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An introduction by Keith Brooke

| can trace my own witing career back to a tine as a boy when | first
read the works of John Christopher. The details nmay have becone fuzzy

over
the course of the years, but the feelings inspired in ne when |I read
t he
Tripods trilogy are still vivid: to use the hackneyed phrase, it was
t he
sheer sense of wonder of Christopher's dystopian future which nmade such
a
huge i mpression. The future was going to be different in ways both
f oreseeabl e and surprising, and yet people very like me may be there to
tackl e the challenges |ife presented. The books gripped ne fromthe
outset, and have never really let go.
I went on fromthe Tripods to read the usual young adult fare --
Hei nl ei n,

Asinov et al-- and eventually to start scribbling down my own ideas for
how t hi ngs ni ght be.

Chri stopher set the standard with his young adult fiction (a standard
still aspire towards when | wite for that age group), and naturally
enough his fine oeuvre of adult fiction has sonetines been

over shadowed.

but

i nst al

of

but

I"mdelighted to be able to include this novelette in infinity plus,

even nore pleased that 2000/2001 sees sonething of a John Christopher

revival. The Decenber issue of Spectrum SF included the first

nent

of a brand new novel, Bad Dream And in 2001 W/ dside's Cosnps inprint
will reissue several earlier novels and a collection of short fiction

which will include "A Journey South"

| hope the story included here will inspire you to go on and find nore

Chri st opher's work.

A Journey South

a novel ette by John Chri st opher

I

In the early evening she seemed better. She could not eat anything, but
she said she would have a drink with him He brought the glasses to her
bedsi de and they tal ked. Not about anything inportant; there had been a
I ot of things he had thought of saying while she lay in drugged sleep

they did not matter now All that mattered was the two of them

t oget her,

nont h

t he

continuing a dialogue of nore than twenty years. They tal ked of the

they had spent the previous sunmer in the Orkneys, tranping through
deserted bird-haunted islands. He escaped fromthe present into that
fragment of their past and al nost said "W nust do it again," before
renmenberi ng.

VWen pain once nore whitened her face he gave her a shot, and went to

next roomto call Ginond. Flickering lights within the sphere

coal esced



into a face. Ginond said:
"Mke... How is she?"
Starnmer told him Ginmond nodded, and his figure receded and distorted

as

he crossed the roomto his diagnostic console. Starner watched him
check

the dials which, over a distance of nearly fifty nmiles, recorded the
dat a

of her failing body -- tenperature, respiration, pulse rate, blood
count

and the rest -- summed up and anal yzed them Back in close-up, Ginond

sai d:

"I'I'l come over."

"How | ong?"

"Be with you in half an hour."

Impatiently Starner said: "Katherine. How | ong does she have?"

"A few hours. It could be less."

"Don't cone."

"But..."

"I's there anything you can do for her that | can't?"

"No. But you should have soneone with you,."'

"I don't think so. And she'd know why."

"I can think up a reason."

"Not hi ng that would fool her. Thank you, John. It's late. Get sone
sl eep. "

From her bed, she asked: "Was that John?" Starner nodded. "What does he

say?"

"The sane as al ways. W nust be patient.”

"You have been."

Their hands joined. The wasting was | east apparent there: her fingers
had

al ways been thin. But they had al so been strong, deft, lively, and now

were barely capable of answering his gentle pressure. He saw her nouth

twitch, and said:

"Il give you another shot."

"No. It's all right. But..."

"What ?"

Her grey eyes, so big in the shrunken face, engaged his.

"I"'d like you to send for Martin."

"What do you want himfor?"

She said, with an effort: "I want him"

"Perhaps in the norning."

The shake of her head seened a visible draining of strength.

"Now. Pl ease, darling. Now. "

Martin wore his Counsellor's dress of crinson tunic and bl ack cl oak

Starner resented that though realizing it nade no difference: his
presence

proclaimed his office. After a single | ook at Katherine, he wasted no
tine

but nmoved into the ritual. The words were spoken, the responses nade,
and

then it was tine for the telling. Starner wondered if he should | eave,
but

neither said anything and he could not bear to go. She spoke in a | ow

voi ce, counting beads of nenory: nanes of people, places that had nmade
up

but

the warp and weft of her life. The ones he recogni zed were bad enough



of

her,

Verse,

woul d

bri ef

it was worse hearing those others in which he had had no part. So much

her life he had not shared, and now never coul d.

Then the reconciliation. Listening out of a fog of msery, Starner
acknow edged Martin did it well.

"Before the beginning of years

There canme to the maki ng of man

Time with a gift of tears,

Gief with a glass that ran.

Pl easure with pain for |eaven

Summer with flowers that fell..."

She listened with cl osed eyes. Perhaps the words did work nagic for

some ki nd of hope or healing.
"To every thing there is a season
and a time to every purpose under the heaven
Atime to be born, and a tine to die."
There was no magic for Starmer. He thought of another scrap of old

and wanted to shout it:

"Do not go gentle... rage, rage against the dying of the light..."
But that was not in the ritual. The last duty of a Counsellor was the
bri ngi ng of peace, acceptance, resignation. He forced hinself to keep
silence. This had to be endured because she had required it. Soon it

be over, and they would be together again, and alone, if only for a

time. And every second of that time was worth a day, a year, of the
stunted life that waited for him so near and so unwanted.

Then in md passage Martin checked. Starmer saw her gaze was fi xed.
"Rest in peace, sister," Mrtin said.

"Don't be a fool!" Starmer said. "She's not dead."

Martin made the farewell gesture. He said gently:

"She's dead, M chael ."

He saw it was true. He had always prided hinself on a stoica

accept ance

at

are

of realities, and knew he nust accept this too. The overwhel m ng
bitterness lay in being cheated of that little time together, those
m nutes he had counted on. He said:

"At the end.. .she was |ooking at you, not ne."

"Cl ose her eyes," Martin said.

Her flesh was warmto his fingers. Wien he had done it he | ooked down

her in silence. Mrtin said:

"Go to bed. A pill -- tw. Three maybe. Leave everything to ne."

"No." Wth an effort, he | ooked at the Counsellor. "You can go now. "
"It's finished," Martin said. "There's a body there, that's all. There

necessary things to do, and |I'm accustoned to them?"
"I"ll see to it. Everything."
"I't's not usual. O wise."

"Leave us."

Martin shrugged. "If you wish. |I'Il return in the norning."
"No. | don't want you. O anyone."

"Your neighbours will want to cone."

"No-one. Tell them no-one."

"Her friends have a right to nourn her."

"I'"'mnot stopping them"

"I'n conpany; with you. Gief needs expression, and is best shared. That
has al ways been understood. And there's a grave to be dug."



"Il digit."

"It is the custom.."

"Custons are not |aws. Are they?"

"No. But you need help."

“I'"ll be judge of that."

Martin shrugged. "I'Il arrange to have a digger sent."

"Not necessary."

"There nust be a burial, you know That is the law. Burial or
i nci neration."

"I'"1l bury her."

"Wthout a digger?"

"Yes."

"That, won't be easy. You're not a young man."

“"I"l1l dig the grave,"” Starner said. "And to the regul ati on depth. Leave

now.

"W nmust talk sone tinme."

"Sone tine."

"Call me if you want help."

"Yes. If I want help, 1'Il call you."

At university, when those of his year had chosen to be adninistrators,
artists, scientists, doctors, counsellors, Starmer had elected to be a
gardener. It was a minority activity, and even in that small field the
course he foll owed was not orthodox. He did not join with others in the
conmunes that created and tended the great gardens which people
travel |l ed
across seas and continents to admire; nor did he, as was usual wth
t hose
who preferred to work on their own, nove on from garden to garden
seeki ng
the countless fornms of perfection. He created a single garden, over

| ong

years.

The garden itself, neither formal nor studiedly informal, belonged to
no

recogni zed school and in various ways was defiant of all of them The

house stood on a knoll with woods behind it, and its grounds descended,
in

erratic sweeps, to the neadowed river which fed the | ower water garden

Fromthe air, generally regarded as a crucial test, the whole thing
| ooked

awkward and chaotic, not so nmuch unpl anned as badly planned. From
wi t hin

though it had a pattern which was known to him

As it had been to Katherine. He did not have to spend | ong | ooking for
t he

spot in which to bury her. There was a point, a hundred yards or so
bel ow

the house, to which the eye was drawn -- from bel ow and either side as

wel |l as from above. He took a spade and dug there.

It was hard work. He had used power tools |less than nmost, but this was

gri ndi ng nonot onous | abour. The sun stung the salt sweat on his skin,
and

then, since it was an English May, sunshine gave way to heavy cl ouds
and

driving rain. In the nddl e of the day he rested, drank beer and ate
br ead

and cheese; then dug again. It was |late afternoon when he finished. He

brought out her body, weighing so little in its silk w nding sheet, and



laid it on the sling he had rigged up over the grave. The rain had
st opped

but the day was dark, the sky thick with ragged cloud. He let go the

straps, easing her body slowy into the raw gash of earth. For a
nonent ,

as he looked at the little nound of white silk, his mind traced
remenber ed

contours.
He said: "Goodbye, ny love."
Then, del aying no | onger, he shovelled in soil. It was not so bad once

t he
| ast trace of white had gone.

The Bird glided down to fold its wings in front of the house, and
Martin

uncl i pped his harness and stepped out. Today he was in everyday dress,
a

bl ue and white tunic suit. Starmer did not go out to greet him Martin

pul l ed the rope which jangled the visitor's bell and since no sign
f or bade

entry came inside

He asked: "How are you, M chael ?"

"I"'mall right."

"You didn't call me."

" No. "

"So | thought I'd cone and see you." He was sniling; Starnmer said

not hi ng.
"I was wondering what you were planning to do."
"I'"'mnot sure yet."
"I recomrend a holiday."
"Yes."
"And preferably not a solitary one.'

Starner again made no response.

"You

need people.”

"Do 1 ?"

"Look in that mirror. Four days, and you haven't shaved. | don't think

you' ve washed, have you? Or eaten anything but scraps.”

He stayed silent. Martin said:

"Do you mind if I sit down? And pour nyself a drink?

"No, | don't mind."

"One for you?"

"For therapeutic reasons?"

Martin laughed. "If a reason's needed." He poured stiff whiskies for
bot h

of them Sipping, he said:

"Peatier than |'mused to, but I like it. How many bottl es have you got

through in those four days?"

"I haven't counted. Is it inportant?"

"No. Your one sensible reaction, in fact. But you would have done
better

to let friends drink with you."

Starnmer made a small gesture of rejection; he was still standing by the

wi ndow. Martin eased back into the chair, which flattened under him

"Barricading yourself with isolation can only make things worse. You
need

people, as | say. Trite, but true. Everyone does in bereavenent, but
you

nore than nost. | see your sphere has been di sconnected.”
"People called ne. There was nothing I wanted to say. O could say."
"Some got through to ne, as your Counsellor. | thanked them and nade



gar den

excuses for you."

"Good of you."

"She was nuch | oved."

"Yes. By nme, also."

"And you yoursel f have nmany friends who would like to help. One or two
surprised me. | didn't know you knew Leoni."

"W were at university together."

"A great man. The finest of the authenticators. H s Roman Triunph | ast
year... magnificent."

Starnmer nodded. "He's very talented."

"And, it seens, fond of you. He wants you to stay with him in Sicily.

think you should go. It will do you good."
"Il give it thought."
There was a pause before Martin said: "I couldn't help noticing the

as | flewin. You ve had a pretty good shot at destroying it."
Starner had spent nost of a day with a flane thrower, watching flowers

and
grass and trees, everywhere except in the clearing in which she was
buried, burn to ash. He said:
"I made it for her."
"Yes, | understand that. And, of course, you're entitled to do what you
like with your property. But |'ve been talking to John Ginond,
M chael ;
and | rust tell you that in his view you could be on the edge of a
col | apse, and a severe one. | think it would be a good idea to accept
Leoni's invitation."
Hi s voice was neasured. It was close to being a formal warning
Hurmani ty
was freer than ever before in history, but there were limts. Physician
and Counsellor could, by mutual agreenment, nmake an order for restraint;
and under restraint there was the possibility, as a last resort, of
chemical reorientation. And he was tired. After a pause, he said:
"In that case |I'll accept.”
"Good. Shall | nake you an airship booki ng?"
"No. I'Il bird."
"It's a long way. Over a thousand miles."
"Does it matter? I'mnot in a hurry."
Martin | ooked at himfor a nonent before giving his professional
acqui escing snile.
"No, | don't suppose it does."
[
Starner spent some hours checking and repairing his Bird. He had burnt
Kat heri ne's when he destroyed the garden, and a wi ng of his own had
been
scorched. The safety system nade the controls inoperable unless every
part
was sound; there was a way of getting round that but it would have
t aken
| onger than the repair. He worked in feverish haste. Suddenly he felt a
need to be away.
He was ready by early afternoon. He had re-connected his sphere, but
no-one had call ed. They could have forgotten about him or Martin could
have warned themoff. He put a call through to Leoni, and got a young
girl

and

who said he was out for the day; he left a message with her
After checking there was food and drink in the pouches, he clinbed in



har nessed hi nsel f. The wi ngs unfol ded and fl apped, slowy at first then

faster, their whirr drowning the subdued humof the notor. In an
eddyi ng

cloud of dust and ash the Bird headed south, down wi nd.

At a few hundred feet Starmer levelled off, throttling the w ng-beat
back

to the rhythm of steady flight. The afternoon was warm the sky clear
but

there were nare's tails on the horizon. He passed over faniliar
| andmar ks

-- the Henderson farm Ginond' s house with its weird conical tower,
t he

irregular silver line of the Thane. Oxford's spires drowsed in the
west ,

tiny under rippling haze.

He foll owed the valley between the two ranges of the Chilterns,
fl appi ng

steadily across the plain southwards to the Hanpshire Downs. There was

little traffic: only one other Bird in hailing distance, and a di stant

gli mpse of an airship chuggi ng east.

The weat her started to deteriorate, with a cloud mass noving in fast

from

the south-west. The wi nd freshened, and he increased power as he flew
into

it. He was buffeted by gusts, at times quite roughly. Additionally he
felt

the need to relieve his bladder and, though he was wearing a bottle,
decided to land. He came down in a field on the edge of a deserted town

fromthe air a pattern of rectangles just visible through the
conqueri ng

brush. It would have been a workman's town of the nineteenth or early

twentieth century, built to serve the railway, whose crunbling
enmbankment

still stretched away north and sout h.

VWhen he had stretched his legs, Starmer nmade hinself a sandwi ch and a
hot

drink. He tipped plastophage on the contai ners and wat ched as they

crunbled into dust. The cloud cover had brought early dusk; by sensible

standards it was too late for a Channel crossing. He ought to spend the

night here in his tent, or look for hospitality nearby -- he had seen a

house a couple of mles back. But nunbness and | ethargy had been

al t oget her replaced by restl essness. He got back into the Bird and
fl apped

away, over the ruins of Southanpton and a stretch of the New Forest

t hat
of fered a glinpse of deer, or maybe ponies; and so across water towards
the jagged teeth of the Needles. After that the grey white-crested sea
stretched into a darkening horizon
Rai n came, gusts sl ashing against the visor and nonentarily blinding
hi m

He knew he shoul d show navigation lights, but did not bother to switch
themon. He could not believe another Bird would be out in this

weat her ;
even the airships would have put in to their nearest havens. The rain
found chinks in his flying suit, gradually soaking him He did not

wel coned it rather.
Wthout navigation lights his instrument panel was dark. The sudden



he

was

only

t hat,

not

not

of a rearing wave, no nore than feet bel ow, shocked him Instinctively

adj usted el evators and increased power, and the Bird lifted.
He wondered about that automatic response. He had told hinself there

no point in going on living, and he knew it to be true. It was his body
that had acted, against the judgenment of the mind, intent on saving its
pointl ess self. But the function of mnd was to control body. He had

to cut the notor to drift down, wi nd tossed, to the wel conmi ng waste of
wat er .

His fingers caressed the switch, but did not pull it. He considered
abstractly. Physical cowardi ce again? He did not think so. Wether or

perfect |ove cast out fear, weariness did. There was sinply a feeling:

here, not now. It was, he knew, irrational, but his rational mnd

accepted

grass.

dried

But

it. He switched on lights and increased power, headi ng south.

More than an hour later the altineter digits changed fromblue to red,

i ndicating earth below. He cane down to a view of swishing tree tops in
his | anding beam and eventually put down in a field of |ong dank

He stripped off his flying suit and slid his wet body into the tent. It
bal | ooned above and inflated gently beneath hinm its glow ng warnth

and soot hed him
He thought about Katherine, as he had done every ni ght since she died.

tiredness was stronger than menory too; soon he slept.

In the norning the weather was still unsettled, but the w nd had

dr opped.

of

ranp

t he

He birded south-east over country that was nostly wooded, with patches

cultivated ground. Towards evening another Bird rose beneath him It
seenmed to have cone from nowhere until he saw the inconspi cuous green

emergi ng froma meadow, and realized he had been flying over a factory.
The Bird canme al ongside, matching his height and speed, and the rider
hai | ed hi m above the flapping of wi ngs. When he responded, the voice
cal | ed:

"You are English?"

"Yes."

"A long way from hone."

"That's true."

"Where do you sl eep tonight?"

"I have no plans."

"You must stay with us."

To refuse an offer of hospitality without a conpelling reason was

unt hi nkabl e. Starmer took up position on his right rear. Passing over a
broad tranquil river they dropped to a house surrounded by an orchard,

lines of trees glimrering white with blossomin the dusk. The house was
nodern, its basic beehive shape broken at irregul ar heights and

interval s

by little jutting bal conies. There were nany w ndows, all glowing with
light. The Frenchman came up as Starmer was unstrapping his harness.
"I am Jacques Prideau. And this is my wife, Madel eine, who cones to



gr eet

us."

Starnmer introduced hinself and they shook hands. Prideau was in his
early

thirties, a tall dark nan who noved restlessly. H s wfe was
sl ow movi ng,

gol den- haired, possibly a few years older. Prideau put an arm across
her

shoul ders as they went in, and she | eaned briefly against him

As in all beehives the main living area occupied the |large centra
space

under the transparent roof, with other roons in tiers around it. The

living roomhad a honmely | ook, its tidiness plainly due to constant

attention rather than fastidi ous use. One of the first things that
caught

Starner's eye was a rocking horse. He said, to Mdel ei ne:

"You have a child?"

She smled, at himbut nore at her husband. "Two. Two boys. W are --

fécond. Prolific?"

"And where are ny sons," Prideau asked, "that they do not greet ne?"

"You kept themup so late last night with the construction set that

t hey
needed little urging towards bed this evening." She explained, to
St ar ner:
"It was Pierre's birthday yesterday, his seventh."
"It is a construction set of a new kind," Prideau said. "Do you know of
it? The parts bond permanently except that the bond dissolves fromthe
application of a magnetic stylo. No good for buil ding houses, in case
an
airship flies low and its notor deconposes the walls, but excellent for

toy."

Starnmer felt uneasy, obscurely troubled. The evidence of their nutua

physi cal affection was possibly responsi bl e. Mdel eine in no way
rem nded

hi m of Kat herine, but she was a woman, Prideau's wonman. They had what
he

had | ost, and the bonus of two small boys asleep in an upper room No

di ssolving stylo threatened this house. Death's conet was still [Iight

years away, its annihilating blaze no nore than a snudge above the

hori zon. Was it their happiness that disturbed him he wondered, or
their

conpl acency?

As the evening wore on though he found hinself soothed by her slow
ease,

Prideau's livelier garrul ousness. Prideau tal ked of technical matters:
hi s

interests were wide, his enthusiasminfectious. Mdst of it was strange
to

Starmer -- his life with Katherine had been concerned w th books,
nusi c,

plants -- and he was surprised to find how nuch he under st ood.

Madel ei ne | eft them at el even, saying she needed nore sl eep than
Jacques.

She urged her husband not to keep their guest talking too |ate. Prideau

asked, perfunctorily:

"You are not tired?"

"Not a bit."

Surprisingly it was true. (And perhaps, he thought, he was glad not to
see



them go off together to the waiting bed.) He asked a question about a
techni que Prideau had been describing for tracking reindeer on their
Lapl and nigrations; and Prideau eagerly obliged. It was nearly two

before
they broke up. Starner was a little drunk by then -- Prideau, who had
been
liberally pouring cognac, apparently had an iron head -- and he slid
thankfully into the cocoon of his bed.
VWhen he awoke sunlight was strong through the canted w ndows, but it
was
not that which had wakened him He | ooked and saw the children at his
bedsi de, one of them stretching out a hand to pluck a second tinme at
hi s
shoul der.
The other carried tea on a tray. Starmer thanked themin inadequate
French, and they tal ked. The bi gger boy was Pierre, he of the seventh
bi rt hday; Antoine would be six in the autum. They had Jacques'
aqui li ne
features and Madel eine's col ouring, but were even bl onder; the younger
boy's fine hair was al nbst silvery.
Their nother had pernmitted themto bring the tea, which Englishnen
al ways
drank, because he was the first Englishman they had nmet. Was it true
t hat
in England forests were denser than those in France, with bears and
wol ves
roam ng through then?
Starner said he did not think there were wolves. Bears yes, in the New
Forest at least. It was thought they had been turned | oose from one of
t he
last of the travelling circuses. They asked what circuses were, and he
told them and about zoos. There had been a tine when people kept
ani mal s
in cages and trained themto do unnatural things. They listened with
grave
attention.
Looking at their sunlit heads, Starmer thought there could have been
bitterness in this also -- a rem nder of an ol der sadness. Originally
t hey
had hoped for children. He felt a cal mnel ancholy and t hought perhaps
it
was getting easier; then thought how rmuch Kat heri ne woul d have | oved
talking to them and it was as bad as it had ever been. He hid his pain
fromthe children in pointless talk.
Prideau insisted on Starner birding to the factory with himbefore
travelling on. It was the European plant for hand-torch production
fully
automated and controlled by half a dozen supervisors; in an energency a
singl e individual could handle everything. Prideau had a persona
wor kshop

smal |

there; he showed Starmer his tools and equi prent, displaying themwth
| ovi ng hands.

It was sonme tine before Starmer got away. He thanked Prideau for the
hospitality. Prideau shrugged.

"Qur life is quiet. It is good to have someone to talk with. Should you
conme this way again..."

"I"l1l be sure to visit you, certainly. But it's not likely."

"W will hope for it. O perhaps | will travel to England." He sml ed.
"But that also is unlikely. I do not have nuch urge to | eave ny own



corner."
"]l can understand that,"

Starnmer said.

[
Dijon was off his route, but it seenmed a good place for buying

presents.

Dereli

sone

He had heard it was a busier town than nost and this proved true.
ct
areas had been turned into parks, but the centre had dozens of shops,

quite large. He wandered there for a couple of hours and was

ext ravagant

over the presents, getting a mniature dianond | athe for Jacques, a

silk

Kashmri shawl for Madel ei ne, and for the boys a toy authenticator

programed for the battle of Austerlitz.

In the afternoon, heading east towards the Jura, his path was crossed
by

wild geese flying north to the Scandi navian sunmer. They were hi gh up,
for

a tinme darkening the sky; he fancied he could hear the beat of nyriad

wi ngs above the flapping of the Bird. Below, |azy rivers wound through

fiel ds and woodl ands.

He clinmbed to cross the first range of mountains, and stayed hi gh over
t he

| akes. Al'l cloud had vani shed; he advanced through a sky of deep bl ue

towards the splendid white barrier of the Al ps, dazzling in late
sunshi ne.

He was alone now with nothing -- neither bird nor Bird -- in sight. A
thin

thread of snoke rose froma farmhouse chimey, fixed in the still air.

Lake Geneva canme into view on his right. A tiny speck nust be the
solitary

| ake ferry the Swiss still ran. He thought of dropping down to where
t he

vines would be putting out green buds and the neadows preparing to turn

white with narcissi. They had spent a spring day there once, and nade
| ove

on a pine-sheltered spur of rock which | ooked thousands of feet up to

glistening peaks and as far down to the valley's shadowy floor. Between

Heaven and Hell, she had said; after they came out of ecstasy into

| aughter, at the sight of a champis gravely inspecting themfromthe
next

spur.

No, not there.

He reached snow at the Diablerets, tired now and not relishing the
t hought

of crossing this white desert towards the Ticino valley, where he had

i ntended to spend the night. There was a village, a cluster of chalets
and

a pai nted wooden church, on the slope that faced the glacier. He dipped

the Bird' s wings towards it

Hans said: "A man nust come to his niddle years before he truly | earns
to

count his blessings. W live in a golden age."

"I do not dispute that," Rudi said. "It is the future about which I am
concerned. |If our population continues to grow less..."

"To count his blessings," Hans repeated, "and to trust in the

provi dence



of God. Whuld you wish to return to a time when even this | and was
soil ed

by the droppings of mass-man? How long did it take to clean our | akes
of

pol I uti on?"

"But the declining birth-rate..."

"A tenporary pause. And the decline has halted."

"It has reached a pl ateau. There have been such before."

"M chael here was last night in a house with two sons under seven. Two!"

"Statistically that neans nothing. There are famlies with three
chi |l dren,

even four. But very few"

They were sitting after supper in the living roomwhich was full of
cl unmsy

confortable furniture, its walls hung with pictures of ancestors and

mountains. Fam liarity with their high peaks could never breed contenpt

the Swiss; they loved themlike nmenbers of their famly.
Hans was in his sixties, spare and red-faced with thinning white hair.

son-in-law Rudi was a fleshier man of about thirty-five, with a square
Germani ¢ face. The wonen were Rudi's wife, Hilde, and his daughter,

The not her displayed the residue of a strong beauty which the daughter
still fully enjoyed. She would be around thirty, Starmer judged.
This was the largest chalet in the village, a three-storied building

with
| ong bal conies bright with fl ower boxes, and a date, 1825, carved above
the door. Supper had been simple -- peasant's soup, cheese fondue and a
mar zi pan puddi ng -- but anple and sustaining. Now they sat round the
table, with coffee and a flask of kirsch.
"W live in a wonderful world," Hans said. "So nuch is being done, so
many
parts of the Creator's design being rescued fromextinction. The dodo
and

the passenger pigeon were |ost, but hundreds of other species have been
saved. The blue whal e roans the seas in safety.”
Rudi said: "And you see the hand of God in this?"
"What el se? Mankind was on course for perdition, taking the rest of
creation with him Now there is roomto breathe, for all nmanner of

t hi ngs.
And with the filth has gone the violence. This is the land in which
Servetus, the great pioneer of nedicine, was burnt at the stake for
heresy. Once these valleys were red with blood, spilled in God' s nane.

Now
we |ive at peace, with one another and with ourselves."
Rudi said: "Mankind is better, | agree, for being nunmbered in nillions
rather than billions. But our nunbers could becone too few "
"Be thankful ," Hans said, "and have faith. Mre coffee, M chael?"
Starnmer shook his head. "I shan't sleep if | do."
"You will, in our nountain air! Throughout the world the atnmosphere is
purer than it was, but ours is the nost pure. And a glass of kirsch
will
bal ance out the coffee. Then we will all go to bed. Rising early, we do
not stay up late." He smiled. "What others see as dull ness we count as
virtue."
They persuaded himnot to travel onwards the follow ng day. Hans was
eager

to show himtheir nmountains at closer range, and Starmer birded with



hi m
and Rudi anmong the peaks. They lunched at a café in Gindelwal d, bel ow
t he
grimnorth face of the Eiger. As at Dijon, much of the town had been
razed, though here not made into parks but turned back to pasture.
St ar mer
thought of it as it had once been, with tarnmac roads filled, bunper to
bunper, by evil-snelling vehicles. Now what roads remained were little
nore than tracks. Cows with drowsily tinkling bells grazed neadows
wher e
occasi onal irregular nounds marked the site of old buil dings.
They returned wi thout Rudi who was flying east to | ook at cattle and
woul d
spend the night away. Starmer and he shook hands before parting.
"A good journey south," Rudi said. He grinned at the older man. "Do not
let himtalk you into the ground tonight. When he finds a new audi ence

he

exploits it w thout nmercy!"

It was an accurate prophecy. After supper, Hans held the floor again.

Starnmer was content to let himtalk -- chiefly about his bel oved
country,

for hima topic of unending interest, and his famly. H's ancestors had

lived in this valley for six generations. They had been here before the

horrors of the twentieth century, and were here still. It was a good

record, under the hand of God.

A record, Starner refrained frompointing out, whose end was plainly in

view. Rudi and Maria had been narried ten years, and there were no

chil dren.

Later Hans spoke of the final throes of the overpopul ated world which
hi s

gr andf at her had described to himas a boy: a world crammed with old
peopl e

crippled by illness or denmentia; or merely by age's ordinary

i ncapacities.
H s grandfat her had been able to renmenber the passing of the | aw
permtting euthanasia. Some religious | eaders had condemmed it as an
inmpiety. Nowit could be seen for what it was -- the realistic and
appropriate way of dealing with an otherw se insurnpuntable crisis. And

an
act of nercy, since, with fewer hands to tend nore and nore who needed
hel p, the old woul d otherw se have been abandoned to die in msery.
Emer genci es created special needs. Wth the bal ance of generations
restored, the voluntary ending of human Iife could be recogni zed once
nor e
as an anti-social act.
Starnmer asked: "Wy anti-social ?"
"Because we have duties, to others as well as ourselves."
"That's an argunent agai nst euthanasia in youth or early manhood. Not
after a life's work has been conpleted. Surely one is free then of
obligations."
Hans shook his head. "Never free. There is always a debt. One | eaves
things that others nust do -- affairs to be cleared up, a body to be
buri ed. And one | eaves the unhappy |egacy of nourning."
Starnmer said nothing. Hans pursued it.
"Do you not agree?"
He said neutrally: "Perhaps you're right."
Hans smiled. "I have tired you with nmy talking! We will go to bed.
Bl essed

sl eep, followed by a new day. Life is good. Each day dawns well."



Starner left the curtains undrawn; when he put out the |anp, noonlight
silvered the room Blessed sleep indeed, he thought, and an end, if

only

tenporarily, to menories.

He was drowsing but the light tap pulled himback to wakeful ness. The
door

opened and Maria was there. She wore a white housegown, fastened high
at

the neck. She said:

"I wondered how you were."

"Al'l right."

She | ooked at himfor a while w thout speaking; then said:

"You are our wel cone guest, and one does not ask questions of a guest.
But

we tal ked about you last night, Rudi and |I. He thought you had a
sadness.

He has an eye for sadness.™

He shook his head. "No. But thank you for being concerned."

She nodded, snmiling. "I amglad. Good night, then."

Suddenly he had a fear of being al one.

"Stay awhile." She |ooked at himin silence again. "I'd like to talk."
" About what ?"

"About you. Tell me about yourself."

She shook her head. "That would be dull. | amnot interesting."

He thought: that is what | want -- dullness, and conpany. Sonet hing,

someone, who is sinmply there, alive, but naking no demand or claim

of fering no invol venent. He said:

"Tell me."

She canme over and sat on the foot of the bed; it creaked under her
wei ght .

"Where shall | start?"

"Anywhere. From when you were a child."

"I was born here, as you know. The glacier is the first thing

remenber:

a day of storm rain and tunmbling clouds, then clearing -- blue sky,
and

the whiteness belowit. | was three perhaps, or four."

In the noonlight he saw her frown slightly, with the effort of
recol | ection.

"Qther things fromthat sunmer too. A fall on the steps outside. | cut
ny

knee on a sharp stone: | have the scar still. Adoll I lost. And the

finding of it, weeks later, which was worse than the |osing. She was

bl eached by rain and sun, a dead thing."

It was going wong. Hearing her talk of these sinple uninportant things

made hi m aware of her individuality, her uniqueness. It unsettled him
Yet

he did not want her to stop. She tal ked on quietly, but the trivia of
her

life which he had thought m ght be salve to his wound were salt
i nst ead.

In the nmiddl e of speaking about a cat that had gone wild, only coning
back

to raid the kitchen when the valley's supply of small ganme gave out,
she

stopped. In a questioning voice, she said:

"M chael ?"

Only then was he aware that his eyes were running with tears. He rubbed
his cheek with his hand.

"I"'msorry."



She got up and canme towards him Taking a handkerchi ef fromthe pocket

of

t he housegown, she dabbed his face.

"Do not be sorry. But tell me. It will be better if you do."

He did not think it would, but found hinmself talking all the same --
about

Kat heri ne, the garden, the grave. She | eaned over him her hands
hol di ng

one of his, gently pressing fromtime to time. Wien he had exhausted

himself and fell silent, she said:

"I's it better?"

He did not answer. She stood up. He thought she was going to | eave him
and

the pang of fear cane back. But she was |ooking at him her face
serious

and intent; and he saw her fingers nove to the fastener at the neck of

t he

gown. A line opened and extended, and underneath she was naked.

St eppi ng out of the gown, she opened the sheets and clinbed in beside
hi m

He found hinself shaking with a different fear

"It's no good."

"Hush," she said. "It will be."

Her hands hel d and caressed, her lips brushed face and chest. He saw
t he

white line of the parting in her hair, and its scent was in his
nostrils.

Brown eyes were close to his. He said again:

"No good. "

She smled with confidence. "Love ne, and be at peace."

He coul d see one of her feet in the noonlight that fell across the end
of

the bed: shapely and strong, with the strength of her peasant
ancest ors.

Now he woul d have wept, but could not. He stared dry-eyed at the
ceiling;

sel f-di sgust was a choking lunp in his throat. She said:

"You are trenbling. Are you col d?"

VWhen he failed to answer she got up and rearranged the bed clothes to

cover him Her drooping breasts brushed the sheet as she snoothed it.

He

said, for the sake of saying sonething, anything:

"You' re beautiful."

She snmiled. "I am pl eased you think so."

He turned away, unable to bear the encounter of eyes.

"What is it, Mchael ?"

" Not hi ng. "

One fist was clenched against his face; she opened it with her fingers
and

stroked hi s hand.

"You have good hands. | |like nmen's hands that bear the nmarks of |abour."

"These hands buried her. A week ago."

"She woul d have been glad of it, | think."

"And now betray her."

"Betray?" He was silent. "How does one betray the dead?"

"As one betrays the living. By breaking faith." He paused. "As you have

betrayed Rudi."

Her hand did not let go of his. "But no faith is broken. Rudi knows,
and



approves."

"Of your coming to my bed?"

"OfF course. That is why he persuaded you to stay a second night, and
found

a reason to be absent hinmself. He knew you were unhappy, and lonely. He

wi shed me to confort you, in the best way confort can be given."

"Confort," he said. "lIs that all it means to you?"

"Confort, conpanionship, pleasure."” Her hand took his face and turned

towards hers. "M chael, have you been with no other woman but your
wi fe?"
"Since our marriage, no."
"And she? No ot her man?"
"I don't know." He closed his eyes, trying to blot out present and past
alike. "I never knew"

(Y,
Starner crossed the Alps in good weather. A high pressure belt was
reported stable and likely to persist for sone time. He should be able

to
reach Sicily confortably in three days.
He stopped the night at Viareggio, and set off the foll owing norning
with
the intention of pressing on to Ronme. Siena entered his mind only to be
di smssed. |If the shores of Geneva had been too threatening with their
menori es, how could he possibly bear that?
And yet, perversely, the thought returned. Away to his left stretched
t he

Tuscan hills; rounded, bright green with sumer, columed with
cypresses.

The day was begi nning to haze over with heat. He passed over Pisa, the

cat hedral and broken fragments of the tower splotches of white in a
nass

of enerald. And al nbst wi thout being aware of what he was doi ng he
t ur ned

the Bird east, to follow the dark streak of the Arno.

A thinner thread branched southwards: the Elsa. Starmer went with it,

descendi ng now t hrough the warmair. He could snell the land, the

unforgettabl e scented breath of Italy. He crossed a hill at the
valley's

end and saw the city, red and ochre agai nst reseda.

He could still overfly; but as he birded |l ower the roofs parted to show

the Piazza del Canpo and the slimdom nating colum of the Torre de
Mangi 0. They drew himirresistibly, and he dropped towards them

The city had recently opened for its season and there were a few people
about. Lunch was being served at the café at the top of the Piazza, and
he
shared a table with an American who asked himif he had been here
bef ore.
Starnmer said yes, though not for a long tine.
"I come every summer. The world's nost perfect city, by my reckoning.

And
don't they keep it in wonderful shape? Just think of it -- the entire
centre retained just the way it was. And totally unoccupied for half
t he
year."
"Not totally."
"Well, | suppose sonme of the preservation boys come here. | neant, by

visitors."



"It's possible to visit."

"The hotel closes.”

"The Custodian will put you up, if you nake a special request. W
stayed

with him"

"In winter?"

"Yes. We had good weat her. Cold, but clear."

"I mght try it sone tine. Except it's a long way to cone to Europe, in

winter."

Starmer nodded. "A | ong way."

He wal ked al one through enpty streets, clinmbing the hill to the
cat hedr al

but not going inside. Instead he went to the Miseo dell' Opera and

upstairs to the Duccio room The roomwas enpty too, and heavy with a

silence that the tiny nunbl e of the conditioner only enphasized.

Not hi ng had changed. The pai ntings hung where they had twenty years
ago,

and for nmore than a century before that. He stood before the Mesta,
with

its concourse of saints clustered round the central figure of the
Vi rgin.

Al that gold, and those flowers of faces framed by their slender
hal oes.

Fl esh showed green where pignmentation had been | ost, and you could see
t he

specki ng of worm hol es. For nearly seven centuries after Duccio painted

it, it had crunbled little by little. Since then, a halt to
deterioration.

A man viewing it not just seven centuries but seven mllennia hence
woul d

find no further change. If any man were left to | ook

He heard the footsteps, but only turned when the voice spoke cl ose
behi nd

hi m
"Bellissima. Non e vero?"
Starner said: "And she still has you to watch over her, Carlo."

Recognition took a nonent. Wen it canme, the remenbered grin
transf or ned

Traporti's hatchet face.

"M chael! After so long. And Katherine -- she is with you?"

"No. Katherine's dead."

Traporti put a hand on his shoulder. "That is hard to believe." He
shook

his head. "My Pia is also dead, three years since. But Katherine was so

much younger."

"You're still Custodian?"

"Yes. It is what | amused to, the work and the city. Are you staying

at

t he Continental e?"

"I only birded in a couple of hours ago. | hadn't decided about
staying."

"But you must! Wth nme. You cannot rush away after so |ong."

"No," Starner said. "I suppose | can't."

Traporti had kept the sanme apartnent, |ooking down over the piazza, in
a

bui | di ng ot herwi se unoccupi ed and seal ed. An el evator took themto the

fourth floor and a vestibule still filled with exotic potted plants.
That

had been Pia's hobby; presumably Traporti had continued it.



Starnmer had been trying to recall Pia's appearance but could not bring
her

to mind. In the living room though, there was a high-relief print
whi ch

he studied while Traporti was getting themdrinks. It was not that she

had

not been distinctive, with a dark oval face recalling Duccio' s Virgin.
She

was Si enese by ancestry, he renenbered, and had brought Traporti here
from

his home in the Po valley. Yes, certainly distinctive. Strange that,

forgetting her so completely, he had recognized Traporti instantly.

"Canpari, extra touch of bitters, ice and soda, tw st of orange. How is

t hat ?"

No, not really strange. He nodded.

"Perfect."”

"That nmonth we had, the four of us. | remenber it well. | hoped we
m ght

neet again."

He shrugged. Starmer remenbered too: the calls Traporti had made to
t hem

afterwards, his own bl eak responses and the Italian's gradual awareness
of

their being unwel cone. And Katherine's protests, into which he had read
so

many things, and the eventual silence into which he read still nore.
Wth

a desol ation of insight, he thought: what a bastard | was. And yet,

despite that, despite death and grief, the question remai ned and he

hungered for an answer.

Traporti tal ked without pronmpting of his life. It was a full one in

sumrer, with the tourists, the hotel and two restaurants, shops,

Bird-servicing station, information centre. In the winter it was
qui et er,

but he found enough to occupy him He hunted still. H s eye was not
what

it had been, but on the other hand gane was nore plentiful every year

"My freezer is well stocked,” he said. "Tonight | shall make you an

arrosto msto della caccia. You renenmber? Wth a Mntepul ci ano wine."

Starnmer went to the wi ndow. The piazza was pink and white in sunlight,
its

stones quivering with heat, the tower standing phallic guard. Once the
air

had echoed with the cries of Ghibelline and Guel ph, in that |ong
struggl e

agai nst Fl orence during which the Sienese began building a cathedral to

outshine all in Christendom to the glory of God and the City of the
Vol f.

Until the Black Death cane, putting an end both to the patriotic
struggl e

and religious anbition. Yet for centuries after that the city had gone
on

living, with generations being born, begetting, giving way to new.

He called back to Traporti: "Wasn't there talk of reviving the Palio?

Not hi ng canme of it?"

"No. And it would have been wong. Preserving buildings is one thing,

resurrecting a horse race quite another. The Palio bel ongs to the past.

is best |eft to the authenticators."”



They sat over the dinner table, against a window, as dusk enfol ded the
city. They were well down the second bottle of wine. Traporti asked:
“I'f I had not found you in the Miseo, would you have | ooked for ne?"

St arnmer paused before answering, truthfully: "I don't know. "

"Perhaps providence directed nmy steps. | visit ny Duccios often, but
not

every day. It is nmore than a week since | was there last."

Starnmer stared out silently. The air was full of swallows, clouds of
t hem

sweeping round in their final mass flight before settling for the night.
A

single figure wal ked down the slope of the piazza and two others, nale
and

femal e, stood close together by the fountain. The tower was shar p-edged
agai nst a purpling sky that held a single star. Water sparkled, gushing
fromthe wolf's stone nouth into the basin where a late loitering
pi geon
fluffed its feathers.
"So beautiful,"” Traporti said.
"Yes."
"A beauty of which one does not tire. And to share it is to enjoy it

t he

nore. | nmiss Pia nost at such a tinme as this, when we sat together at
t he

day's end. It has been |l onger for ne than you, of course. One grows

accustoned. But to some things, never."

Starner sipped his wine. Undeniably there was peace here, for anyone
with

the will to claimit.

Traporti said: "You are a young man still, Mchael. To ne, at |east.
What

will you do with your life?"

"I haven't decided."

"Go back to your garden?"

"I destroyed it, before | left."

"You coul d nake anot her ?"

"l suppose so."

Wen, after a pause, Traporti spoke again, it was in a nore earnest
t one.

"Listen, Mchael. Wy not stay with me? We have each lost life's

conpanion. It would be a help perhaps for both of us."

"Thank you. But | don't think |I could do that."

"As well as this apartment | have ny villa outside the city. You could

make an English garden, here in Tuscany."

"No"

"At |least, consider it." He poured the last of the wine. "Visit your

friend Leoni, as you plan. Rest and ease your spirit. But you would not

thi nk of staying permanently there?"

"' No. "

"It is a fierce place, Sicily, too fierce for your English bl ood.
Tuscany

is different. This has al ways been a second hone for your poets and

painters. Bask a while in the Sicilian sun. Then cone north again, cone

here. "

Starnmer did not answer. The figures had left the fountain and were
wal ki ng

in the direction of the hotel, their hands |inked. The worman wore a
white

dress. In the dusk she was a blur; and young, and beauti ful
Traporti said: "Though | love the city at all seasons, it is best in



wi nter, when one has it to oneself and the streets seemto echo with
voi ces of the past. You remenber?"

Starner drank his wine. "I remenber. We'd just nmarried. We'd planned to
bird south to Africa, for wi nter sunshine.”

"But you paused here, and we persuaded you to stay, Pia and |."

"You nmore than Pia."

Traporti |aughed. "It was | who did the tal king! That was al ways so.
She

was a quiet one, ny Pia."

"Why?" Traporti | ooked at him "Wy did you want us to stay?"

"Because it is good, having guests in wi nter, when no-one otherw se
comnes

to Siena. And we |iked you. Wy el se?"

"That |ast day..."

Traporti shook his head. "I do not remenber. It is twenty years, after

all."

Starner spoke slowy. "I came into this room |'d been for a final walk

round the city, on my own. | entered quietly. You and Kat herine were
here

-- | don't know where Pia was. And you and she were kissing."

"Were we?"

"You | ooked at ne over her shoulder, realizing | was in the room You

smled, and said: 'l amkissing your wi fe goodbye.""

"Your nmenory is better than mine! For kisses, at least."

"What el se?" Starmer asked.

"What do you nean: what el se?"

"What el se happened, during that nonth? There were opportunities for
you

and she to be alone. Did you take then®?"

"Strange questions! An English joke?" He studied Starmer's face. "No,
not

a joke, | think. And not sonething which comes just now into your nind

You have thought of this before. Those tines | called you, after you
had

gone back to England... the strangeness in your manner. Because of
t hi s?

It was because of this we did not see you agai n?

"I'"m aski ng you: what happened?"

"Wy did you not ask Katherine?

"l did."

"And her answer?"

"That there was nothing." He could not conceal bitterness. "No nore than
a

friendly kiss."

"You did not believe her?"

"I didn't know. "

"You poor chap." The English expression sounded | udicrous, but Starmer
had

no urge to laugh. "And what would it have mattered, anyway?"

"Never mind that. Tell ne!"

Traporti drained his own glass. "Were there other tines you had such

doubts, during your life together?"

"'Yes."'

"And her replies about those?"

"The sane."

"Wth the sane effect, no doubt. She was very beautiful, your
Kat heri ne.

And -- sinpatica. Men would al ways be drawn to her beauty, be warned by

her smile. You demand to know about that first tine -- here in Siena?

tell you: nothing happened. Nothing beyond what you saw -- a kiss of



good

friends, in parting. So, | have told you. Are you reassured?"
Starnmer did not speak. Traporti went on
"No, because you cannot believe me either. And reasonably so: if we had

shared a bed, she and I, what good would it do to say it now, and nake
a

liar of her? Therefore you ask, but do not listen. That is the sadness.

The piazza was enpty. Al the swall ows had gone, and the sky was
begi nni ng

to be full of stars.

"We all suffer loneliness," Traporti said. "I too, in my beautiful
city.

But nmy loneliness is fromoutside ne. Yours is within, Mchael. | pity
you

for it."

Y

Starnmer lay on a | edge of rock, with sunlight pink beyond his eyelids.
The

heat both nunbed and entranced him He thought how good it would be to
lie

like this forever, hearing only the quiet slap of water bel ow, drained
of

everyt hing but an inner core of consciousness.

The sound of Leoni scranmbling up the rocks was an irritant which he
woul d

have |iked to ignore but could not. The shadow of his body fell across

Starner, and a drop of cool water splashed his arm Leoni said:

"You should take a dip, Mchael. It is perfect."

"Perhaps later."

"Look down there," Leoni said. "See how clear. Every pebble visible,

through five netres of water."

Reluctantly Starner sat up, shading his eyes with his hand. Leon
squatt ed

besi de him He had kept hinmself very fit; his body could have been that
of

amn in mdthirties, black-haired, strongly mnuscled.

They were al one. The youngsters who worked as voluntary servants sinmply
to

be near Leoni had been excl uded: Leoni was maki ng a point of devoting

hinself to his guest. It was unnecessary and a bit exhausting, but
ki nd;

and Starmer felt an obligation to respond. He duly adnired the sea
whi ch

was i ndeed crystal clear, tinged a |light blue directly bel ow but deep

cobalt further out. Qutcroppings of rock gleamed through it. He said,

pointing to one of them

"An odd sort of reef, that."

"That? Not a reef. A weck."

"A strange shape for a ship. Al nost square."

"Landing craft," Leoni said. "E.C.T." He delighted in displaying his

know edge of unusual facts and terns. "Fromthe Htler war. The British

and Anericans | anded troops along this coast."

"M ght you do sonething on that?"

Leoni shook his head. "I'minterested in the twentieth century, but not
in

their wars. Al very massive and shapeless -- dull." He stood up and

stretched. "Sicily has known nore interesting invasions. The Athenian
expedition, for instance. The Athenian fleet was trapped in Syracuse
har bour behind a boom and their soldiers driven into a river between



hi gh
banks. A river of blood by nightfall. The survivors -- citizens of
At hens,
who had listened to Pericles in the Assenbly urging themon to victory

were sold as slaves. Denosthenes died in that battle. Yes, |I mght well
do
it, some tine."
Leoni had al ways shown an artless delight in talking of his work. He
didn't actually claimto be the world's greatest authenticator, but
no- one
i stening could have doubted he believed it. But he had been |ike that
even as a student. For Leoni, fame had al ways been not only worth any
effort but something certain of attainment.
After he had tenporarily exhausted the subject of hinself, Leon
returned
to the delights offered by the I ocal waters and this time Starner
acqui esced to his urgings. They swamround the headl and to a cave that
opened into a grotto. Inside in the dimess the water's surface
shi nmer ed
with distant reflections of the outer world. Hauling hinself up onto a
flat rock and giving Starner a hand to follow, Leoni said:
"The word 'grotesque' comes fromgrotto. O, in Italian, 'grotta" -- a
cave. But by a peculiar derivation. Wen the Emperor Nero's palace in

Rone
was first excavated, they found frescoes of the school of painting
fashionable in his time. Because they were di scovered in what seened a
cave, the style of painting was naned 'grotta-esque'. |nteresting,
don't
you t hi nk?"
Anot her small jewel out of Leoni's nental treasure chest. Starner said:
"Yes. Very interesting."
A maglev line ran along the five niles between beach and villa, further
i ndi cation of Leoni's affluence. The car, riding on its force lines
j ust
cl ear of the ground, was open, providing a pleasant breeze, rich with
t he
scent of oranges.
The villa, growing out of the hillside, was conmplexly structured. It
was
surrounded by a formal garden at the end of which, concealed fromview
by

evergreens, stood the two-roonmed huts in which his acolytes slept. They
had their neals in the villa, though not, except on special invitation
with their host.
Starner ate with Leoni and his wife Elvira. He had met her a couple of
times before and been slightly puzzled by her. Were Leoni was

gar rul ous
and full of nervous energy, she had a cold stillness and rarely sml ed.
She was, he woul d have said, handsome, but her novements were gracel ess

unf em ni ne. When she spoke, which was not often, her voice was dry,

slightly harsh.

But previous encounters had been away fromthe villa. Seeing her here,

Starner realized what she neant to Leoni. She ran the place and
everyt hi ng

connected with it with efficiency and authority. And she subordinat ed

herself and all else to a single end: the protection of Leoni's genius.

The disciples, initially vetted by her, were of both sexes. A couple of



the girls were pretty, and Starnmer wondered if she counted procuring as

part of her office. But he quickly realized that if so he had the
gender

wong; it was the young nen Leoni stroked and petted.

Starmer was dubious at first about her reaction to him but her
devotion

to Leoni's w shes was absolute, his whins enforced with her iron
St ar mer

was well | ooked after in this house of luxury. H's clothes were taken
awnay

the first night and replaced with brightly enbroi dered silk robes
simlar

to the ones Leoni wore about the house, and servants consulted him

constantly, in fact excessively, as to his requirenents.

Food was exquisitely prepared and served. Apparently it was a fad of

Leoni's to dine, a week at a tinme, in the manner of other |ands or
ages.

This week, in Starmer's honour, the fashion was Elizabet han Engl and.
Roast

swan provided the main dish on the first night, suckling pig on the

second. Realismwas pursued to the extent of serving the neats on
saucers

of bread rather than plates, with fingers as the principal inplenents

for
eating. It was slightly messy, but the silver finger-bows with their
floating rose petals were constantly renewed.
St arnmer wondered again as he spooned up syllabub about Leoni's reason
for

inviting him Qut of conpassion over Katherine's death he had presuned,
but now that scarcely seemed adequate as an expl anation. They had been
friends of a sort in their youth, but there had been little contact
si nce.
And Leoni, as the nonol ogue he was presently delivering on the
presentation that had won himlast year's Kutsuni prize denonstrated,
remai ned a thorough-going egotist. Not, surely, a man to offer refuge
to
an ol d acquai ntance in his bereavenent for sinple humanity's sake.

Leoni's studio was on three floors, and constituted the centre and apex
of

the villa. The top two were working premnmi ses - one above ground | evel

| ooki ng across the garden, the other artificially lit and soundproof ed.

Bel ow that again, and twi ce the size, was the conbined library and
show ng

room Its focal point was the ur-sphere, a bubble of crystal ten feet
in

di aneter.

Sone days after Starner's arrival they assenbled there: Leoni and
Elvira,

Starner, the disciples. Leoni had conpleted a new work and this was to
be

its first showing. There was an air of excitenent and anticipation

As the roomlights di med, the ur-sphere glowed with a mlky radi ance
from

which a city skyline slowy took shape. The sphere was of mnadi sonite,

totally reflectionless: spectators |ooked directly and wi t hout
distortion

into a mcrocosm

Leoni's subject this time was not one of the historical set-pieces for

whi ch he was fanous, but a nore intimate study: of netropolitan life at



the height of the pollution era. Fromthe besnogged skyline he di pped
into

cl ose-ups of autonobiles packed in rows in ugly streets, their horns

snarling and wailing, garbage cans overflowing with filth, a rat
scurrying

away from a hunchback who choked in a paroxysm of coughi ng before
[ighting

up another cigarette. You saw the grey face, the yell owed fingers,
hear d

the wheeze of breath, and smelt the stink of stale tobacco for an
i nst ant

before the conditioner whisked it away.

There was a backing track based on popul ar songs of the period, in

particul ar those conposed -- Leoni inforned them-- by two nmen called

Lennon and McCartney; airing his know edge further with the information

that they had been performers as well as conposers, strolling players

one
m ght say. The nmusic was nostal gic, nost effective in a mnor key. One
song recurred in snatches, froma nel ancholy voi ce whose nasal tone,
Leoni
observed with a | augh, was probably due to bl ocked sinuses, a conmon
disability of the age.
The story concerned two young nen enployed as clerks in a vast
factory-office. Their idealistic views were contrasted with the sordid
actuality of their environnent. One boarded in a griny bed-sitting room
in
a decaying tenenent, run by a harridan of a |andl ady and perneated by
f oul

cooking snells and the raucous blare of radios through thin walls. The
other lived with his famly: war-crippled father, slatternly nother
sister reeking of cheap scent and | ooking for cheap sensations; younger
brother a heroin addict, injecting hinself in a |avatory cubicle. There
were gasps at the naked realismof that scene.
Their friendship had honbsexual overtones, but the only specific
reference
cane in a scene where, tal king high-mndedly on a park bench at night,
they were confronted by a policeman who threatened themwi th a charge
of
i ndecency, and extracted all the noney they had as a bribe for not
proceeding with it. Their real bond was a shared di sgust for the world
that surrounded them and a determi nation to escape fromit.
The story dealt with the obstacles that fate and their tine put between
them and their aspirations. They had hopes of acquiring a small hol di ng,
renote fromthe areas of pollution, but needed capital to buy it.
Attenpts
to achieve this honestly were frustrated; on the other hand, there were
tenptations towards easy crooked noney. The sister had becone the
m stress
of a gang-leader; the young brother offered them an opportunity to push
drugs.
Eventually, with the aid of a benevolent early conservationist, they
achi eved their objective. But that evening, taking a final wal k through
the city's nean streets in a choking yellow fog, a fight between bl acks
and whites spilled out froma grinmy bar and engul fed them The nob
di spersed to the shrilling of police whistles. The fair-haired boy was
left cradling his friend, stabbed and dying, in his arns.
There was a coda. The bl ond boy left the city, heading for the rura
par adi se they had hoped to share. Fromthe wheel of his nodest pick-up
truck, he could see fields and distant hills. But behind himon the
notorway two snarling sports cars diced at over a hundred miles an



hour .

Rocketing past him one skidded; he tried desperately to avoid the

collision but could not. The cars | ocked together and burst into flane.
As

the crash of metal subsided into a shocking stillness, wth snoke
rising

in a dark plune fromthe weckage, the nasal voice swelled up
ironically:

"I believe in yesterday..."

The ur-sphere faded, and roomlights came on. Praise was unani nous, and

ecstatic: the best thing Leoni had done, an incredible work of art... a

quite perfect authentication of the late twentieth century.

Leoni offered a nodest disclaimer. "Not perfect. There are ninor

anachroni sms. The solid-fuel fire in their office is fromearlier."

"Di ckens..." soneone suggest ed.

"Well, nore that period, though they | asted beyond it. But not to the
tine

of that sort of office."

"The effect, though!" That was a young man with a red quiff. "The gl ow
of

the coals, and the acrid snoke..."

"As you know," Leoni said, "I've always believed in a bal ance between
art

and authentication -- that sometimes one needs to sacrifice one, at
| east

in a mnor degree, for the sake of the other. And exaggeration is also

perm ssible, within limts. Take the incident in the park. The police
wer e

corrupt, but it's inprobable that blackmail would have occurred in so

blatant a form One is conpressing, you understand -- pointing things
up. "

A girl said: "Actually it counterpointed the scene with the two
capitalist

bosses -- illustrating the way corruption perneated society fromtop to

bottom "

The di scussi on, or panegyric, went on for sone tine. Eventually Leon
made

a smal |l gesture of tiredness, perhaps of satiety, and Elvira seized on
t he

cue. She told them in her clipped dry voice, that it was time to
permt

the Maestro to relax. These first show ngs were always a strain.

They accepted the dism ssal obediently, and she went with them Starner

rose to |l eave too, but Leoni asked himto stay. Wen they were al one,

he

sai d:

"I feel tired. Make nme a drink, would you?"

Leoni was drinking Scotch, possibly as another gesture of respect for
hi s

guest. Wen he took himthe gl ass, Leoni said:

"Not havi ng one yoursel f?"

"Not just now. "

Leoni stretched, and sighed. "These affairs do take it out of me. The

first reactions.”

"l suppose they do."

Leoni was silent for a time; then said abruptly:

"l never understood why you didn't becone an authenticator."

"Insufficient talent."

"But you did have talent, when we were students. Some of the stuff you
did



you
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bef ore specialization showed great prom se, and imgi hation. In fact

were the only one in our year whose work | thought could eventually be
better than mne. Wiy did you give it up?"

"I thought 1'd rather be a gardener."

There was a pause again. Leoni's posture, lying back in the chair, was
strai ned. He asked Starner:

"My authentication -- what did you really think about it? You were the
only one who made no coment."
"Elvira didn't."

"Elvira." He shrugged. "The only one.'

He canme forward in his chair.

me what you thought. Honestly."
Hi s eyes fixed on Starmer with intensity. In that nmoment Starmer knew

reason for his being asked to stay here. Katherine's death had been the
excuse. The expl anation went a | ong way back, to the days when even

had been unsure of hinself. He had been sumoned to testify to

unquesti onabl e success, and to put old doubts to rest. It was necessary
that his praise should be added to the acclamati on of the disciples.
Leoni's peace of mind required it.

And it was sonething, surely, not too difficult to provide. One could

it areturn for hospitality. Under the expectant gaze he started to
the clichés. But he could not utter them Echoing Leoni, but in query,

sai d:

"Honest | y?"

"Of course!"

"I thought it was cleverly done, in places brilliant; but false."

Leoni was stung and showed it. "Fal se?"

"To its subject.”

Leoni said, heavily sarcastic: "I didn't realize you were an expert on
late twentieth-century nmetropolitan lifel™

H s anger was noderated by sel f-confidence. He woul d have researched
exhaustively, as he always did. Starner said:

"I"msure the physical details were right, except in deliberate errors,
like the coal fire, where you knowi ngly sacrificed accuracy for effect."
"You condemn t hat ?"

"No. | was thinking of something nore inportant.”

Leoni held up the glass and | ooked at himacross it.

" Per haps you coul d speci fy?"

"Your characters were unconvincing."

"I'n what way?"

"In every way that matters. They belong to this tine, not that. Like

phi | ant hr opi ¢ conservationi st."
"Are you trying to tell me," Leoni said in a tolerantly contenptuous

"that there were no generous conservationists in the twentieth century;
and no poor devils who wanted to escape from those hi deous

conur bati ons?"

"No. | wasn't thinking of the views they expressed. They were

unconvi nci ng

because they were unreal -- pallid, passionless. Creatures of a dying
culture. Qur culture.”

"But the twentieth century was a classic exanple of decadence! You nust
have read Maretz -- the parallels he draws with the | ate Roman



enpire..."
"l said dying, not decadent. Decadence nornally carries the seeds of

new
grow h. Qur society doesn't."
"But that's absurd!"
"W scavenge on our ancestors. The old art fornms are dead, or exist
nerely
as pastiche. Authentication is all we have to offer, and it's purely
parasitic."

"Parasitic? Because it takes the past as its subject?"

"It goes deeper than that. There used to be a perversion called
voyeurism

i n which people took sexual pleasure fromwatching the activities of

others. It doesn't exist, of course, in the sanitized world of today.

But
aut hentication is voyeurismof a nore pitiable kind. It flourishes in a
worl d enotionally so inpoverished that it has to conjure up ghosts from
the despi sed past, and suck sone kind of vitality fromthem Except
t hat
it's all an illusion. You get nothing fromghosts but enptiness. Do you
know what Henry Janes said about art?"
"Late nineteenth-century novelist," Leoni said. "An Anerican, who chose
to
live in England. No, | haven't read him H's work was confined to a
limted mlieu, |I understand.”
"And not one offering rmuch scope to the authenticator. Yes, a precious
man

per haps, witing about precious people. But he said one unprecious

t hi ng
-- that the flower of art only bl oons where the ground has been well
manured. As a gardener | can appreciate that."
"But you destroyed your garden, didn't you?"
Leoni was sniling, unconplicatedly cheerful again. He had not got the
prai se he'd sought, but being able to categorize Starner as a msfit,

an

aberrant, made up for it.

"Per haps you understand destruction better than you do creativity!"

Starnmer said: "I make no clainms for nyself. Yes, | destroyed it."

Vi

Looki ng up by chance, Starnmer caught sight of a distant dot in the sky.
He

assuned it was a traveller following the coastline towards the resort

fifty mles south; but the dot grew in size, approaching the island.

Judgi ng by the green and white of the wings the Bird cane fromltaly;
but

it was Martin who got out.

He said: "How are you, M chael ?"

"Well enough. As you see." Starner had been briefly puzzled, but the

expl anati on was obvi ous. "A bug?"

Martin nodded. "Inside the wing arch.”

"So you've been tracking me since | |eft England?"

"Yes."

"And i ke a conscientious Counsellor have come to inspect your
wanderi ng

sheep. It's a long way to travel on a pastoral visit."

Martin snmiled. "And the final lap in a hired Italian Bird. They gear
t hem

for a different kind of flying than I'mused to. More than a little
tricky. | airshipped to Trieste and picked it up there."



"As | said, a long way."

"I gather you left Leoni fairly suddenly."

"Yes. | thought you might get a call about that."

"You said one or two odd things, according to him"

"Only odd? | criticized authentication as an art form and his work in
particular. Surely that qualifies as raving insanity?"

Still smling, Martin said: "I thought your criticismwas directed nore
towards the nodern world in general."
"That too."
"You feel we lead inpoverished |ives conpared with our forebears. W
| ack
the primtive luxuries of overcrowding, disease, violence, war. Isn't
t hat
it?"
"It's a way of putting it."
They stood not far froma small grove of olive trees, whose | eaves
flickered fromgrey-green to silver-grey in a breeze fromthe sea. The
sky
was mostly clear but there was high cloud to the west. Starmer had a
feeling that the weather, perfect during the week he had been here,
m ght
be on the point of breaking.
"Do you mind if we sit in the shade?" Martin asked. "I find this heat a
bit extreme after ten days of steady rain in England.”
They sat on warm powdery earth under the shivering olive trees; nearby
a
lizard was i mMmmobile in a patch of sunlight.
Martin said: "Can we tal k about Katherine?"
""1'd rather not.'
"\ 2"
"Does that matter? Let's say | don't want to discuss her, with you or
anyone."
"Haven't you already done so?"
Starner | ooked at himkeenly. "Did you have a call from Siena as well?
O
was it the other way round? Checking up on ny contacts?"
"I was thinking of further north than Siena."
"Maria? You have been thorough. And presumably they've been tal kative."
"What you nust try to understand,” Martin said, "is that people are
concerned for you. You may not see things their way, but you should
accept
that they nmean well."
"Mean well? Ch yes, | accept that. Did she tell you how that particul ar
epi sode ended -- with me punping ny seed into her? Not that it matters.
Infertile seed into a barren wonmb. A betrayal |acking even biol ogica
justification.”
"Betrayal seenms inportant to you." Starner was silent. "l gather you
reveal ed doubts, to both Maria and Carl o, over the possibility that
Kat heri ne may have known other men sexually during your marriage." He
ignored Starmer's gesture of revul sion. "Wuld you |ike to have the
doubt s
resol ved?"
"They can't be, now. "
"You forget: | was her Counsellor too."
Starnmer | ooked away. "lI'mnot interested.”
"Why? Because you're afraid of what you might find out?"
The lizard twitched, then turned again to stone. Starmer said nothing.
"Let's tal k about you then, instead of Katherine. |I've been going
t hr ough

your record. You had the usual routine analysis at eighteen. It doesn't



seemto have been very satisfactory in your case."

"No. Not on either side."

"You were recorded as uncooperative. Wuld you accept that as accurate?"
"I wouldn't reject it. The whol e business struck me as pointless."
"According to your analyst you had an underlying pregenital neurosis,

to

whi ch you'd made a good superficial adjustment.”

"Kind of himto say so."

"Neuroses are practically unknown now, under normal conditions of

nurturing. Yours was traumatic in origin. Your analyst felt you had
good

ego strength and had adjusted well, so he did not pursue it when you

refused therapy. In point of fact, he had information on the cause of
your

di sturbance which he kept to hinself."

"\t 2"

"He felt it would not have hel ped at that stage to discuss it with you.

"And you feel it would now?"

"It mght. The circunstances were distinctly unusual. You were an only

child and your nother had a fatal cerebral haenorrhage when you were
ei ght

nmonths old. Normally you woul d have been picked up within an hour, and

i ntensive surrogate care would have mnim zed deprivation. But your
f at her

was away, you and your nother alone in the house, and the al arm system
was

defective. It was thirty-six hours before you were found. Your physica

condition was poor, but could be put right. The enotional wound was a
nor e

difficult problem Thirty-six hours is along time to a baby, and you
wer e

at a critical stage of interrelating. The wound heal ed superficially,
but

not at a deeper level. You devel oped the neurosis which is responsible
for

your basic m strust of relationships."

"Expl ai ni ng," Starner suggested, "ny failure to count my blessings as a

menber of the late twenty-first century elect?"

"That woul d seem probable."

"And the remedy? |'m sure you have one."

"' Anal ytical therapy."

"Why should you think I would be nore inclined to accept it now than
when

it was first offered?"

"You're ol der, and one woul d hope nore sensible. And you need it.
You' ve

been hurt badly, M chael. Bereavenment is painful for anyone. It was
wor se

for you because it reactivated the original feeling of |oss, of being

abandoned. "

"And nmy reward for cooperativeness? Adjustnent to society: healthy
relations with ny fellow nmen -- and wonen?"

"Yes."

"But perhaps | don't want that. Perhaps, despite the poor prognosis, |
managed to have one good relationship in ny life; and perhaps it was so
good | don't want any other."
"You're tal ki ng about your |ove for Katherine?"
"Just that."
Martin rubbed his hand in the dust. An incongruity, Starner thought:

t hose



sensitive white fingers had nothing in comon with this ancient soil.
Martin said, after a pause:

"Do you renenber the words you spoke, when you realized she was dead?"
"No. | don't renenber much of that day."

"You spoke themto nme. You said: 'She was |ooking at you, not nme."'"
"Did | ?"

"Was that an expression of |ove, or resentnent? Like your jeal ousy of
Carl o, and the naggi ng doubts about other nen. You were faithful to her
through twenty years of marriage.”

"I'n your view, that was wrong?"

"Shall we say -- unusual ? And yet within days of her death you had
sexua

congress with anot her woman, a stranger. Qut of physical need? Surely
not .

You' d been continent for far |onger periods -- during the nonths in
whi ch

she was dying, for instance. So why then?"

He | eaned forward, and the shifting | eaves dashed his face with
sunlight.

"You called it betrayal, but nmight not reprisal be the better tern?
There

was a core of resentment inside that |ove you cherish. Dying, she

abandoned you, as your nother had done. And you hated her for it; and

wanted to get even. But the hatred wasn't anything new It had been
there

all the tinme. It was there when you were first married, that winter in

Si ena. "

The olive branches shook in a sharper breeze. It would probably rain

bef ore dark.

"I don't say these things to hurt you," Martin said, "but to help.
You're

in distress, and you don't have to be. But first you have to
under stand. "

"I understand," Starnmer said. "I wonder if you do."

"What ?"

"OfF course there was hate along with the love. Gdi et anp: a young poet

said it along tine ago. 'l hate and | love.' He went on to say: 'l do
not

know why, but | know | feel the pain.'"

"The pain can be cured. That's a prom se."

"Yes, I'msure it can. Just as, on a larger scale, those other things
wer e

cured: the violence and di sease and war. Perhaps | prefer the sickness
to

t he remedy. "

"Because you yourself are ill."

"By your standards. Not by mine. Keep your sane and heal t hy paradi se of
bal ance and harrmony. |I'll take the depths; and the heights.”

"So you choose the pain?"

"I'f you put it that way, yes."

It was sonme nmonents before Martin spoke again. He asked

"Are you planning to stay on the island?"

"For the time being. Unless an air-anbul ance happens to put down.
realize you can always score a technical victory. Analysis may require
cooperation, but drugs don't."

“In ny view," Martin said, "you are not a danger, either to yourself or
soci ety; which would be the only valid justification for action of that
sort."

"Thank you."

"We're not nonsters, you know. "



"I do know. It m ght alnost be better if you were."
"You have all you need, fromthe material point of view?"

"Yes."

"Then I'1l | eave you In peace. You know how to reach ne if you want to."

"Yes."

Martin stood up, and Starmer did the same. The lizard skittered away to
a

crevice in the rocks. Martin said:

"I notice you've been doing sonme digging over there."

" Anot her garden?"

"Probably."

"I'd like to see it when it's finished."

"It never will be," Starmer said. "That's the point."
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