and deliberately. He was drinking steadily as he wrote.

Some time later his visitor came. Matthew was deep in Zarathustra, and stood up briefly to shake hands before going back to it. The visitor was a middle-aged man, thin and intense; he was carrying a briefcase, and wore an RAF tie. Matthew recognised his name: Collingwood; he’d seen it somewhere in the first magazine.

He and Alan sat down by the table and talked quietly. Matthew could hear what they were saying, but hadn’t the energy to listen. He yawned; the rum was making him sleepy. He lay back on the bed, and felt his eyes closing. In a few minutes he was asleep.

While he slept he had a dream. It was one of those visions of immemorial sweetness that for days afterwards irradiate and seem to justify everything else. It concerned Alan and a little girl, and he was playing with her, laughing; that was all. But it was numinous; it was like the presence of an angel.

He awoke suddenly some time later. Alan was shouting at Collingwood. Matthew sat up, surprised. Alan was trembling with rage; his face was terrifying. He seized the bottle of rum and flung it to the floor at Collingwood’s feet, where it smashed, sending shivers of glass flying in all directions. Collingwood backed away, frightened out of his wits. Alan raged at him like a madman. Matthew gathered that Collingwood had defied his orders on some matter, and was incapable of arguing the point.

All at once Matthew felt a great bolt of anger strike him brutally over the heart, and he cowered against the wall in fear. It emanated from Alan, and was directed at Collingwood. It was entirely mental, but it shook the man like a rat; he slipped in the spilt liquor and crashed to the floor, and then, shaking violently, he scrambled on all fours to the corner of the room, trying to hide. Matthew was appalled.

Then Alan laughed, and a flood of relief swept over Matthew. Collingwood, dazed, looked around him and tried to collect his wits.

“Understand now?” Alan said to him.

“What? Oh, yes, by all means,” said Collingwood. He got shakily to his feet, picked up his briefcase, and said “Yes, of course. Naturally you’re right about it… I shall see to it first thing in the morning. Not to worry. I must go…”

And he nodded, and said goodnight to them both, and went out hastily.

Matthew passed his hand over his head.

“What was that? Magic?”

“If you like,” said Alan. He sounded indifferent.

“But why? What was it for?”

“I was tired.” And in fact for the first time that day he did sound as if the exhaustion was winning. He sat down again and drank what was left in his glass. “Are you hungry?” he asked.

“Yes, very – do you want to go out and eat? I’ll buy you a meal.”

“I’ve got some food here. Bread and cheese all right?”

“Yes, fine.”

Alan went out of the room and came back with a sliced loaf and some butter and cheese. He cut some cheese and put it between two slices of bread without bothering to butter it, and stood at the window eating it. Matthew ate hungrily, and then wrapped the loaf up again.

“Let’s go out,” said Alan. “It’s stuffy in here.”

Matthew had no idea of the time. The night was warm and quiet, and the sky was thick with stars. They wandered along until they came to the open space where the fair had been. There was a low pile of concrete pipes by the side of the road, and they sat down. The nearest street-lamp was fifty yards away, and the stars were clear. They heard the whistle of a train in the distance, and the sound of shunting carriages.

Elizabeth was asleep out there in the darkness… Had she ever been as close to Alan as he felt now? He nearly mentioned her, to see what Alan would say, but refrained.

“Do you know who you remind me of?” he said after a minute. “Uncle Harry!”

“Why?” said Alan quietly.

“There’s something in your nature – it’s total, it’s complete – something like that.”

Alan said nothing.

Slowly the warmth of the night entered Matthew, and a calm joy, a sweet energy, began to flow little by little in his heart.

“It’s sexual, at the soul of it, this universe,” he said, thinking aloud. “That’s the feeling that comes over me now. It’s a gentle sexual anticipation; it’s entirely unfounded, but there it is… what’s the thing that lies at the bottom of it, Alan? What are you pursuing?”

“Love,” said Alan unexpectedly. “There’s only one name for it. You know by now what I don’t mean by love…” Matthew nodded in the darkness. “But I know all the powers, all the dominions, and this one is love. Love is the only one that goes as far and as deep as this.”

He paused, and sighed, and went on. “They’ve got it wrong, as usual, the people who tell us what our morals are supposed to be like… we’re supposed to love our fellow men unconditionally, because they’re human beings. That’s supposed to be reason enough. But the only true reason for loving someone, which is because he or she is greater than the rest: that’s not mentioned, as if it’s indecent to be greater than the rest, or to want to be greater. So in human affairs you’re not supposed to love naturally; you’re supposed to love indiscriminately. No-one seems to tell the truth about it; no-one even seems to admit that love isn’t giving at all but a greedy passionate taking, frenzied, like a thief in a bank.

“And you don’t give money to a poor man because you love him, you give it because poverty’s revolting. You don’t wish a sick man better because you love him, you do it because you can’t love him as he is. If you were truthful about it you’d say that poor people and sick people are disgusting. No, it’s the beautiful and the rich that you love. You love a girl because her beauty is a kind of wealth for you. You love a man of talent because he is greater than others: his life extends further, it’s fuller and more colourful. Love is the survival of the fittest…

“But not where I am; that’s not the love that drives me now. There are other forms of it too, other dimensions… And what I pursue is love, though it looks like contempt and callousness on earth. It’s not knowledge; it’s not power; it’s not justice, or beauty, or holiness; it’s not humility and it’s not pride, it’s not wisdom and it’s not simplicity; the only name for it is love. And the path I walk on earth is twisted and obscure, but to an angel’s eye, and to mine, it’s straight.”

He was silent for a moment or two.

“And that’s the truth of it,” he went on, “that’s the truth of all I know. You’d better go now, or you’ll miss your bus back. Give my regards to Harry, if he remembers me. Good night, Matthew.”

Matthew stood up, and they shook hands. Alan’s face was in shadow.

“Goodnight, Alan,” he said. “I’ll see you again.”

He walked away slowly, towards the centre of the city and the bus station, and hoped no-one would look at him in the street; because he was at a loss to account for the emotions in his heart, and he knew they were reflected in his face.





Chapter 10

A month after Matthew’s day with Alan, he and Elizabeth packed a lunch and set out for a long walk over the moors. It was partly a reconnaissance, and partly an attack; Matthew felt that time was running out.

*

She jumped off the grass verge on to the road in front of him, conscious that she’d got him now, for a moment at least. She smiled, so impudently that he couldn’t think of a single thing to say.

She dropped her shoulder-bag, and it fell over slowly on to its side.

“Suppose I touched you… what would that mean?” she asked.

“You’d better try it and see.”

She came up close to him and put her hands inside his shirt. She had the impression that his flesh was quivering like a flame; a tense nervous current ran through him into her hand. They smiled at each other, and stood quite still. The air was already warm, though it was only half-past eight in the morning and the dew was still wet on the grass.

“You see what it means?” he said.

She nodded. “Yes –”

“Christ!” he said explosively. “All that and more! Everything and more! I’m in a good, violent, grasping mood this morning, and I’m going to make the most of it. I’ll have another layer of deceit stripped away from the world by this evening – I’m working at it, Liz, I’m working at it!”

He put his hands on her hips and pulled her close to him, and when their bodies met he kissed her tightly until she was breathless. She broke away, laughing, and picked up her shoulder-bag, and they set off again.

*

The sunlight on a wooden telegraph post. It was hard, obsessive, and clear. It had a smell like creosote, and a sound like the faint drone of an insect. He touched it; and the sunlight trapped against his hand had a different quality from that which Elizabeth’s shoulder spread, reflected, on the shady part of her blue dress just above her breast. That was muted and voluptuous, and meaningful; this was precise, glassy and mysterious.

*

“Imagine you’re climbing, quite alone, up high in the mountains, with the snow hard and clear and the sun bright. And you’re full of energy and delight, and you spring from rock to rock like a cat; nothing can bring you down. A stream – an Alpine stream – the spray dashes into the air. Little flowers cling to the rocks. And suddenly with no warning and for no reason, because you’re utterly alone, out of the air itself there comes music – Beethoven or Mozart, the Ninth Symphony or the Jupiter, crashing like thunder, You look around, fearfully, but you’re alone, the mountain is empty but for you, and still the music surges on, louder than ever, and brings you to exultation…

“There, you see! I can imagine that, Liz, I can imagine the condition of exultation. And so why stop for a moment until I’ve brought it about? Where’s the sense in wasting time?”

*

Dod Lane was an arrow-straight pathway that led for miles between the fields and out on to the moors. It was narrow and grassy, between high fragrant hedges over grown with roses and briars, and thick with nettles and cow-parsley. They heard the sound of bees everywhere.

*

Her words on the beach.

“The touch that’ll bring me back to matter again – Matthew, I am spirit, I am not matter! Not matter! I am trapped in the world; I don’t belong here…”

What is the world?

He plucked savagely at a bunch of grass, and put one succulent blade in his mouth and chewed it. The tastes inside it were: sugar-cane, cress, nutmeg, sorrel, lettuce, milk, honeysuckle.

*

In the forefront of Matthew’s mind there was the idea that if he were to submit the world – that is to say the evidence of his senses – to a fierce and rigorous analysis, he would come to the truth about it.

In the back of his mind was the suspicion that he would not.

In between, there were two questions. First, how should he set about it? And second, what was truth in any case?

The second question bothered him more than the first, because it seemed to him that truth was itself a part of the world, visible to his intellect in the same way that the flesh of Elizabeth’s arm was visible to his eyesight.

If that was the case, then the world was irreducible, and analysis would tell him nothing.

But still that question sang: what is it?

His will drove at it like a bull.

*

A gap in the hedge to the left revealed: a wide field of grass and clover, bounded by a hedge at both sides and a wire fence at the far end. It sloped downwards to the bottom of a short, narrow valley. On the other side of the valley there was a field of green wheat, and at the top of the ridge, a house, painted white. The haze of the day made it hard to distinguish the details, and already the air was shimmering with heat. The sky beyond the ridge was a dusty, steely grey-blue, becoming pure and more translucent higher up. He stared at it all, dumbly, and as he looked he became conscious of a clear, thin, high impulse of joy.

Where did that come from?

He pounced on it immediately. It didn’t stop; so it didn’t belong to him, or else his attention would have obliterated it. And then he recognised it. It was the sound of a cricket; and the recognition didn’t change it either. It was objective, and it was still joy, neither inside him nor outside him. Or rather, both inside or outside.

Two more questions. First, the entity represented by himself and the world must have had a structure such that outside and inside, though seemingly discrete, were (a) connected and (b) interchangeable. So what was that structure?

Second, what was joy?

*

“I didn’t tell you, Liz – maybe I was ashamed of it, I don’t know. But that day when I saw Alan, I felt an immense relief, as if at last I’d found someone stronger than I was. I felt weak, but not resentfully weak – almost grateful… I think what it was, was delight in his strength, just that. Now tell me what I don’t mean by delight in his strength.”

“Delight that he’s strong, because he’s your brother and you’re happy for him,” she said promptly, as if it was a lesson she’d learned. She spoke, in fact, without great interest. The truth was that her own soul was responding, like a harp hung on a tree, to all the eloquent promptings of the day; the sunlight, the scent of wild roses in the hedgerow, the sound of crickets, the stirring of her own blood. Matthew was talking incessantly, gnawing the world like a bone; did he think it would splinter at last in his teeth? But let him talk, because he made her smile; and besides, his teeth were getting sharper all the time. She was discovering, she thought wryly, that her objections to the state of things had been wrongly conceived and wrongly expressed, and that the world and she perhaps had femininity in common.

*

Matthew forced himself forward against it again and again. And the first thing that had to be fixed was time. You cannot take measurements without a constant scale; so he determined to take one second as a measure, and to find what a second contained.

But the act of thinking that made him over-conscious of the measure itself.

They showered on him like leaves. Each one was veined and transparent, like a baby’s hand, like a crystal, like a fish’s egg, like a leaf, like a petal. He moved slowly in the snowstorm of them, and if he closed his hand on one to stare at it, it vanished like a single snowflake, a mirage, a taste, a smile, a ripple in water, a dream. And they drove against him gently in a host, blown into his open eyes and into the hollows of his body.

Elizabeth - now she was clear. They – this blizzard of arbitrary seconds – did not obscure her. She was solid – forceful – alive – there, in front of him. What could eclipse that? Thought, not seconds – attention, not time – greater forcefulness only, and greater life, could hide her. Shadows of expression drifted in her face. Her arms, folded: perhaps he could kiss them, or press his cheek against their softness, the softness of her upper arm, where just below the armpit the flesh of it was pressed outward – no, no, too close. Stand back, then! Stand back and half-close his eyes: but that wouldn’t take into account the dizzying pressure of realising her: she would be reduced to an element in the landscape. So he knew that she was there, but knew it metaphysically. It was the evidence of his senses that was shadowy, dim, and faint, fainter than the ghost of Bishop Berkeley, fainter than silence.

*

“Here, Liz,” he said, “Let me carry the bag for a while. Did we bring any apples?”

“There’s a pound in there,” she said, “four of them.”

“Good, good,” he said vaguely, rummaging in the bag. He found them, and put the bag on his shoulder. He took her hand in his, and walked along taking great bites of the apple and swallowing them quickly.

“You’ll choke,” she, said.

“No, no, no,” he muttered. “Never mind that. Ach” – he had a mouthful of pips; he spat them out, and went on “I’ve never felt so much like a man eating the world. I can see it, but it’s not clear enough. I can hear it, but it’s confused; and I’m not a dog, so I don’t know how to smell it properly, and tasting and touching aren’t up to much… So I have to eat it, to get it inside me and digest it and assimilate it. Words are – words are – insects, death-watch beetles. This is skidding over the surface of it, you see, Liz! It can’t grip, it’s like the boy trying to climb the glass mountain in the fairy tale. But I’ll have it out, I’ll do it in the end… So: Babbling like this and saying the first thing that comes into my head, of course I can’t get at it: it skids and slides and misses… now if I took my time and went at it like a poet, I mean carefully, thoughtfully, choosing the right word and the precise word and nothing but that, I’d get a better grip, and get a little further. But by doing that I’d have to restrict the area I’m working at – do you get it? I’d only clear a little area, and that’s not good enough –” he flung the apple-core over the hedge, as far as he could into the sky, and then let go of her hand and seized a dry stick that lay in the grass, brandishing it like a sword. “That’s not enough! I want it all, all, all of it!”

“Yes, but Matthew –” she didn’t know whether she was amused or distressed. It was childish, to be sure, all this ranting and gesturing, but it didn’t matter, she supposed. Her own happiness was so completely different: all the fierceness had left her, ebbing like a tide… no! It was she who had ebbed, and she was the tide, the world, matter.

*

“Uncle Harry told me something the other night. It was about a vision he’d had. It’s odd, he’s changing, Liz; I notice it every day, you know, he’s getting – I don’t know – frailer and lighter… He hardly bothers to eat anything these days. I wish I’d paid more attention to what he said.”

“I like your Uncle Harry. But what was his vision?”

“It was a bit – incoherent.” He stopped, and frowned. It embarrassed him somehow to talk about the old man, because it made his own shortcomings so vivid by contrast: well, let it. “I can’t really explain it; and I don’t think he could himself, either. He saw God, and everything was shining; but the main thing was his face as he described it – or – no, the atmosphere around him – something like that. He generates goodness, like heat, and it’s just as difficult to talk about. Are things hot because there is heat? Or is there heat because things are hot? Which comes first? It’s the same with his goodness. He’s good, instinctively good all through, so that’s clear; but then he seems to move in this field of goodness, and anybody – any thing, come to that – that’s near him, is affected by it and changes and becomes good too, just as things become hot when they’re near a source of heat… So if you can isolate ‘heat’ and talk about it, you ought to be able to do the same thing with goodness… It’s a physical thing; it’s a property of matter.”

*

After a while he said “Have you seen this well of your father’s?”

“Yes. I’ve been there once or twice with him. It’s not much to look at.”

“Is there a lake near it?”

“Yes, that’s right. Well – it’s not really a lake, it’s not big enough – though it could be; it’s like those ornamental lakes they have in the grounds of stately homes. It’s a bit creepy. It reminds me of La Belle Dame Sans Merci. It’s not withered but it’s the same feeling – it’s all lank and muddy and overripe. There’s a little boat on it too, on the other side from the well. I don’t know whose it is. Why? Has he been telling you about it?”

“He told me a little, and then Alan told me something too. I can’t see why it’s so important, but it seems to be; each of them said that it affects you in some way – it makes you see the truth about things. And there was something about a special time of year when it answered questions. Liz: find out from him when it was – what time of year it answered, and we could go and try!”

*

That was one plan. Another was: look for a job in Silminster. And what were they both? Evasions. That was clear, at least; good. But what was on hand now, at the moment, this morning, immediately, was: the world. Get closer, dig deeper, get on with it.

So: things made sounds. Listen to them.

He stood as still as a rock; Elizabeth sat down on the grass and looked at him as he concentrated. He heard, firstly, the crickets, and then, in order of decreasing notice ability: the sound of bees, a lark high overhead, a tractor in a distant field, the ticking of Elizabeth’s watch, and his own heartbeat. And then there were occasional sounds, such as: her hand plucking the grass, the strap of the bag falling off her shoulder, his arms brushing against his sides as he folded them.

He carefully disassociated them from their sources, which is to say from their meanings, and tried to find what meaning, if any, was left to them.

And immediately they took on another series of meanings. Divorced from what they were, they were free to become anything else. Thus the cricket, if he concentrated, became: an iceberg splitting from a glacier; a tree falling; a tiny electrical machine; the flight of a hummingbird, slowed down… no, he thought, those are what it sounds like; what is it?

Because this level was one of images. Below the level of things-being-what-they-were was a level of things-being like-other-things. It was more poetic and fanciful, but only a stage more true. So: strip it away, and dig deeper. What came next?

He still had the stick in his hand. He held it out in front of him and carefully broke it in half, with a dry creaking snap.

The silence before the noise was not a silence but a back ground, like hills, like a landscape. And it bore the marks and signature of what had formed it. Its nature was rolling and gentle, shaped out of breathing and the circulation of the blood and the indistinct murmuring of a million insects. Time eroded it and smoothed its contours down. But to think of it as a landscape was to falsify it, and to stay in the second stage, so: it was not a landscape but a background; and nor was it really a background. It was simply there.

And the snap of the stick came on to it like an ideogram. It emerged forcefully out of the not-silence and printed itself on time. Almost immediately its print faded, blurred, and vanished, but –

– to go back: it brought echoes with it. And these echoes formed around it like ripples, like subsidiary ideograms, each encased in its own silence. They bore the same relation to it as an ox-bow lake bears to a river on level ground.

And it was abrupt and sketchy, but extraordinarily whole and complete. A paradox, naturally.

Its meanings: (1) The snapping of a stick (2) A vague and tumultuous swell of images and parallels and similarities, surging and subsiding; the poetic waters under the earth (3) The paradox. Itself / nothing. Clear/ obscure. Full / empty. Blurred / sharp. A thing / not a thing. It is this / what is it?

It is what its meaning is; and what is that?

It is the case, it is the world; and what is it?

Language turned on itself in Matthew’s head and cheerfully swallowed its tail, like Ourobouros, the worm of the world. He had a feeling that it was laughing at him; but no, it was only Elizabeth.

*

So language didn’t come all the way with you. Its buoyancy was such that at some point it counteracted your movement downwards, and hindered you; and at that point you had to abandon it, and carry on alone.

But language was: a tool; a weapon; a searchlight; a map; a compass; a net; a trap; an instrument for ascertaining what it was that you had caught; and a basket to bring it back in.

So whatever it was that you met, saw, felt, grappled with, understood, defeated, captured, killed, ate, dissected, analysed, – had to be left there; and you had to come back speechless, and stupefied.

Matthew eyed this problem coldly for a good five minutes, while Elizabeth lay on her back in the sun.

He saw it as the world throwing him back, as glass throws back a bird trapped in a room and struggling to get out through a window. But the bird struggles to get through because it sees daylight on the other side; so was there some interior sense of his which saw an analogous daylight on the other side of the world?

All that he could say, at the end of his cursory survey of the question, was that it did not seem unlikely.

He wiped his forehead; he was sweating. He threw himself full length on the grass beside her, and sighed deeply, with a mixture of happiness and apprehension.

*

They ate their lunch high up on the moors. Just under the crest of a broad hill that lay off to the left of the track there was the outline in the grass of an ancient earthwork, the bank and the double ditch eroded now and scarcely visible in the enveloping grass. They sat in the middle of it; they could see nothing around them but the sky. Elizabeth had some sun-tan lotion with her, and she rubbed it on to her face and arms.

*

“Liz,” he said after they had eaten and lain back in the sun for a while, “tell me what you’re thinking these days. It’s been so long since – since I had any idea what you were thinking about… You’ve been changing, I can tell that, though. Tell me what you’re thinking now.”

“I feel as if I’m transparent. I don’t need to talk, because I feel as if you can see right down inside me, as far as I go… I’m as clear as water, clean water. And it’s strange… but this is a sexual feeling, you see. It’s as if I’ve been half male for a long time – well, all my life – I mean I had the fierceness and hardness of a man, I was active and I lived in the intellect and not in the emotions; but that’s gone now, it’s just melted away and I’m feminine, female. That’s what’s been happening.”

“And Liz, do you know, on the beach I didn’t know whether you were a boy or a girl! Only at moments, like when I first saw you there.”

“Oh, Matthew don’t misunderstand, will you – but that pact we made; it was the male part of me that made it. That’s what I’ve been thinking.”

They both fell silent for a few moments. Then she went on:

“I was afraid to say, really, because I didn’t know what your – well, I didn’t know – well, what your instinct was, really…”

He laughed gently. “Did you think I was homosexual?”

“No, no! Of course not. But you might not have wanted me, not sexually, I mean.”

“Of course I did. But in some way – then – it had to be withheld. It’s as if my will lived off tension, sexual tension in particular, and if I evoked sexual tension on purpose, then my will would grow. And I think it does. But then it turns on itself after a while; it starts to eat you, instead, and you have to give it its head.”

“And has it got to that stage yet?”

She sounded so childlike, so inadvertently nervous, that he could not help smiling; and suddenly a wave of excitement and tenderness mingled rose in his heart, and he leant across and kissed her. She responded warmly, and they lay side by side, with her head on his shoulder.

“And I think I might have been wrong about matter and spirit… you remember what I said on the beach? I didn’t know whether I hated it, matter, or yearned for it. But all at once about a month ago it all began to change. I think it had something to do with my mother; and it’s something to do with the summer as well, and with – everything. It is everything. It just fell into place. Or as if I’d been giving the world artificial respiration, and labouring at it for years, and been on the point of giving up when the whole thing just – started… breathing, all by itself at last, and I could rest. And it’s still only struggling, really, it’s only half-alive as yet, but it’s started at least, and I feel as if it were my child, my flesh, sometimes.”

He kissed her gently again, on the eyes and the cheeks. He smelt the sun-tan lotion on her face, and underneath it he smelt the scent of her flesh, hot and obscure; and then he buried his face in the thick grass beside her head, and smelt the sweetness of it and that of the cool brown earth. And the structure of smelling was the same as that of sound, with the same paradox at the heart of it. And Elizabeth?

Yes, she was right.

There was a nerve of happiness throbbing now in his breast, like the eternal cricket. And when he tried to press closer and look at it, it threw him back as enigmatically as everything else did; and so did the deep green of the grass, and the blue sky.

*

The sun-covered hillside was thronged with ghosts. Matthew sat on the shallow bank of the earthwork and looked at them; they moved indistinctly all around him. The air of the place, the air of the whole world, was rich enough to support not only the living but also the dead, and those that had no life at all yet, if only they printed themselves on it with sufficient force.

The force needed was equal to that which the tiniest midge exerted to stay in the air. A butterfly had a hundred times as much, and a lark, a thousand. There was a butterfly near him now, a cabbage-white, its negligent, graceful flight tracing in the air the outline of a piece of ruffled lace. Matthew sat absolutely still; once he brushed the sweat off his forehead.

*

“Matthew,” she said uneasily, after sometime had passed; “I don’t know whether I ought to think – but I can’t help it – supposing Alan was the murderer?”

“Do you think he could be?” he said carefully. “What makes you think that?” His heart was beating fast.

“He was in the village the night the second girl was murdered. He came to see my father. And he left before it happened. I know, because we met daddy on the way back from the rehearsal, and only a few minutes later we saw the police on their way there…”

“But why Alan? Christ, he wouldn’t do that, you know he wouldn’t; for God’s sake! I could have done it just as easily –” he spoke abruptly and passionately. The doubt and torment of weeks was in his voice. Liz knew nothing of it, nothing, and he had meant to tell her nothing. He doubted whether he’d be able to stop himself now. “You see, I was there too, Liz. You know they held a dance that night in the youth club; well, I went there with Robert Parrish, from the farm, and I had my headache –”

He stopped; it was agony to hear himself blurting it out like this, angry and confused. She began to say something, but he held his hand up to silence her.

“I fainted, you see, outside the dance, and when I came to I was right up at the other end of the field. I could have killed her. I could have done it so easily. And the more I think about it, the more likely it seems that I did.

“And the first murder happened on the night I arrived in Silminster; and I had the headache then, as well, and I couldn’t come on to Barton as I’d planned; and I suppose I found my way to a boarding-house and got a room, because that’s where I woke up in the morning, and I couldn’t remember a single thing about it… I could have come to Barton in the evening, without knowing it, and killed her, and then gone back; and thinking about it’s made me half mad…”

“Why haven’t you said about it before?” she sat up, and put her hand on his cheek. “But I’ll tell you something. Oh, if only I’d told you when I wanted to, the very next day… yes, I know you were there in the field that night, because I heard you! I know you didn’t murder her, Matthew, because – it was right down near the bottom of the field. You see, Mrs. Ryder offered mummy and me a lift home from the W.I. hall, but we said we’d walk; and we’d just got to that part of the field that’s opposite the youth club, right down the end of the field, and we heard you, and someone else, and you were talking, behind the hedge but – yes – the point is that while you were talking, or just a second afterwards while you were still there, we heard the girl screaming, as – oh, it’s horrible! – as she was being murdered. And then we heard footsteps, as if you were running up in that direction. But it’s such a long way up – it’s about five or six hundred yards… But you see, you didn’t do it! You’ve got an alibi, Matthew, and a witness! “

He was staggered. He wanted to ask a hundred questions, but he didn’t even know what they were; his first impulse, in the face of this amazing testimony of hers, was to shake it, to question it, to take it to pieces.

“Who was I with?”

“I don’t know; I didn’t recognise the other voice… it was low, and – and – sort of sweet, honey-like, persuasive; but I didn’t hear anything it said clearly, just the tone of it.”

“And what was I saying? I don’t remember a thing of this, Liz, not anything… what did I say?”

She told him as much as she could remember; and as she spoke, he felt the most extraordinary sensation. It was like those hints and half-memories which had plagued him before, but much sharper and more distinct: it was like seeing his own image in a mirror act and move about with a will of its own.

Yes, it was he who’d said that, without a doubt. It was coming back now like a dream he’d totally forgotten. He sighed.

“Thank God for that. Even though I seem to be cracked in the head…”

He closed his eyes.

And almost immediately he opened them again, and sprang to his feet. He beat his fist into his palm, and walked rapidly up and down.

“Liz! That room – the one I woke up in!”

She nodded, staring at him intently.

“And Alan’s room – that day I went to see him and we went up to his room, and it seemed familiar, as if I’d seen it a long time ago and forgotten it – it was the same room!”

He put his hands to his head and rocked back and forth, trying desperately to remember.

“It’s coming back, little bits of it; it came on in the train, the headache, I mean, and I remember thinking – wondering if I’d get to Barton in time. And then, at the bus station, waiting for a bus – I lay down on the bench, that’s right – or was that later on? And then going very quickly – almost running – you know in a dream when you’re running, and you can just lift your legs up and seem to glide along without falling? I was going through the streets like that, with someone… I climbed some stairs, too. I’m almost certain about that.”

He sat down beside her, staring out over the grass and seeing nothing.

“Perhaps Alan met you, then,” she said. “Perhaps he saw you were ill, and took you back to his room. And when you woke up in the morning, he’d gone off to work, or something, and you couldn’t remember where you were…”

“He’d have left a note, though, surely…”

“Not necessarily. No, in fact, he wouldn’t, knowing Alan. And when you went there with him – did he seem to expect you to recognise it?”

“I don’t know! Oh, Liz, it’s maddening – but of course I wasn’t looking for it, so he may have done – at any rate, he didn’t say anything.”

They said nothing for a while; and then he lay down again, and put his head in her lap.

“And so if you didn’t do it,” she said, “Alan can’t have done it either. Not if he was there to take you to his room.”

“But the body wasn’t discovered till the next afternoon, though. He’d have had plenty of time to get to Barton, and do it, and go back – or go anywhere in the country, almost – by then. So it could have been him. And whether or not it was him I was talking to in the field, he was certainly in the village the second time. But no: it’s quite impossible. Alan wouldn’t, and that’s that. Quite honestly, I’d suspect your father before Alan.”

She started, and he thought she was going to protest. But she only said: “Yes; yes, I think I would too.”

“It’s strange – you know, it’s no clearer now. The whole thing of morality and the world – it’s just as dark. So –” he sat up, excited – “good! That’s clear, then, I was beginning to wonder if it was only my guilt that was obscuring everything: but it’s not! It’s still there!” He was speaking louder and louder, and Elizabeth moved a little away from him, smiling at his vehemence. He pounded the earth with his fists. “I still don’t know a thing about it! And I can get on with looking; oh, thank God for that! It is absolute! The questions are in the world itself, and not in me!”

*

If it happened again, they decided, Elizabeth would watch him to see what he did. And they decided to go to the well, to see whether it illuminated anything.

Matthew felt such an overwhelming rush of love for her, then, that he felt tears come to his eyes. It was the tender erotic feeling of her smile on the beach; and this time he obeyed it, and took her in his arms.

It consisted, first, of strangeness. It was the fact that her body was unknown.

And secondly it was the eagerness, the readiness, with which she responded.

Most of all, however, it was the feeling that they were doing something as impersonal as the wind and the hills. There was absolutely no trace, no shred or shadow, of personality in their kisses and the movements of their hands.

It was sex at the ideogram stage, the paradox stage, underneath the first meaning and the stage of images. There was a storm imprisoned in them, Matthew thought –

– but again, no, he was wrong. The storm was imprisoned in matter itself. That bank, that double ditch, shook and trembled with it – on the edge of it – as completely as he did. And there was no point in denying that the sky did, and the grass, and the folded hills.

He stopped after a minute and lay quiet and still. He had not come to a climax: he had not even entered her. They were still fully clothed.

“I’m using you, my Liz,” he said. “I’m not concerned with your pleasure in the least. I’m feeding my will again.”

He sat up and turned to look at her.

“You’ll give in,” she said. “I could make you give in now if I wanted to. I could take my dress off – it wouldn’t take a moment. You think I’m in your power, Matthew, but you’re in mine! That’s the truth of it.”

He shook his head, slowly at first, and then, seeing her smile, with more conviction.

“No, I’m not. You could take everything off and entice me as much as you liked, but I wouldn’t move. No, I wouldn’t. Because I’ve just seen another bit of truth in it; sex is no different from anything else. It’s the world, the same as the grass is; it’s – here goes language again. It’s the same as everything; that’s all I can say. And now that I’ve seen that, and now that I realise it as intensely as I do, you won’t catch me with it.”

He laughed, and much to her own surprise she did too.

“But quite soon,” he said, “I daresay I will give in… Of course I will. Probably today, at that.”

And she laughed again.

“You’re a gross sensualist,” she said. “You want to wallow in every single feeling that comes your way, even the feeling of putting-off and doing-without. It’s a good thing I can see through you.”

He put his hand gently on her stomach, and caressed it under the dress. Was there anything, in truth, that he wouldn’t wallow in, as she put it? Only laziness, and hopelessness, and inefficiency. He kissed her again.

*

Elizabeth was conscious of an oceanic rhythm in her flesh and her soul. It was accelerated, or slowed down, by the appearance of expression in the world.

For instance, Matthew’s face: effort, and power. And her father: knowledge… her father was obscure to her, and ringed by obsessive questions. She knew quite matter-of-factly of his distinct vivid curiosity about her, and knew that it was sexual in origin. She knew it as clearly as she did because he didn’t know it at all, and couldn’t hide it. It was another channel, another river-bed, a creek that the salt world-water flooded when the tide was high. And it was hidden from her mother and hidden from Matthew, too. She guarded it calmly.

She was a landscape, as clear and unequivocal as a painting by Tanguy. The expression of it now was passive, and better so, much better and purer so.

It was expressed in consciousness, by being conscious. She could revel in the nakedness of it, of feeling at one point Matthew’s urgency and self-absorption, at another her father’s world-system erect like a tower, and at another Gwen’s sexual-maternal self-tormenting… They might think that they acted on each other and intermeshed and altered things, but she knew that in between them all, in between each and every organism and structure in the world, her consciousness lay like a fluid light. Nothing touched anything. The uterine medium of her knowledge held them distant from one another, and rapt and unconscious of the fact; and it worked at them endlessly, smoothing, cleaning, bathing and washing them through and through, again and again, on the sandy floor of the world, herself.

This is all new to me, she thought, and yet there’s nothing I remember that wasn’t like this. Holding Matthew’s face in her hands: he was passionate and clear… yes, she could enter that sensation as easily as falling asleep, or waking up. What Matthew was, she loved; she chose to. She was chosen to; it was the same thing. There was no place where she ceased to exist; that was it…

He saw, for he was clairvoyant, and he saw everything. He could see her, now, quite clearly, and see the extent and the depth of her.

A small shock, like a tremor or a ripple, passed through her. The landscape was altered infinitesimally, and settled without a murmur or a breath into its new outline.

*

An afternoon was enough.

The air was thick with evening when they began to make their way home. On the right, in a mass of scarlet, crimson, and salmon-pink, the sun was setting; and possibly because of this concentration of redness in the upper atmosphere, the warmer layers of air below and the gradually-forming mist along the surface of the fields and valleys were tinted with a lush, thrilling green, its complement. It was so thick that it could hardly be accounted for by the chlorophyll in the plants alone; it was ethereal, and seemed to subsist in the molecules of the air itself as much as in the leaves and shoots that sprouted from the ground.

They walked along, their bodies close to one another, occasionally touching or stopping to kiss. She had gone to sleep earlier on, and had woken up to see him staring at her calmly like a Sphinx. The sexual current between them was barely contained. She had turned over on to her back, slipping her dress off her shoulders and down around her waist, aware of her power. She had rejoiced to see him quiver. His expression had not changed at once: but gradually he seemed to go pale, and the quality of intentness in it changed from being unconscious to being conscious, awake, and striving. She was just a little disconcerted; because instead of making him vivid and animal-like, the reaction she expected, it had the effect of making him appear more and more abstracted and in the end unreal, like a saint in an icon. She’d thought that no-one could match Alan for coldness. But his younger brother would overtake him, in the end; he was still growing, and he would not stop. And then the air felt chilly on her skin, and she did the dress up… She’d wait until he was ready.

An afternoon of it was enough for him. The world was now feverish, languid, and voluptuous. He saw something stirring on a head of cow-parsley, and stopped to look. A pair of slim copper-coloured beetles were performing with pain-evoking slowness their clumsy ritual of love. And its nature, or its meaning – which is to say its effect on him – was that of mist or a veil.

But that was the nature of everything; he knew that well enough. And he knew, now, that mist was meant to be dispersed, veils to be rent… But tear them away, and you found another mystery at the heart of it, a greater mystery than the veil and the glorious atmospheric colourings of the mist.

Suddenly a spasm of sheer disgust shook him bodily. Alan was right. The surface of the world, and the intricate tracery of relationships and delicate meanings that enmeshed it through and through, even the subtle exotic beauty of the sky and the fields were – there was only one word for it – vulgar.

And the poetic level underneath, the level of correspondences and representations and images and symbols, was even more vulgar and twice as deceitful, because it pretended to provide a universal truth, and a world-wide sense of order and harmony; but it was a network of lies, one leading into the other, melting and coalescing and forming mazes and systems of quicksands and disappearing pathways.

As for the ultimate level (no! that was not true either: rather, the furthest he could reach), that – meant nothing…


He slowed his pace gradually and came without realising it to a halt. And a dialogue ran within him:

(Do you expect it to mean anything?)

No; I demand that it does.

(You’ll have to invent it, then).

No. There is a meaning, and I’ll find it.

(But you can’t even describe it; and better men than you have looked in vain).

I shall find it.

(No, no; for the world is beautiful. Isn’t that enough? You’ll relish it at last, and grow sick of the struggle…And look, now, Elizabeth is getting cold, you’re keeping her waiting…)

To hell with her; and the world is never beautiful. It’s a lie; and I relish it less and less. I shall pierce it to the heart, and break the window, and get out.

(That’s a childish dream, a fantasy, a romantic longing; come back to the world, and back to love. Love is real and important; it’s adult and responsible. There’s the real challenge: take love, and make of it a great thing, a marvellous and lasting paradise… take what’s in the world, and make that immortal!)

It would be immortal corruption and the eternal chatter of apes. It would be a sublimity of untruth and a paradise of leering decay –

(What of the murdered children? And the Jews? What of the suffering of all the innocent people in the world? The tears of that girl in the wood ran down over her cheeks in floods, and wet the murderer’s hands. And when he lifted them to his face in horror they were wet with tears from wrist to fingertip, and the cuffs of his shirt were wet. Tears, tears; and how can your pride and your dreams alleviate them? Dry one tear on a girl’s cheek, or calm the panic in one child’s heart, and that will be enough to live for).

“Matthew,” she said, taking him gently by the arm, “you’re frightening me, looking like that. Come now, love, it’s getting cold. It’s a long way to go yet.”

*

He said nothing, but followed her blindly, numbed. Nothing was solved; nothing was clear.

The first stars of the night were out, glittering softly in the broad velvety sky.

He felt hungry and tired. Overcome by some strong emotion, he put his head on Elizabeth’s shoulder and held her tightly.

 

They said goodnight and parted in the village. There was one thing left to try, but not much time; he was growing impatient, he’d had enough.





Chapter 11

The telephone rang. It was ten past nine in the evening, and he’d just helped Harry to bed.

It was Elizabeth. She sounded excited.

“Matthew, it’s the well – it’s tonight! “

“What’? Oh Christ; tonight – when?”

“It’s an eclipse of the moon, daddy said. He told me yesterday, and I saw on the calendar just now that there’s an eclipse tonight at sixteen minutes past midnight.”

Matthew said nothing; he was thinking furiously.

“Matthew?”

“Yes, all right. I’m worried about Uncle Harry. He’s very weak; I was going to call the doctor in the morning.”

“Oh, golly…”

“I don’t know if I ought to go. Listen. I’ll call at the rectory for you… if I’m not there in half an hour I’m not going to go.”

“I’ll come and see you, in that case –”

“All right. Half an hour.”

He put the receiver down.

It was nearly three weeks after their walk on the moors. He had spent the whole time looking after the old man, with a possessive, almost fierce tenderness. He cherished him like a baby; but inside him the desire to settle the business, to get at the mystery, burnt and burnt like a furnace in his heart. It purified him; and now at last there was the chance of it, and Harry was ill…

He ran up the stairs and knocked at the old man’s door.

“Come in,” said Harry.

The light was out; Harry struggled to sit up. “What’s the matter? Was the telephone for me?”

“No, for me. Look, Uncle Harry – no, lie down, it’s all right.”

He sat on the bed beside him.

“Uncle Harry, would you be all right if I went out? I might be a few hours. I don’t really know when I’d be back…”

“Of course I will. Don’t you worry about that, you go out.”

A thousand things to say came to Matthew’s lips. He wanted to sit there in the darkness and pour it out, to confess and be blessed, and to ask for forgiveness, above all. He struggled with the words, and gave up; there was a lump in his throat. Finally he leant over and kissed Harry gently on the forehead.

“Sleep well,” he said. “I wish I could tell you… you’re always so kind, and I’m a fool, a blundering fool… but I love you, Uncle Harry, I love you utterly. Sleep well. I’ll look in to see you’re all right.”

“Thank you, Matthew.”

He had the idea that Harry wanted to say more too, but was too tired and weak; so he kissed him again and went out.

He stood irresolutely on the landing, looking back at the bedroom door and then across at his own, and then out of the window at the rain and the dusk. There were so many cross-currents of emotion and desire: everywhere he looked there was conflict. But the square pane of the landing window, and the rain and the grey evening light outside, acted on him like a magnet, and his whole body itched to be outside.

He’d have to change. He went into his bedroom and put on a thick shirt and a dark pullover, a pair of levis, and plimsolls on his feet. There was no sense in taking a coat. It had been raining for weeks, and his coat was wet through already. The ground was soaked, and he had no boots, but he’d discovered that plimsolls were the best thing to wear in rain. They got wet immediately, and didn’t bother him after that.

He shut the window tightly and went downstairs, checked that all the lights were off in the rest of the house, and took the torch from the hall table. It was a heavy rubber-covered one; he hoped it was as waterproof as it looked.

He went out of the front door and looked at the trees across the road. The dusk seemed to be thicker there, and the rain among the leaves looked like another element altogether, darker than water, heavier than air, and more wild and volatile than earth. There was a vibrant, harsh melancholy in it which played immediately on his soul, making him dizzy and tense with longing… it was the poetic spirit in the world; it was holding him up.

A thought came swiftly into his head and made him shudder. It would work though, it would work…He knelt down in the road and looked closely at the grass bank until he found what he wanted. A broken piece of fencing with a sharp, jagged splinter at one end of it. He hoped the rain hadn’t softened it too much. He rolled his sleeve up and, holding the stick like a dagger, slashed at his forearm once, twice, and the skin broke: again, harder, and the blood ran out freely. He looked closely at the wound. It was rough and ugly, and he felt faint and sick for a moment with the pain. He threw the stick away, and rolled his sleeve down. That would teach him.

A wave of utter contempt passed over him. To think that he was weak enough to need that sort of elementary reminder! The back of his hand was already covered in blood. He stuffed it deep into his pocket, and set off.

As he walked along he realised why tonight there was a feeling of wildness in the atmosphere, a feeling that had been missing from the deadly, soaking sadness of the weeks of rain: tonight a wind was blowing, gusty and fierce, lashing the water into the trees and into his face and hair. Before he came to the fork in the road by the Red Lion he was wet through. The pain in his arm was dragging at his attention the whole time. He’d have to wipe the blood off his hand, he supposed, before he went into the Rectory. But there was no need to go in at all. She’d better be ready. Though why was she coming at all? It wasn’t a woman’s journey, was it? No, no, but she knew the way and he didn’t. So perhaps she’d better come.

He rang the .bell and stood back out of the light that came through the door as she opened it.

“Ready?” he said.

She nodded. She was wearing a raincoat and trousers. The coat was damp; it clung to her shoulders and made them look thin and childlike. He had to suppress an urge to put his arms round her and kiss her and tell her that it didn’t matter after all, that they’d stay inside in the warm… this was a struggle against everything. And ranged against him were all his own instincts.

He said nothing; what else had he wounded his arm for? The pain was settling down now to a deep throbbing ache.

“Have you got your watch?” he asked as she shut the .door

“Yes – what’s the matter? What’s the matter with your arm?”

“Nothing. Is it waterproof?”

She looked blank for a moment. “Oh – the watch – yes.”

“Come on then, let’s get on – I don’t want to stop.”

He strode out of the drive and down the road. After a few yards he stopped uncertainly.

“I don’t – I wish – Liz, you don’t have to come if you don’t want to! Just tell me the way.”

“Don’t be silly. I’m as strong as you are, and I want to come. I’m afraid of losing you, Matthew; do you realise that?”

“Don’t say things like that, or I’ll lose my temper. No, no, I won’t. Let’s get back to the very beginning, on the beach – there was an air of truth about that, and nothing’s had it since, you see, that’s what I’m after tonight. And if you don’t play along, I’ll ditch you without hesitating, Liz, I mean it.”

“All right. I don’t quite understand – all right.”

They went quickly through the village, and down the road that led towards Ditton.

The going was heavy, the rain unceasing. Large stretches of the road were under two or three inches of water. Elizabeth trudged along beside him, saying nothing, and trying to keep up. He marched swiftly, forcing the pace, and felt after a couple of miles that he was being callous and unfeeling: she hadn’t complained once, though he wouldn’t have minded if she had. It was nearly completely dark, but above the thick pall of clouds the moon was full, and lightened the sky to some degree, so that they could see the outline of the road ahead.

The desire and the longing that raced through his blood stream raced equally through the wind and the streaming darkness. And there was something else, too, a more obscure sense like a heart-beat, that surged distantly both inside him and outside; what it was, he did not know, but it may have been destiny, or a sense of death, or sexual passion; it felt like all three.

They stopped occasionally to let Elizabeth ease the pain of a stitch in her side, or get her breath, and then they pressed onwards, doggedly. They walked without speaking for nearly two hours. It had taken longer than he thought to get to Ditton; the water on the road had held them up, slowing their steps. It was a quarter past eleven, by her watch, when they got to the centre of the village.

“How far is it from here?” he said.

“Another twenty minutes, I should think,” she replied. Her voice was weak and strained; they looked, both of them, exhausted and worn out. His contempt flared up again – like magnesium, causing everything in the world to stand out harsh and white and throw dark shadows. Maybe it was the very deepest instinct he had; it felt like it, now.

They were soaked to the skin; their clothes clung to them heavily. The water streamed off their hair, and the wind, which seemed to have freshened during their walk, was chilly and cutting. They looked at each other.

“Well?” he said. “What do you think?”

“I don’t think at all. I’ll go on; I’m not going to stop. Are you going to stop?”

“Of course not. But what do you think about it, eh? What’s it leading to?”

“Don’t speak like that. You sound stupid.”

“There are veins of stupidity under that, girl, that I haven’t even scratched the surface of. There’s always further to go, always…”

“Shut up, Matthew! Shut up! Don’t keep talking, talking, talking! D’you think you’ll change anything? D’you think it’s a clever little exercise, the world, for you to get so many marks for solving? Oh, the waste of it… and it’s cold, and wet, and getting late. Don’t say another word. I don’t love this act of yours; you and your brother – you’re not men, either of you, you’re something else altogether – oh, it sickens me what you do with your strength. Just get on, that’s all…”

She stood still, her voice coming intensely at him out of the darkness. He felt overwhelmed. The world was in flood, flooding at him, and all the emotion in the universe was streaming against him; his knees gave for a moment, and then he caught his balance again. He laughed.

“What’s the time?” he asked.

She held her wrist out…It was twenty to twelve. They were just halfway between the village and the woods. Matthew breathed in deeply, and they set off again.

A quarter of a mile further on they came to a fork in the road. The main road continued to the right; the road to the left was much narrower and darker, overshadowed by trees, and this was the way they took. A little way along it there was a high wall on their right, and set back into it the entrance to a drive, overgrown and decayed. It was in complete darkness, and he had to switch on the torch.

“The drive goes up to the house,” she said. “We take a path through the woods that leads to the lake. Matthew –”

He stopped; something in her tone pulled at his heart, and he hesitated, and then flung his arms around her and kissed her forehead, her eyes, her cheeks, her mouth, like an unhappy child. He could not help it; the longing was too long for him. After a minute it subsided again.

He let her go and swung the torch around to light the way. Directly inside the gate there was a car parked. It was the Canon’s Volkswagen.

“Did you know he was going to be here?” he whispered angrily. His voice had dropped automatically.

“No – yes – I suppose I did; yes, he went out earlier on, had the spade and things, I remember noticing; I should have said.”

“So he’s after it too. He better not get in the way. I’ve got a feeling – but no, never mind.”

He turned away and marched up the drive. His arm was aching from shoulder to wrist, and he had the idea it was swollen; the sleeve felt tight. He pushed it to the back of his mind, and looked around them.

The drive was pitted with holes, and all of them shone black in the torchlight, gleaming with water. It was covered in weeds, and the trees on either side of it seemed to lean forwards over it. Their leaves dropped thickly with rain, and a constant muffled rustling filled the air, as if the wood were alive with ghosts. Elizabeth kept close beside him, nervous at the darkness outside the light of the torch. As they went farther up, he found himself getting tense and claustrophobic, and fought against it. The world was too wild for that sort of silly reaction…

Up the drive for a hundred yards – two hundred yards – it was hard to tell. Then there was a gap in the trees on the right. Elizabeth said “That’s it. It’s along there.”

“Does this go straight there?”

“No, it goes to the lake, and then there’s another path all the way round, but –oh Matthew,” she caught his arm, and made him gasp with pain.

“What’s the matter with your arm?”

“Nothing, nothing. What is it?”

“I’ve got a better idea – if we just go straight to the lake and find the boat we can go across much faster, and the path’s all overgrown anyway; l probably wouldn’t find the way through.”

“Well, all right. I don’t care how the hell we get there, as long as we do. What’s the time?”

Her watch said ten to midnight.

“Sure you can find the boat?”

She nodded, and they turned off into the trees. He couldn’t think clearly; the questions were crowding at him now like Odysseus’ ghosts in Hades, straining wordlessly for the blood in the ditch, the false life that would let them speak… The blood was his own doubt. Let them gibber; he could hold them off for a while yet.

The undergrowth was thick, and the ground underfoot soggy and yielding. They said nothing, but concentrated on forcing a way through the clutching brambles and the mud. After a minute or so he went in front and she held the torch from behind, and he tore at the twigs and smaller branches that got in the way, cracking them savagely and leaving them hanging broken. They were losing time, he thought, and cursed under his breath. He wasn’t thinking at all; all his energy was occupied in battering at the physical world holding him back, and fighting his tiredness, and ignoring the pain in his arm. He stumbled over roots, and scratched his hands on his face, and plunged knee-deep into a sodden depression of mud and dead leaves, and struggled out again.

An owl screetched suddenly in the trees above them, and flew away silently. He paused for a moment and wiped his forehead, and turned to help Elizabeth past a patch of thick trailing brambles.

“I thought you said it was a path,” he said. He kept his voice low. They must have been making more noise than a mad bear, but voices were naked, somehow.

“The rest’s even worse,” she replied, out of breath.

After a few minutes the undergrowth thinned out, and then without warning he fell forward on to his knees, up to his thighs in water. It was bitterly cold; he gasped with the shock of it, and said quickly “Stay there, don’t move for a moment.” He got to his feet. He was ·only a yard or so in front of her, and in water up to his knees.

“Is this where the lake should be?” he said, trying to see ahead of him. “Can I have the torch?”

She handed it to him, and said “I suppose it’s flooded, with all the rain – I should have thought.”

He shone the torch ahead. It was all water; twelve or fifteen feet in front of him the trees and bushes stopped suddenly, and he supposed that was the edge of the lake, or what would be normally. So the boat must be there too somewhere. He shivered with cold.

Yes; there it was. A flat-bottomed thing like a small punt, very low in the water, floating just at the edge beyond the trees. He turned back to her.

“We’re going to get soaked, but that doesn’t matter. Hang on to my hand.”

He gritted his teeth and held out his left hand. They felt their way forward, up to their calves, then their knees… A thought struck him, and his heart sank.

“The boat – it must be full of water. Supposing it doesn’t hold us?”

He was right. When they reached it, up to their thighs in the water, they saw that the boat was nearly full. A single paddle floated inside it. Fifteen inches of water, and nothing to bail with.

He untethered it, and gave her the torch. He saw with a slight start of surprise that she was crying.

“Hush, Liz,” he said; “hush, hold the torch, there’s a good girl.” He spoke calmly although he felt like weeping with frustration himself.

“I’m – so – sorry,” she said. “I honestly thought it – it would be better.”

“Never mind. Look, hold the torch and hold the paddle, too.”

He gave her the paddle.

“I’m going to try and turn it over. It’s not too big; it can’t weigh all that much.”

He took a deep breath and braced himself before his arm could begin to ache in anticipation, and bent over and felt for the bottom of the boat. It was smooth and slimy, but there was a slight flange where the side met the bottom that gave la fair grip.

He got his fingers underneath it and heaved up with all his strength. His feet slipped, and he lost his balance for a moment; but he’d shifted it a little. It was swaying, and the water inside it was slopping from side to side.

“Rock it,” she said. “Get the water rocking and tip it over.”

He found a foothold and did as she suggested, heaving the boat back and forth until the water was rocking violently; then, when it reached the top of its swing away from him, he gave an extra shove and almost laughed with satisfaction as most of the water shot out of it. But when it fell back, it was still too full.

He rocked it back and forth again. It was easier to move this time, but less water was lost when he tipped it up. At last he came to a point where the water he got rid of was balanced by the water that came over the far side of the boat as it swung under the surface.

“That’s it; that’ll have to do. In you get.”

There was about four inches of water still in the bottom of the boat. His arm was bleeding; he saw the flash of red on his hand in the light of the torch, and dipped it under the water to wash it off. He took the torch from Elizabeth and Hung the paddle in the boat, and held it steady as she climbed in. It didn’t settle too deeply; it might be all right, after all.

She took the torch, and he got over the side and picked up the paddle.

“What’s the time?” he said softly.

“Two – three minutes past,” she said. “We’re doing all right. Now it’s straight across from here –”

“Can you see the other side now? Because if not we might be going in circles for hours – look, switch the torch off.”

She did, and they sat still in the boat waiting for their eyes to adjust to the darkness. After a few moments she whispered:

“I know it seems crazy to do it like this – but the path that goes to the well is even worse. It would have been impossible in the dark. And this is much better.”

He nodded. He was thinking of what would happen when they reached the well, and wondering what the Canon was doing, and whether he’d try and prevent them… the thought brought with it a surge of anger so violent that it made his head swim, and he saw absolutely clearly, for a second, into his soul. It was like a complicated network of caves, inhabited by demons, aboriginal demons who had to be propitiated by the newcomers to the caves: by man, that new kind of monkey, and acquired habits, and things like restfulness and peace – they all had to pay their price, their demongeld, and they were paying heavily tonight. He sat with his elbows on his knees and looked at the sky until his eyes got used to the light.

The other shore was not far away. The lake was totally enclosed by trees, and roughly oval, from what he could see of it. They had to cross the shorter diameter. As she had said, it probably looked in daylight like an ornamental lake in a landscaped garden, wild and overgrown though the garden might be. There was an atmosphere of decay over it, of rotting vegetation and age and corruption. His impression of it was so acute that it was almost as if it was a person: it was as if the lake had been conscious and perhaps was conscious still, and emanated a field of powerful primitive emotions, which he felt as a combination of nostalgia and masochistic lust. He hadn’t had time to notice it before, struggling to empty the boat, but the instant he sat still and relaxed his concentration it swept over him. The most curious thing was the total objectivity of it: it stood out in his perceptions as clearly as a range of mountains, as evidently out there as the trees themselves.

He was a little disconcerted by it; already he could feel it beginning to affect him. A mood of dreamy sensuality was tugging at him.

Elizabeth sat facing him, her head thrown back to the sky and her hands on the sides of the boat. Neither of them moved for a second or two, and then she said, sighing, “I could go to sleep now look, it’s stopped raining. Matthew –” she looked at him, and leant forward, and took his hands; “Matthew, I love you!”

There was something so poignant in the way she sat and in the tone of her voice that he cou1dn’t help being moved by it; a lump came to his throat, and he felt the desire to take her in his arms and let the boat drift out on to the lake, and to caress her gently; because she was naked – under her clothes, she was naked – that soft white body of hers held all the mysteries in the world in the curves of it and the folds of its flesh… she was impregnated with sweetness, a moral and spiritual sweetness: she was angelic, she was more than human; she was the well –

The recognition of it rose from his loins, and stirred his heart and his belly with a profound impulse of sexual joy. The sense of penetrating, of entering the very source of good, sweetness, love, filled his whole being; and he leant forward and kissed her on the lips.

And he knew, simultaneously, that it was a trick. He’d been taken in by the atmosphere of the lake. As soon as he realised it, the sense of stagnation and decay swept over him again, and he sat up abruptly. In the sudden tautening of his will he felt something else, cleaner and clearer… time was getting on. Elizabeth looked hurt and puzzled.

“Don’t worry,” he whispered. “I’ll tell you later.”

He took the paddle and manoeuvred the boat around to face the opposite shore. It was sluggish and heavy, hard to get moving and hard to keep on course. The depth of the emotions he’d just felt left him weak and lightheaded; he felt open and defenceless, at the mercy of every chance wind of feeling.

He must be having delusions as well, he thought, because he felt the boat moving.

He stopped paddling and sat utterly still; he was afraid to move. The boat was drifting steadily forwards, straight to the opposite shore.

There was a current in the water.

A thousand notions of ghosts, fate, elemental spirits, swept at him out of the empty air… empty, was it? It was full, charged, thronged with them. Eddies and whirlpools of meaning circled around him, and he sat limply, trying to get his bearings in the confusion.

But only one thing was clear: their movement forward.

She’d noticed it, too.

“Is it a current?” she whispered, frightened.

He nodded, and looked around at the trees. They were halfway across by now, and still moving.

“It’s never been here before…”

He made an effort to throw off the feeling of hallucination. It was a current. It must have a cause. But whatever the cause, the effect of it was to take them across the lake, so it was a good thing. Think of the well; you’ll be there in a minute, he thought.

The sense of being haunted vanished slowly. His mind stopped racing. Elizabeth had seized his hand in her fear, and her hands, tight and warm around his, made him want to lay his head in her lap and go to sleep. He was impossibly tired. He yawned, and shook his head to clear it. The boat grounded suddenly; in an instant his senses were alert again.

The sat still for a moment, peering at the bank. He didn’t want to use the torch if he could help it; it made everything else too dark. He tried to rock the boat, to find out if it was really stuck or only wedged against a sunken branch, but it didn’t move.

“Any idea where we are?” he whispered.

“I think so,” she said. “We’ll have to use the torch.”

“I suppose we will.”

He stepped over the side of the boat, balancing clumsily. He’d forgotten how cold the water was, even though he was wet through. The current was hardly noticeable now. He found a steady foothold and helped her out; the water was up to their calves. They held hands and made their way forward.

He switched the torch on, half expecting to see Canon Cole watching them. The knowledge that the priest was somewhere nearby made him nervous, and he didn’t know whether to make a lot of noise and flash the torch about so that he’d know they were there, or go quietly in the dark so he wouldn’t. He wished he knew what the man was up to.

The trees were even thicker on this side of the lake, and they had to force their way through a stiff mass of twisted, tangled undergrowth. Most of it was brambles. After a few feet they were scratched, sore, and nearly stuck fast; the bank rose more steeply here, so they were soon out of the water, but the innumerable thorns and prickles held them back like a million tiny claws, and tore unmercifully at their clothes and skin.

After picking his way carefully for a minute he said “Jesus, this is impossible. We can’t stop to pull all the thorns out now, we haven’t got time – look, I’ll have to barge my way through, love, and you follow where I go; which way’s the well? It’s not far, is it?”

“It’s a little – to the left –” she panted; “shine the torch over there.”

He did so, and saw nothing but the wet tangled confusion of bramble and tree-trunk wherever he looked. He moved the torch around; nothing but the dark dripping wilderness on either side. A wave of depressed exhaustion came over him.

“Over there,” she said, “there it is – no, to the left a bit more. Where the ivy’s come away from that tree – that’s it –”

He held the torch where she was pointing, but saw nothing. Then his eyes seemed to focus, and he saw it: a regular shape in the mass of knotted, twisted twigs and leaves, surprisingly small and insignificant.

“I’m going to go straight towards it – just follow – what’s the time now?”

“Ten past, just gone. Oh, Matthew, do you think it really will?”

“It had better, hadn’t it? Never mind that now. Let’s just get there first. Take the torch again.”

He tore at the brambles with his bare hands. He was covered in scratches from head to foot, and his levis were torn. She was probably no better off; and she had the raincoat, too, to impede her. He forced his way into it, leaning against the tangled bushes and pushing with his legs, his chest, his arms. He heard her gasp; he’d let a branch go too soon and it had swung back at her – go carefully, he thought. Don’t be stupid about it. Just get through this bit and you’re there. He wished they’d thought to bring a hatchet with them. His foot caught on a thick root and he fell forward, but the mass of bushes held him up. It was like the ram caught in the thicket: he couldn’t move, his clothes and his flesh were snagged at so many points that the more he tried to push forward the more securely he was caught. Elizabeth was in the same state. They struggled furiously, gaining hardly an inch at a time. His whole body was itching madly as the cuts and scratches inflamed his skin. As he’d fallen forward a hanging strand of bramble had torn at his cheek; he hadn’t noticed it as he struggled, but when he was standing up again he felt the blood run warmly down his face, and the cut began to sting.

He thought seriously that they weren’t going to get to the well in time. It couldn’t have been more than seven or eight yards away, but it might have been seven or eight miles for all the progress they were making. He felt sick and bitter with frustration, and a rush of senseless anger overcame him. He tore savagely at the tough brambles and shook the bushes from side to side like a madman, grunting and moaning under his breath.

He had a sense of complete unreality for a moment then; it was just as if he’d left his body, forced out of it by the pressure of anger, and was watching himself coldly from a distance.

He saw a low-hanging branch in front, and his attention focussed on it. It was like two separate planes swimming together and coalescing: and then he had an idea, and seized the branch and drew himself up. He swung forward as far as he could, pushing his feet out in front, and then let go and pitched forward on to his face. A stiff bush received the weight of his body; the branches were brittle and the leaves smooth and cool; it felt like elder. He fought his way upright again and struggled out of it, and his feet found a patch of clear ground, covered in leaves and mud but free of roots and brambles. He turned around and looked for Elizabeth.

The gleam of the torch was stationary.

“Liz! Are you all right?”

“I can’t go any further, Matthew; I’m sorry, I can’t – I can’t move. I’m exhausted.”

“I’m nearly there, Liz. It’s clearer here – can you just get over that patch in front?”

“I don’t think I can. I’m sorry. Don’t wait; I’ll stand here and hold the torch.”

He hesitated. He didn’t like it, but there was no choice in the matter.

“All right… I’ll go on then… stay there.”

He turned back. The light of the torch was obstructed and broken by the thick vegetation. He could only see one corner of the well from where he stood; the rest was tangled shadows. The silence, apart from the drip of water off the leaves, was profound.

No sense in waiting… He pushed forward again. It was so much easier here that he thought the Canon must have cleared the ground. He smelt ash, too, charred wood and dead fires, under the persistent moist bitterness of leaves, and supposed that he had burnt some of it away.

He felt his way through the branches, stumbling in his haste. The torch was too far behind him, and more of a distraction than a use, but it gave Elizabeth something to do.

He heard something move on the other side of the well, and froze. The torch wavered; shadows swung this way and that, and he saw nothing… The noise stopped abruptly.

It was only nine or ten feet away. Whoever or whatever it was was hidden. He moved straight towards it, his heart in his mouth. In a few strides he was at the well.

Standing on the other side of it was Canon Cole, a spade in his hand.

Matthew stood still. Whether Elizabeth could see her father, he didn’t know. The torch was steady.

The two of them watched each other for a moment. The Canon’s expression was hard to read; he was in the grip of a powerful emotion, but what it was, Matthew couldn’t tell.

“Who’s that?” the Canon asked him suddenly, jerking his hand towards the torch. His voice, beautiful still, was taut; an edge of panic showed under it.

“Elizabeth,” said Matthew.

“Her as well, eh… You two get everywhere, don’t you. Where is he now?”

“Who?”

“The other one, your brother, if he is your brother… you turn up like lice, you two, under every stone in the world. Where is he, I said?”

“How the hell should I know? I didn’t know he was here.”

Elizabeth called out: “Matthew, what is it?”

“Stay there, Liz. Your father’s here; I think he’s gone mad.”

He said it to provoke the priest, and succeeded. Such a spasm of irritation was shaking him that he would gladly have grappled with the man hand to hand and forced him to the ground.

As soon as he’d spoken, the Canon smashed the spade down on the coping of the well. It clanged loudly, and a chip of stone was dislodged and fell into the water below.

“l don’t know what you’ve come here for, but you’d better clear off – now. I’m warning you, don’t interfere. I won’t stand for it.”

“You’re not in your right mind, are you, Canon.” Matthew’s voice was shaking. “I don’t blame you; I’m not either, and I’m in no mood to be told to clear off. If you want to fight me, come and do so, but if you don’t, let me get at the well. Stand back out of the way, and put that spade down.”

The priest looked fixedly at him; Matthew thought he saw the man’s eyes expand and glow in the darkness. Whatever was possessing him had gone beyond emotion; something more elemental than that was at work.

It entered Matthew too, and shook him violently. The two of them, their wills locked like bulls’ horns, faced each other silently.

Then the Canon swung the spade at him. The movement was swift and powerful, but he had to brace himself to take the weight of it, and Matthew saw what was coming and ducked. The well was only four feet wide: the spade whistled over his head. Elizabeth cried out in fear.

Matthew straightened up swiftly and put his foot on the slippery stonework to leap over. His flesh would burn up and die with its own intensity if he didn’t get his hands on the Canon straight away.

The priest was off balance, and Matthew cannoned into him and knocked him over. They struggled like tigers. The Canon was lean and wiry and mad with fury, but Matthew was younger and madder, and had fallen on top of him. He got his hands around the other’s throat and shook him like a rat for a moment; but then the priest somehow got his nails into the wound in Matthew’s arm and tore violently at it.

Matthew felt his head swim with the pain, and his grip slackened and he fell dizzily sideways. Immediately the Canon twisted over on top of him and battered at his face. Dimly Matthew heard Elizabeth shouting and struggling through the bushes…

He brought his knee up sharply up behind the priest and knocked him off balance; but he recovered immediately. Matthew seized his wrists, and they swayed to and fro until Matthew twisted sideways and pulled the other down with him.

They wrestled savagely in the darkness. They were completely silent, apart from the thud of blows and their breath as they gasped for air. Elizabeth, fighting her way through the undergrowth, made more noise than either of them. The light of the torch flashed this way and that as she tried simultaneously to follow what was happening and see her way forward.

The priest got his hand under Matthew’s chin and pushed sharply backwards. Matthew’s neck tensed and he felt a sickening tug at the muscles of his throat, and went limp for a second, trying to breathe. Canon Cole sensed his advantage and shoved with all his might, suddenly, on Matthew’s chest, and Matthew fell backwards.

His head crashed against the well – where the well should be, but it was softer, somehow, and yielded a little. He was more surprised than stunned by it, and managed to turn aside as the Canon came for him.

He seized a wrist, and dragged the priest violently sideways, pulling him round and off balance, and drove his fists into the man’s face. He heard Elizabeth cry out, and stopped for a moment; the Canon was shaking his head dizzily, but then he came at him again, pinning his arms to his sides. The two of them stood swaying. Matthew strove to get his arms free, and after a moment or so managed to turn sideways and thrust one arm upwards, getting it round the priest’s neck and hauling him down.

Elizabeth got free of the bushes and rushed towards them, crying at them to stop. He didn’t hear her.

“Oh, you may as well,” came a voice from behind him.

Alan’s!

He let go, and swung round, dazed. His brother was sitting on the edge of the well, rubbing his leg. That’s what I hit, he thought stupidly… Alan looked at the pair of them contemptuously.

Elizabeth stood there, on the verge of tears, the torch trembling in her hand. The priest was holding his waist, panting hoarsely. Matthew looked from one to the other of them; he could hardly tell which was which. All his rage was gone, and all that filled the vacuum it left was a huge, dull sense of enigma and mystery.

“I thought I’d have to do that, earlier on,” Alan said to him. “I’d have made a better job of it.”

“What are you doing here’?” said Elizabeth.

“What’s anyone doing here but wasting time? D’you think you’ll get to the truth of it by squalling like a school boy?” he said to the priest.

Canon Cole would have sprung at him if first Matthew and then Elizabeth hadn’t got in the way. He looked at her sadly.

“Elizabeth,” he muttered; “my darling, my darling, you shouldn’t have been here… it isn’t a woman’s place…”

“To hell with you and your sexuality!” She spat the words out, shaking Matthew with the force of it. “Why aren’t you beyond sex? They are! But you – you’re stuck in it like a fly! Get out of it before it kills you, before it kills all of us.”

Tears started to her eyes, and she turned her back abruptly. The Canon said nothing, but put his hand to his head as if it hurt him.

Matthew turned to Alan.

“What are you doing here, anyway? No, that doesn’t matter, I suppose; Liz, what’s the time?”

“That doesn’t matter either,” said Alan. “Truth is truth. Ask it, go on, if you know how to. If you want to. A few minutes won’t make any difference. It won’t make any difference what you ask, either. Truth is only truth, isn’t it, Canon?”

“Then it won’t make any difference if I ask or not,” said Matthew. “Or maybe it will… but if it’s only a game, at least I can see that it is. He –” he jerked his thumb at the priest, who looked up suspiciously – “he can’t; he’s stuck in it. Just like a fly. Liz – is out of it. She’s not playing. And you – what about you, eh?”

“Too many metaphors. Speak plainly, Matthew. If you don’t want to ask, does that mean you don’t want to know?”

“What do you think?”

“All right, then. Would you risk your life to find it?”

“I think I’d give it, freely… Yes, of course I would. Do you think I’d back out? I couldn’t, could I? All right then, what’s the risk?”

“Down there… can you swim?”

Matthew nodded.

“Not that it matters very much. What do you think Canon? Shall we send him down?”

The priest came forward a step.

“Why ask me? It seems to me you’ve got the whole thing sewn up between you. It doesn’t matter who goes down, does it. But since you ask – all right. I don’t mind. But hadn’t it better wait? Till morning, at least?”

“No!” cried Matthew. “I don’t know what it is, but it’s waited for long enough, and so have I. I’m sick to my soul of it. Tell me what to do, and I’ll do it.”

“No, no, no!” Elizabeth cried. “You’re no better than children, all three of you. You’re all playing games, like it or not but that’s the truth – all this talk about the well, about going down there and risking your stupid lives and can you swim – do you think you’ll find anything down there but cold water? And do you think that’ll make any difference? You’re playing like children, and it makes me weep… oh, the waste of it! The sheer stupid bloody waste of time and strength and will and everything you have, everything you glory in, everything you could be and would be if you didn’t shut your eyes and then clamp your hands across them and agree that the first rule in the game was ‘pretend to be blind’. What in God’s name have you got eyes for, or brains or sense? Can’t you look at the facts instead of calling them contemptible and agreeing to ignore them?”

She stopped, and pushed her hair out of her eyes, and looked at them all in turn.

“Well, if you can’t, I’m going to tell you now what the truth of this little game of fighting and exploring is. And then you won’t be able to say you didn’t know, you cowards… My father’s afraid of the world. He likes to think it’s stronger than he is, and that gives him the feeling that he needn’t try all that hard to deal with it, because it’s bound to win in the end, and no-one will blame him for failing, in that case. But that degrades him just a bit too much and he has to have another system to balance it, like an insurance broker, just in case by some freak he does win. So he invents one, and says that he’s really and truly a piece of the true God lost in the world and trying to get back home, and that nothing in the world is worth having because it’s all alien to him. And the truth of that, as I said, is that he’s afraid of it. That’s the fundamental thing about him, not his knowledge or his system…

“You, Alan: you hate it as much as he does, and you used to impress me more than he did because I thought there was something more intelligent behind it than just fear – oh, God knows, I had the same feelings myself: that’s why I know what you’re all talking about – but you’re wrong, you’re hopelessly wrong! Because Alan, you try and lock the world out, and you can’t because you’re as much the world as a tree is. You try and make yourself greater than the world: well, good, as long as you do it in the right way. I don’t mean the moral way or the convenient way, I mean the way that gets results. And the only result of all your efforts is that you become a freak like the world’s most highly developed man… all will and nothing, nothing, to turn it to! Your only aim is to get this shoddy little party of yours into Parliament, and that’s only a cheating cowardly aim, a deliberately shocking aim, a graffiti-on-the-wall clever-clever Dada aim; and so the fundamental thing about you is that all your will’s just a cover-up, it’s a blind, and underneath it, Alan, you’re passive: you’ve got no will at all, because you’ve got no vision!”

“That’s not true!” Matthew shouted – she whirled around to face him.

“And now the truth about you,” she said; her anger was so intense that involuntarily he took a step backwards. “And that is that you’ve got everyone’s vision except your own. My father’s, your uncle’s, what passes for Alan’s – they all possess you, they all come on you like soldiers sacking a town, they find you and rape you like a girl and you’re dazed by it, you’re stunned, but underneath, it fascinates you and hypnotises you, doesn’t it, the speed and the brutality and the change of it… they’re so powerful and so swift, these visions that rape you, aren’t they? And don’t they go to adventurous places when they leave, and wouldn’t you like to go with them! But this one’s handsome, and that one’s gentle and kind, and a third one’s strong and gay, and you can’t make up your mind which one to leave with… One day it’s will, the next day it’s knowledge, the next day it’s morality or love or sublimity that you talk about; whenever you say something I can tell who it was you saw last… And that’s the deadliest truth about you, Matthew Cortez, which is that you live a life of words and heady thoughts and dreams about what might be and what could be and what would be if, and what do you do? Nothing, nothing, nothing, and you’re life’s slipping out of your fingers already because you’re not a boy any more and by the time tonight’s up you’d better have found something, Matthew, you’d better have started doing something, or else it’ll be too late ever to begin.”

Her shoulders were drooping, and the torch in her hand pointed to the ground. No-one said a word, and then she straightened up and went on:

“And now you’ve found something that you all think is worth doing something about, do you come together and discuss it rationally and examine it? No, no, you fight over it like dogs; and you don’t even know what it is, apart from being a well, but a well’s not enough, is it, it’s got to be something else, a symbol or a Holy Grail or something else that’s not real – anything, anything, to save you from seeing the miserable truth of it, anything as long as it’s not real – not real – anything as long as your eyes are still safely shut and your hands are still safely over them and your feet are still safely rooted in the mud and you’re pitiable, contemptible; and what is it that’s causing all the fuss? What’s this futile thing? It’s a well, that’s all. lt’s a hole in the ground.”

She was nearly in tears, and too exhausted to stand up any longer. She moved to the well and sat on the edge with her back to Alan. Matthew was shaken with the truth of what she’d said; it stung him like a viper, and he remembered that intuition of his on the lake, that she was the well, that truth came out of her. Was that it, then?

No; there were more sides to it than that, and he knew there were, and knew hers wasn’t the only truth. He looked at Canon Cole, who stood a little way off, shivering, and at Alan, who looked back at him steadily.

“That was a good speech,” said Alan, and then turned to her. “I’m sorry to spoil it. But nothing that you said matters, Elizabeth. You’ve got it wrong. Metaphors again… you people revel in them. Games, was it? Very well, we’re playing a game; and if you wake up in the world with half a dozen cards in your hand, and you learn that the only way out of it is to win with them, do you not sit down and play as well as you can? We’re playing seriously because our aim is to leave the game altogether, and you can’t leave if you lose. And we shut our eyes because with your eyes shut you can concentrate, Elizabeth, and think more clearly about what cards to play… It’s your own metaphor. And then the well, as you call it. It’s not a well, in fact; your father knows what it is. He’s crazier than I am. Let him tell you.”

She looked up wearily at her father. Matthew saw him stir uncomfortably, and come forward a step. When he spoke, his voice was abstracted and subdued.

“It’s not a well, darling. It’s – I think it’s the entrance to a temple; umm – in Roman times they used to build temples to Mithra underground, you know; I admit I was misled… it looks very like a well… but whether it’s – caved in, or what, I don’t know, and it was partly to find out that I came tonight. I – I was upset. Matthew – I do apologise. I hope you’ll… forgive me…I – I lost control of myself.”

Matthew impulsively wanted to embrace the man and beg his forgiveness, too. He held back, because the truth of her description of him still rankled: this was just the latest feeling to sweep him up… but he smiled at the Canon, as warmly as he could, and then turned back to Alan.

“Since it’s all coming out, we’d better clear something else up. These murders, that’s what I mean. That’s what I came here for… Tell me the truth, Alan: are you – did you do them?”

Alan said nothing.

“Did you?”

His brother turned away; the silence lengthened.

Elizabeth said “Alan –”; her voice shook.

“Hush,” said Matthew.

He took Alan’s arm and they walked a little distance away. Alan came almost meekly.

Matthew said in an undertone “Was that what you meant when you said that your path was twisted?”

Alan looked at him. In the darkness his expression was hard to fathom. Still he said nothing.

“Alan, is the closest we’ve come –” Matthew felt like weeping suddenly; he checked the violence of it and said awkwardly “was that the closest we’ve come, then, when I had my headaches? Was it you causing them?”

“I was calling you,” said Alan.

“As you were –”

“As I felt it, yes.”

“But why? Why me?”

“Because I loved you,” said Alan.

Matthew was dumbfounded. “I don’t understand – it’s – oh, Alan, it’s beyond me altogether. But what happens now? Is it finished? Will it happen again?”

“No. That’s the end of it.”

Matthew took a deep breath.

“Ah well. God forgive us all…”

He went back to the well; after a few seconds Alan followed. Matthew was conscious of the question burning on the lips of the other two; he felt unbearably oppressed. He looked at them both, and laughed harshly.

“Well, it wasn’t Alan,” he said. “So that’s clear, anyway.”

“But who, then? Who was it?” said Canon Cole.

“Someone he knows. But it’s all finished.”

He heard Alan catch his breath; it sounded like a sigh. He went on hastily to the Canon:

“And what’s down there? Is it true, what Alan told me? It’s not what you said.”

The Canon looked unhappily at them both, and said “It works, whatever it is. Look at us now.”

Matthew nodded. It was heavy, this new knowledge of his; it hung round his neck like a stone. He turned to Elizabeth.

“What’s the time, Liz?”

“Half past twelve. There you are; you’ve had your eclipse.”

He sighed.

“That’s it, then… Okay, I’m going to try. If there’s anything at all worth seeing or finding out anywhere, there’s no point in waiting till morning for it…”

“Oh, don’t, Matthew, please!” Elizabeth turned to him quickly; “please don’t. You’re just doing what they want – I don’t know why they do, but let them go if they want to – it’s not your problem!”

“Of course it is. This is me, now, I’m beginning at last. Don`t get it confused. Now then, Canon, tell me what to look for. What’s down there?”

“I don’t know at all. Not at all; but look, look inside: can you see these steps, here, cut in the rock?”

Alan moved sideways to let them look. Matthew saw in the light of the torch, which Elizabeth handed resignedly to her father, a series of shallow indentations in the shaft, little more than holds for his hands and feet. The rock streamed with water; the steps were slippery and overgrown with algae, but he thought he could climb down. As he leant over, he heard the sound of water rushing swiftly somewhere down below. The bottom of the well was out of sight.

“Why isn`t the water level as high as it is in the lake?” he asked.

“Go and find out,” said Alan.

“Why the hell don’t you go?” Elizabeth burst out.

“That’s just what I mean. You’re passive, you’re weak all the way through. Go yourself, you coward!”

“I’ve been,” he replied.

They all stared at him, astonished.

“What – when? What’s down there? What is it?” said the Canon.

“You can go later on, if you want to. Matthew’s going now,” he said. “Have you got another torch? No? Take this one, then.” He produced a flat pocket torch and handed it to Matthew. “I’ll hold the big one here to light you down, and when you get to the ledge at the bottom you can use that. It’s waterproof. Test your balance as you go; the steps are very slippery.”

Matthew put the torch in his shirt pocket. Nothing to do but go, now… He sat on the edge and turned half round, putting his weight on his hands on the crumbling stone coping, while his feet felt for the first step. It was wider than it had looked, and felt safe enough.

He paused. He could think of nothing at all to say; Elizabeth was crying, her shoulders slumped in utter exhaustion, and she looked so pitiable that he almost gave up.

No, he thought. Get on, get on… His mind cleared, and a powerful tense peace possessed him as he began to descend.

He lowered himself carefully from one step to the next, holding on with his wounded arm and feeling downwards with the other for the one below. He held himself away from the side; his feet found the steps easily enough, and after he had gone a little way the ease of the descent began to exhilarate him. He was alone, at last, and doing something.

After he’d counted twenty-four steps he lost count. His arm was aching severely; he could not hold himself steady with it for more than a couple of seconds. The light of the torch was dim, now, and most of the shaft in shadow. There was no odour of stagnation, but a curiously fresh, clean smell. The sound of the water was much louder; it was like an underground river, and he could not be very far above it now. So where was this ledge?

And then he fell.

His feet and hands lost their grip all at once, as suddenly as if he’d been pushed. It happened so swiftly that he had hardly realised it before he hit the water.

The shock of it nearly drove the air out of his lungs. He plunged under the surface and was immediately conscious of swift violent movement, to the right, he thought, away from the lake.

The next seconds were a chaos of whirling tumbling pressures and blows and a freezing maddening cold and above all the shouting raging screaming intolerable need to breathe.

His head broke surface; he gulped and gasped and bit at the air, swallowing it, ramming it into himself. Then the struggle for buoyancy and the urge to halt, stop, be still if he possibly could: several times he was swept into projecting rocks and then away before he could grab them. And the darkness was absolute and he had no way of telling whether a sudden dip in the roof might stun him and force him under again and drown him… He felt panic sweep up his chest, into his throat, and he forced himself to go with the current, trusting it, giving himself to it.

After what felt like hours but was only a minute his feet struck a rock in the river-bed, and then another and another and he was stumbling like a drunkard over them, still moving with the current and holding his hands out like a sleep walker to fend off low-hanging rocks.

The river had broadened suddenly; he could hear the noise of it sounding in a much larger space, echoing and resounding where before it had only rushed and splashed. It was shallower, and the current less strong in any one spot, so he could brace himself against it on the rocks of the bed.

He did so, and managed to halt at last, and stood for a moment balancing against the stream; it came up to his waist, that was all, but not all the rocks were as high as the one he was on. He listened carefully to get his bearings.

He guessed he was nearer the right-hand side than the left, and swung away, pushing towards the right. His legs crashed against the rocks, but he struggled upright again, and it was only a few feet away and he found it and hauled himself out, and on to a dry rock, triumphant.

Now what?

The torch; little hope that it would still work. He fumbled in his dripping clothes to get it out, and switched it on; miraculously, it lit up immediately.

The light was uneven, varying uncertainly from dimness to brightness, but it was as good as sunlight. He felt a part of his mind glow and expand in gratitude. He looked around, and caught his breath with astonishment.

He was in Canon Cole’s temple.

It was a wide, regular chamber. The floor was quite even. The river ran through the middle of it, and out at the far side over a wide shelf of rock. It looked like a waterfall; spray drifted upwards in the darkness beyond it, and a distant muffled booming seemed to indicate that it fell a long way.

But the chamber was decorated… It was rectangular, and bore the ancient marks of picks and chisels on its walls. Running all around it there was a frieze in ochre and red depicting men or angels worshipping and lighting. It was faded, and parts of it had peeled off while other parts were streaked and covered in dripping moisture, but there was clearly visible in it a gay, throbbing rhythm. It looked like a frozen dance, a ring-dance all around him. The flickering dim light of the torch gave it the illusion of movement; it would be even more apparent to the men who built it and to the worshippers, who had only naked flames to see by.

The dance was interrupted at one point. Directly in front of him as he stood with his back to the river was a panel on the wall, in mosaic, showing a huge round sun, ornamented at its edge with decorative rays in blue and red. The body of the sun was a light yellow, but parts of the mosaic had fallen away, leaving irregular black patches on it.

He stepped closer to look at it. He saw as he came near it that the black marks were not accidental, after all; black stones were set into the background, as carefully as the yellow, to form them.

What could they mean? Sunspots, he supposed. He shrugged involuntarily.

He looked around. The chamber was utterly still and cold. And there was no way out. The only gaps in the walls were the entrance and exit of the river… no, surely not! There must be another way out!

He examined the walls on his side of the river, looking for a gap, a concealed corner, a hidden stairway, anything. There was nothing at all; the walls were solid and bare. He tapped the mosaic panel, hammered his fists against it, to see if it contained any hidden machinery or secret panels that would swing open to show him the way out; and, naturally, there was nothing there either. Behind the mosaic was solid rock.

Across the river, in the other part of the chamber, there might be something… there must be something. He knelt on the rock that projected into the stream, and leant forward and shone the torch carefully on to every inch of it, into the corners where the walls met the roof, over the roof itself… Nothing.

The river, then, the river, quickly – what about that?

He scrambled off the rock, and went up close to the gap in the wall where it entered. It was a wide, regular archway, about eighteen feet across, and about four feet above the water at its highest point. He leant outwards, and shone the torch up inside it. He could see nothing but the broken, whirling surface of the water, and not much of it, at that; but it filled the tunnel from side to side, and there was no ledge or pathway. The roof of the tunnel came down in places to within a foot of the water.

He ran to the other end, where it left the chamber. The river fell into complete emptiness. The shaft or cavern, whatever it was, was so huge that the torch made no impression on the darkness of it. The spray rose thinly upwards, catching the feeble light. Matthew felt dizzy, and turned away. There was no way out.

It took a moment or two to sink in. And as soon as it had done, he had to fight against the urge to lie down and give in; but then slowly, as if »a mist was clearing in his head, he saw the edge of something tantalising, and knew he was nearly there… what was it? He was on the edge of realizing something: come on, come on, he said to himself excitedly, let me see what it is, let me see… It was something huge and paradoxical. He couldn’t get it in focus. It was something about the nature of the world.

At the very heart of it was the consciousness of his position now, trapped in a cave far below the surface of the earth, with the only entrance blocked – how could the first worshippers get in and out, then? How had Alan managed? His heart leapt for joy, and then he thought: obviously it was drier then. It’s been raining for weeks – this must be an overflow channel from the lake – and the source of that current! – until it stops, I’m stuck here –

Again came the flutter of panic in his breast, but it sub sided: something else was clearer as a result, another part of the realisation… It was like waking up and remembering a dream. A fierce cold joy possessed him, and he sat down on the stone floor and turned off the torch, in order to see it more clearly.

It was a compound of knowledge, joy, consciousness, and will, and it was burning on its own, now, burning steadily inside him. A feeling of claustrophobia, of the pressure of the earth above him, swept through his mind for a moment, but he dismissed it: it was irrelevant. There was something more important here. He urged himself forward at it – the feeling was almost sexual, the leading-up to orgasm. It was burning and simultaneously pulling him for ward, to a greater blaze, but not fast enough for him; he strained with it, sweating, his hands to his head.

He realised that now, trapped in a cave and probably doomed to die, he was more exultant than he had ever been in his life. He could have danced and sung for joy: but there was still a little further to go. And was that absurd? No, not at all; it was part of the meaning.

In a way, he saw, it was evil. Evil, ignorance, stupidity. Darkness. Death; with exultation at its heart. The nature of it all was paradoxical; the nature of everything was double edged.

Darkness had this blaze of exultation at the centre of it. The blazing sun had sunspots –

That was clearer, that was closer to it. Sunspots: he remembered that though they looked dark against the sun, in fact they were brighter, far brighter than anything on earth. It was only a difference in temperature that made them appear dark.

Morality was a description of the difference, a law for defining and not for commanding; like a scientific law, the law of gravity, the laws of thermodynamics.

He got up and paced the floor in his excitement.

That was absolute. Everything was converging. And there was nothing of human life in this chamber: this was as free as the space beyond the stars. He was at home here, with the cold silent dance in the darkness and the invisible sun, and the image of it and the joy of it were imprinted on his mind and on the cells of his body just as the image of its nesting-place was imprinted on the soul of a bird.

Yes! Of course birds had souls. Everything was conscious: consciousness was more fundamental than matter, and consciousness was will, and will was joy, and joy was knowledge…

Everything he had said or done in the past had tended towards this. He had been right, instinctively right, all along. He’d said it and done it without wholly knowing why: but now he knew, he saw it all at once, and he felt his heart melting with gratitude that he’d been so lucky. Luck was branded on him, like Alan’s objective values. Was it luck, though, that led him here to this cell in the rock? Of course it was, and he was lucky still.

He wasn’t the murderer. Alan was; and that was over. But his false guilt had shown him in the only way possible that he was a part of the world.

He wasn’t a gnostic. Canon Cole’s philosophy had made such a profound impression on him because the priest himself believed it so passionately: but Harry’s view of the world had always been there as a counter-balance, and, poised between them, he could not see the truth in anything. Both views could not be true simultaneously, he had thought; there was no way they could possibly coalesce. And yet there was, in this sunlike paradox, this clear inscrutable fact at the heart of things, and in the starry joy he felt. The joy was the paradox, and the paradox, no less, was the joy. Things existed; that was it, that was all that could be said: things existed.

He lay back calmly, and thought of his dream of Alan and the little girl. He was laughing with happiness, like a baby. Then he thought:

I am at the source of things now, and whatever I do will be imprinted on me for ever – the first thing I do now will be my deepest instinct and my firmest habit from now until I die. And I and the world are one and the same thing, so I can set up the same patterns in the world as I do in myself. I can create my own fate, I can generate my own luck, because the world is with me and not against me and because if I help myself, the world cannot help but do the same. I am the future; I am beginning now…

He was suddenly conscious of Alan. Telepathy: it was as clear as a bell, the impression of his brother’s presence. Alan had known what would happen. He had the sudden, unarguable knowledge that it was only yesterday that Alan had been down here. So: there was a way of leaving, something he’d overlooked and he’d only been looking at the cave, after all: not at himself! It was some faculty of his, then, that held the key!

It was solid: he knew it for certain. He’d find it. He saw Alan’s face for a second, clearly. His brother was smiling at him.

He stood up slowly, and began to think.
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